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preface preface

From the wars of German unification (1864–1871) to the present time, 
the German army has been one of the most widely studied, criticized, 
and imitated military organizations in the modern world. In forging the 
united Germany that emerged in 1871, the Prussian army created new 
military and political realities in Europe. The new imperial German mil-
itary establishment was really a combination of the militaries of Bavaria, 
Saxony, Württemberg, and Prussia, but the core of the organization was 
certainly provided by Prussia. Some authors still refer to the “Prusso- 
German” military system.1 The Prussian War Ministry and the Great Gen-
eral Staff exercised considerable influence in domestic politics. War plan-
ning was almost exclusively the province of the General Staff.

The military effectiveness of the Prussian army system was beyond 
doubt in 1871, and other military establishments sought to imitate the 
Prussians, in form if not in substance.2 Based on this reputation, the Ger-
man army seemed equally formidable as the First World War began. The 
military collapse in 1918 brought the end of the German Empire but did 
not end the army’s role in domestic politics, as it assisted in establishing 
both the Weimar Republic and Adolf Hitler’s dictatorship. The army’s rep-
utation for military effectiveness, however, especially at the tactical and 
operational levels of war, remained. That reputation has been somewhat 
diminished by generations of careful study, both in Germany and else-
where. Nonetheless, the image of the German army as a force capable of 
operational and tactical brilliance in both world wars remains strong, espe-
cially in the popular imagination and even in professional military circles.3

Because of the army’s role in establishing one line of military theory 
and practice, scholars in a variety of disciplines from 1871 to the present 
day have addressed the German military experience from their varying 
perspectives. Military thinkers, historians, officers, and defense profes-
sionals have examined German systems in the context of the continu-
ing need to prepare military forces for large-scale conventional warfare. 
German concepts of the conduct of warfare, leadership, command, com-
bat effectiveness, organization, and other topics have been suggestive in 
shaping military structures and methods. The rise of airpower and the 
development of nuclear weapons had their effects on the conduct of land 
warfare, but they did not render the German system entirely irrelevant.4
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This volume is an institutional study of the most essential components 
of the German system between 1871 and 1918.5 It examines various foun-
dational areas such as theory, doctrine, institutional structures, training, 
and the officer corps. The major focus of this work is adaptation and 
change. The army had to adapt and change in the face of rapid technolog-
ical developments, while also trying to figure out what a future war would 
look like and planning for it. Doctrinal changes in the pre-1914 period 
were often manifested in subtle ways, usually in the form of slight revi-
sions in successive editions of the manuals that shaped the army’s tactics. 
A detailed examination of these modifications is necessary, as a series of 
minor changes over time can add up to a major change. In war planning, 
there was one major shift in German thinking about how to conduct a 
future war in the period between 1871 and 1914. After that, alterations 
in war plans and mobilization schedules were made subtly and to pro-
vide flexibility for the army.6 The need for adaptation and change only 
increased after 1914, when theory and doctrine met the reality of modern 
warfare and was found wanting in a number of respects. Although this 
study considers battles and campaigns, occasionally in some detail, they 
are not the primary focus and are discussed mainly in the context of insti-
tutional adaptation and change.7

The German army in this period reflected the federal nature of the Ger-
man Empire and thus consisted of four state armies—those of Prussia, 
Bavaria, Saxony, and Württemberg. The king of Prussia, who also held 
the position of German emperor, was the unifying individual under the 
German constitution of 1871. The Prussian army was by far the largest of 
the four state contingents and dominated all aspects of the army’s train-
ing and doctrine. Domestically, the Prussian army remained what it had 
always been: a royal army dedicated to the Prussian state’s conservative 
and monarchical social structure. These two fundamental aspects of the 
army’s identity played important roles in determining its social and po-
litical place in modern Germany, but they also substantially influenced 
its internal workings in everything from officer selection and training to 
tactics and command from the lowest to the highest levels. The army was, 
in short, a bulwark against the emperor’s internal opponents as well as 
Germany’s foreign enemies and rivals. 

As noted earlier, this volume focuses on theory and practice leading 
up to the First World War and on the variety of adaptations that became 
necessary as the war progressed. The army struggled to adjust to the di-
chotomous nature of warfare between 1914 and 1917. Trench warfare on 
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the western front forced the army to abandon many of its fundamental 
prewar principles and practices. The almost constant presence of the Ger-
man High Command on the western front introduced the practice of mi-
cromanagement to a degree that senior field commanders found severely 
constraining. On the eastern front and in the Balkans, however, tradi-
tional approaches in tactics, operations, and command remained rela-
tively intact. More favorable force-to-space ratios and less capable enemies 
allowed the army to attain major (but not decisive) victories within its tra-
ditional methodological framework. In preparation for the desperate final 
offensives of 1918, the army’s leadership faced the necessity of retraining 
its tactical units to return to the kind of mobile warfare (Bewegungskrieg) 
it had prepared for in 1871–1914. This was no easy task, as years of trench 
warfare (Stellungskrieg) in the west and massive casualties had robbed the 
army of leaders and units experienced in these traditional methods.

Ultimately, the purpose of this work can be stated simply: to provide 
a comprehensive examination of the army of the Kaiserreich as an insti-
tution. This aim is also reflected in the chronological scope of the work, 
which covers the entire history of the German Empire. Thus, although 
there are some allusions to them, there is no extended discussion or anal-
ysis of the wars of unification from which the empire arose.8 Likewise, 
although some attention is paid to the empire’s military institutions when 
they were still in an embryonic state in Prussia during the early nine-
teenth century, a detailed discussion of that period of Prussian history is 
beyond the scope of this work. We hope this work gains the attention not 
only of those with an interest in the Great War but also of those readers 
who are drawn to the broader history of Germany’s imperial era.

Before beginning our examination, some explanation is in order. First, 
names in this volume are rendered in the German version rather than the 
English. Thus, the German emperor in 1914 is referred to as Wilhelm II, 
not William II. Likewise, this volume uses German place names as they 
existed in 1914. For example, the capital of Austrian Galicia is Lemberg, as 
opposed to Lvov (Russian), Łwow (Polish), or Lviv (Ukrainian). This prac-
tice applies to general officer ranks as well. Thus, a Generalmajor is equiv-
alent to an American one-star general, and a Generalleutnant would have 
two stars if the Germans used such a system.9 Other common German 
terms also appear in the text for the sake of simplicity and consistency 
with the documents and literature on which this study is based.





chapter one
the mid-nineteenth-century 
foundations

On 16 June 1871 the city of Berlin, capital of the new 
German Empire, played host to one of the greatest military parades in its 
history. The occasion was the end of the successful war against France and 
the creation of the German Empire under Prussian domination. This, the 
third of the wars of unification, was the historic high point of the Prus-
sian army, which, over the next forty years, reaped the rewards of its great 
victories. The parade was a symbolic end of the old era in Prussia and the 
beginning of the imperial, or Wilhelmine, period of modern Germany. 
At the head of his glittering military machine rode Wilhelm I, king of 
Prussia and German emperor. Behind him came one of the most popular 
men in Prussia—indeed, in all of Germany: Helmuth von Moltke, chief 
of the Prussian General Staff and architect of the victorious campaigns 
in Bohemia and France.1 Behind him marched the elite of the Prussian 
army—the guards infantry and cavalry—and many of the army’s future 
leaders. In troubled cooperation with Bismarck, the army had created 
the new Reich in three victorious campaigns against Denmark (1864), 
Austria and its German allies (1866), and France (1870–1871). In addition 
to creating the military foundation of the new empire, Moltke’s victories 
served to legitimize the Prussian army’s theories and philosophy of war, 
elements of which endured in a variety of armies until the last decade of 
the twentieth century. 

Bismarck’s empire offered a political solution to the question of Ger-
man unification, but only within a framework that by its nature resisted 
many of the forces that gave rise to Germany’s growing wealth and power. 
This Prussian solution—unification from above rather than from below, 
and therefore conservative rather than democratic—created a federal state 
resting on the closely related foundations of monarchical government, 
military force, and the psychological consequences of the wildly popular 
victory over France. Prussia thus entered the new era in a manner that 
left its traditional social structure and its monarchical political structure 
intact. The aristocracy retained its power base and its ideology. The state 
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therefore represented the powerful forces that sought to control or even 
destroy the forces of political and social modernization. 

The Royal Prussian Army

The army remained a primarily royal institution under the new German 
Constitution. Its officers and men retained their traditional oaths to the 
king of Prussia, whose legitimacy as commander rested in the traditional 
power and authority of the Prussian monarchy rather than in the Prus-
sian Constitution of 1850 or the German Constitution of 1871. In the en-
tire army, only a single officer, the war minister, took an oath of loyalty 
to the Prussian Constitution. Military conventions concluded between 
Prussia and many of the other states of the German Empire incorporated 
the smaller contingents directly into the Prussian army or imposed its 
structural and doctrinal framework on them.2 Although Bavaria, Saxony, 
and Württemberg retained their state armies, the Prussian system dom-
inated in almost every aspect, especially in theory and structure of the 
armed forces.

The Prussian army’s foundations lay in its traditional role in shaping 
and defending Prussia’s monarchy and social order, dating to the days of 
the Great Elector (1640–1688) and King Friedrich Wilhelm I (1713–1740). 
The former made the army the fundamental pillar of the state, while the 
latter permanently drew Prussia’s landed nobility into military service 
as officers.3 The Prussian army thereafter served two major functions. It 
was, perhaps most obviously, the state’s primary means of survival and 
expansion. Less obviously today, the army was the guarantor of the Ho-
henzollern monarchy’s power and of the illiberal rule of Prussia’s upper 
classes. 

The army’s organization reflected its aristocratic and monarchical char-
acter. Three institutions played key roles in shaping the army’s structure, 
personnel system, and way of war. These were, respectively, the War Min-
istry, the Military Cabinet, and the General Staff. The strong and some-
times eccentric personalities that dominated the army from 1871 to 1918 
did so within the framework of these three institutions. 

The War Ministry

The Prussian War Ministry was created as part of the Stein-Hardenberg 
efforts to reform the Prussian state after its military defeat at the hands of 
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Napoleon in 1806 and its subsequent collapse.4 The key military reformer 
was Gerhard von Scharnhorst (1756–1813), who led the Military Reform 
Commission established by King Friedrich Wilhelm III in July 1807. As 
part of the effort to introduce the principle of ministerial responsibility in 
the military arena, the commission gained royal approval to create what 
later became known as the War Ministry on 15 July 1808. Scharnhorst’s 
goal was to centralize responsibility for all military affairs under the War 
Ministry, which accordingly had two main departments: the General War 
Department (Allgemeine Kriegsdepartement) and the Military Adminis-
tration Department (Militär-Oekonomie-Departement). The War Ministry 
would thus unify administration, campaign planning, and personnel af-
fairs under a single responsible cabinet secretary.5

The reformers immediately encountered the two enduring problems 
of bureaucratic rationalization of the Prussian military system. The first 
was the issue of the king’s authority as supreme commander of the army 
(Kommandogewalt). No king was willing to compromise on this, either by 
creating a single official to administer all military affairs or, even worse 
from the royal point of view, by allowing any popular body to interfere in 
the exercise of this authority.6 The royal edict of 1808 establishing the War 
Ministry thus did not give that office command of the field army during 
wartime, a responsibility that in theory remained a personal function of 
the monarch until the collapse in 1918. Friedrich Wilhelm III, faced with 
this problem, declined to appoint a war minister until 1814, when Her-
mann von Boyen, a relatively liberal reformer, became the first person to 
hold that office.

The second issue that remained problematic throughout the remaining 
century of Hohenzollern rule in Prussia was that of direct access (Imme-
diatvortrag) to the king. Even as the war minister began to assume control 
over nearly all military functions, the commanding generals (corps com-
manders) retained the right to report directly to the king, and by 1900, 
several dozen high-ranking positions had acquired that privilege. As a 
practical matter, the army always lacked any unified control beyond the 
person of the monarch.7

The War Ministry’s General War Department, headed initially by 
Scharnhorst, was in theory responsible for the most important matters 
related to command, while the Military Administration Department dealt 
with administrative affairs. The General War Department had three main 
subordinate sections for personnel affairs, general staff functions, and 
weapons and related issues.8 The first of these departments was partic-
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ularly problematic because it managed the most sensitive issue in the 
entire Prussian system. From the point of view of the monarch and the 
aristocracy, nothing was more critical than selecting, promoting, assign-
ing, and dismissing or retiring officers. 

The Military Cabinet

This office, initially known as the Section for the Administration of Per-
sonnel Affairs, was later officially designated the Military Cabinet, and it 
is known to history by that name.9 The origins of this shadowy institution 
lay in the early eighteenth century and the king’s Generaladjutants, who 
administered various official duties involving sensitive, important, or se-
cret matters.10

From the beginning, the head of the Department for Personnel Af-
fairs was also an adjutant to the king. He thus had direct access to the 
monarch, even though he was a subordinate of the war minister. For the 
period between 1814 and 1857, most correspondence and decisions re-
lated to personnel matters went through the various war ministers, who 
were unwilling to exert themselves in sensitive personnel decisions or to 
challenge the right of their subordinates to report directly to the king.11 
Following the Revolution of 1848–1849 and the creation of the Prussian 
Constitution of 1850, the struggle to emancipate the Military Cabinet 
from the War Ministry began in earnest. 

This process originated in 1857 when King Friedrich Wilhelm IV (who 
ruled from 1840 to 1859) ordered that all directors of the Department 
for Personnel Affairs be chosen exclusively from his personal adjutants 
or from generals attached to his personal entourage.12 Edwin von Man-
teuffel, who headed both the Department for Personnel Affairs and the 
Military Cabinet from February 1857 through June 1865, used his position 
as general adjutant to bypass the war minister, who gradually lost control 
over personnel actions. This continued until 18 January 1861, when a cab-
inet order gave the head of the department the right to conduct his busi-
ness, issue orders, and render personnel decisions without the approval 
of the war minister, who thus formally lost all ministerial responsibility 
for these actions.13

Subsequent war ministers, especially Julius von Verdy du Vernois 
(April 1889–October 1890), attempted to rein in the chief of the Military 
Cabinet, but to no avail.14 A very small number of individuals, usually 
fewer than ten officers and about a dozen civil servants, thus controlled 
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the vast majority of the army’s decisions related to officer personnel.15 
In 1861 the Military Cabinet received authorization to publish personnel 
actions without the formal approval of the war minister.16 The Military 
Cabinet’s responsibilities were defined as the execution of all highest 
(royal) orders in assignments, promotions, retirement, pay, punishment, 
granting of awards, permission to marry, and dismissals of officers and 
officer candidates.17

Only the direst circumstances could force the king to subordinate the 
Military Cabinet to any other military authority. In the spring of 1918 such 
a moment arrived when Erich Ludendorff’s power was sufficient to cause 
the removal of the chief of the Military Cabinet, but not for reasons of 
personnel administration.18 For all practical purposes, from 1860 until 
the end of the monarchy, the Military Cabinet made nearly all personnel 
decisions in a secret and frequently arbitrary manner with no oversight 
except by the king himself. 

As a result, the chief of the Military Cabinet became the most power-
ful person in the army, second only to the king, and he was capable of 
intimidating officers at all levels, active or reserve. He was therefore the 
most feared person in the army, perhaps in all of Prussia or even all of 
Germany. The resulting witticisms and complaints about the cabinet’s ar-
bitrary decisions had no impact on the chief’s authority. Wie Gott will und 
Albedyll (as God and Albedyll wills) was the saying used to describe the 
reign of terror when Emil von Albedyll held the office (April 1872–August 
1888).19 Another officer remarked that anyone who lacked personal “con-
nections” with important men in the Military Cabinet had to trust his fate 
to the mercy of his beloved God.20 In 1870 the chief of the Military Cabinet 
was powerful enough to assign officers to Prince Friedrich Karl’s staff and 
subordinate units with complete disregard of the prince’s desires.21

The Military Cabinet, which had no role in planning or conducting 
campaigns, made the appointments to key command positions, some-
times with the approval of the General Staff, but sometimes against its 
recommendations.22 On the whole, however, the chief of the General Staff 
could assign his officers as he wished.23 Nevertheless, even Count von 
Schlieffen could not prevail in making General Staff assignments if the 
Military Cabinet was determined to resist his requested appointments.24

Finally, in 1883, a royal order completely emancipated the Military Cab-
inet’s personnel functions from the War Ministry.25 This served to shield 
the Military Cabinet from both the Prussian parliament and the Reich-
stag. From 1893 onward, the Military Cabinet also had a very influential 
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role in officer personnel affairs in Württemberg’s army.26 It was small 
wonder that the army’s enemies in the Reichstag referred to the Military 
Cabinet as “antediluvian” and “absolutism in its clearest form.”27

Despite consistent criticism from political parties in the Reichstag, the 
army made no secret of its desire to preserve royal control over all per-
sonnel matters.28 In 1909 the war minister, the ultraconservative General 
Karl von Einem, vigorously defended the process in the Reichstag, thus 
formally and officially reversing the position taken by Scharnhorst and 
the Military Reform Commission. Despite the secrecy and arbitrary action 
inherent in the process, many officers regarded it as necessary in a royal 
army such as Prussia’s.29

The General Staff

The third of the three key institutions of the Prussian army was the Gen-
eral Staff. Although the earliest origins of the Prussian General Staff can 
arguably be traced to about 1655, its modern history began in 1802. In 
January and November of that year, Colonel Christian von Massenbach 
proposed the establishment of a permanent staff that in peacetime would 
plan for various eventualities that might arise. Shortly thereafter, in 1803, 
King Friedrich Wilhelm III ordered the reorganization of the Quarter-
master General’s Staff into the General Staff and made Lieutenant Gen-
eral von Geusau its first chief.30 As Geusau was nearly seventy years old 
and distracted by other duties, his three key assistants, the most notable 
of whom was Scharnhorst, did most of the work.31 Although the General 
Staff was largely in place in 1806, it could not save the Prussian army 
from the French army under Napoleon. Nevertheless, many important 
figures in the future development of the General Staff performed well 
enough to survive with their reputations intact, including Scharnhorst, 
Müffling, Valentini, Rühle von Lillienstern, and Boyen.

In July 1807 the reform process began in earnest, and Scharnhorst 
became chief of the General Staff (then still called the Quartermaster 
General’s Staff). He remained in that capacity until August 1813, when 
he was succeeded by August Wilhelm von Gneisenau, one of his close 
associates in the reform party. Massenbach, largely discredited as a field 
soldier by his actions at Prenzlau, had no opportunity to implement his 
ideas, which had always taken second place to those of Scharnhorst.32 The 
latter’s memorandum of 1808 established the wartime composition of the 
General Staff as one colonel, four majors, eight captains, and twelve lieu-
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tenants.33 Both Gneisenau and Scharnhorst were thus key in establishing 
the basic features of the General Staff system, which lasted well into the 
Second World War. The General Staff officially received that designation 
on 20 June 1817.34

As previously noted, Scharnhorst successfully implemented his pro-
posal that the chief of the General Staff become a subordinate of the war 
minister. He further proposed that the General Staff adopt a functional 
organization with four sections: strategy and tactics, internal adminis-
tration, replacements, and artillery and munitions. Although opposition 
from conservatives prevented the full implementation of his plan, the 
General Staff played a key role in the final campaigns against Napoleon. 
Scharnhorst in those years established the fundamental principle that the 
General Staff officer, at whatever level he functioned, should remain in 
the background, giving the commander advice and support without limit-
ing the commander’s authority or tarnishing his image with subordinates 
and the troops at large. When Scharnhorst died of complications from a 
wound suffered at Gross-Görschen, Gneisenau took his place as chief of 
the General Staff.35

Gneisenau’s contributions to the ethos and methods of the General 
Staff were nearly as important as Scharnhorst’s. Gneisenau emphasized 
clarity in communications, brevity, and reliance on general directives 
rather than detailed orders. He also developed the concept of joint re-
sponsibility, which, though unwritten, remained one of the fundamental 
pillars of the General Staff system until Hitler abolished it in the Second 
World War. Under this principle, the General Staff officer assumed re-
sponsibility for his commander’s decisions; thus, the officer’s evaluation 
was in part dependent on the performance and fate of the commander 
he advised. Eventually, the army accorded its General Staff officers the 
right to register a dissenting opinion in the unit’s war diary if they had 
strongly advised the commander against a particular course of action. 
Joint responsibility did not mean joint or shared command, however. 
The Prussian army, throughout its long history, recognized only a sin-
gle commander in any given unit. So firm was the resolve not to dilute 
the authority of the commander that the Prussian army never established 
positions such as deputy or vice commander, as had been the practice in 
many other armies. 

From 1815 until its growth in power and prestige during the wars of 
unification (1864–1871), the General Staff functioned in difficult cir-
cumstances but continued to establish the basic procedures that laid the 
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foundation for its later glory. From the outset, the General Staff had two 
elements. The Grosser Generalstab (Great General Staff) in Berlin worked 
directly under the chief of the General Staff on the centralized functions 
assigned to it by the War Ministry. Other General Staff officers, collec-
tively known as the Truppengeneralstab (General Staff in the units), served 
as chiefs of staff and primary advisers to corps commanders and, inter-
mittently until 1853, division commanders. These officers worked directly 
for their units’ commanders but remained General Staff officers in ev-
ery sense. The two groups were part of the same select body of General 
Staff officers, and any individual might find himself in either group at any 
given time. Most officers rotated consistently but with substantial varia-
tion among the Great General Staff, the unit General Staff, and normal 
command assignments at levels appropriate to their rank. This practice 
had the dual purposes of providing trained advisers to large unit com-
manders and ensuring that the General Staff did not stagnate and become 
a military ivory tower out of touch with developments in the army.36 This 
remained standard practice until the end of the Second World War.37

The General Staff was not a particularly important or vibrant institu-
tion for much of the period between 1815 and the arrival of Helmuth von 
Moltke in 1857. It lost much of its royal support and vitality as the reform-
ers declined in influence or left the army. Its assigned officer strength 
declined from sixty-nine at the beginning of the postwar period to a mere 
twenty-four in 1824. The divisions lost their General Staff officers that 
year, creating a gap that lasted almost thirty years. For the next three de-
cades, the General Staff performed its work in the shadow of the War Min-
istry.38 Its chiefs accepted this subordinate position.39 The General Staff 
had limited direct influence on the army’s training, doctrinal manuals, 
weapons development, and related areas, and the war minister continued 
to exercise his authority through ad hoc commissions to deal with specific 
issues as they arose. The results of the mobilization of 1850 demonstrated 
that neither the army nor its General Staff was prepared to deal with a 
serious military crisis.40

Although the Prussian General Staff had several influential chiefs in 
the first half of the nineteenth century, the decisive personality in estab-
lishing the General Staff’s position for the period covered by this study 
was Helmuth von Moltke.41 When Moltke became chief of the General 
Staff in 1857, that body was but a minor element of the War Ministry, 
responsible for only a fraction of the duties and functions later associated 
with it. This quiet but effective chief gradually extended his involvement 
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in these and many other areas. In 1858 the General Staff gained control 
over corps staff rides. In 1861 the king extended this authority to the ma-
neuvers of large units. Of even greater importance, in 1858 Moltke or-
dered the General Staff to use railroads for large exercises in peacetime, 
and in 1859 he instituted the extensive coordination between the army 
and the Prussian railway system that became the foundation of Prussia’s 
speedy and efficient mobilizations in 1866, 1870, and 1914.42 

The size of the General Staff increased as Moltke extended its influ-
ence. When Moltke became chief, the General Staff had fewer than 65 
officers, and only about 20 of them were in Berlin. By 1900, the General 
Staff had nearly 300 officers, more than 100 of whom served in the cen-
tral staff in Berlin.43 The number of fully qualified General Staff officers 
was greater, since at any one time some of them were commanding units 
at various levels or serving on special assignments. Between 1900 and 
1914 the General Staff doubled its strength, growing to about 650 officers. 
About 150 of them worked in the main sections dealing with mobiliza-
tion, strategic planning, intelligence, education and training, fortresses, 
military history, and so forth.44 

Standing Army or Citizen-Soldiers?

The nature of the army’s use of manpower and its unit structure were 
just as important as the High Command structures discussed above. The 
revolutionary changes in society and warfare brought about by the French 
Revolution forced Prussia to reduce its reliance on the lowest classes of 
society and foreigners to fill its enlisted ranks. To a limited degree, the 
monarchy had (unwillingly, but of necessity) enlisted the resources of the 
entire state in the final struggles against Napoleon after 1812. The military 
reformers had hoped, like the French, to create a revitalized nation of cit-
izens rather than subjects and, in the military realm, an army of citizens 
who would support the state out of commitment rather than the coercion 
that had characterized the army of the ancien régime. To that end, Prussia 
emerged from the Napoleonic wars with a relatively small active army and 
a substantial body of citizen-soldiers, the Landwehr, with elected officers 
and relatively independent units of marginally trained civilians. The ar-
my’s unit structure, like so many other aspects of its development, thus 
went back to the reforms of Scharnhorst and his colleagues. 

The long struggle over the Prussian Landwehr and the effort to create a 
viable system of reserve forces illustrate the difficulties the Prussian army 
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faced in reconciling the potentially conflicting demands of military ef-
fectiveness and political reliability. The Landwehr issue first arose during 
the dark days between the battles of Jena/Auerstädt and the final victories 
over Napoleon. The reformers hoped to combine the principle of univer-
sal military service with a reserve army of citizen-soldiers. Scharnhorst 
hoped to use these two innovations to bind the army more closely to the 
population and to preserve a democratic base within the army. Royal de-
crees established the principle of universal service on 9 February 1813 and 
instituted the Landwehr on 17 March of that year.45 The latter decree broad-
ened the similar steps already taken by the provincial Diet in East Prussia 
after General Yorck von Wartenburg deserted Napoleon and joined the ad-
vancing Russians to drive the hated French out of Prussia and Germany. 

The Landwehr was not the only effort to draw the great mass of the 
population directly into the twin efforts to unite people and nation and to 
eject the French from Prussia. When mobilized, the Landwehr would be 
part of the regular army, with appropriate pay, discipline, and administra-
tive arrangements. Scharnhorst also proposed a second line of reserves, 
the Landsturm, to be composed of all physically fit citizens. These reserves 
would engage in guerrilla warfare against the enemy, like the Spaniards 
had done in 1808. To be used only as a last resort, the Landsturm was 
not expected to have military discipline or administrative arrangements. 
Its members, moreover, would be organized and used without regard to 
social origins. A royal decree on 12 April 1813 officially established the 
Landsturm.46 From the outset, the Landwehr and Landsturm were contro-
versial because they threatened the layering of Prussian society and be-
cause many conservatives were fearful of the long-term consequences of 
arming the population. 

In the spring of 1814 Hermann von Boyen became Prussian war minis-
ter and began the task of creating a long-term peacetime army, including 
reserve forces. Boyen soon came up with a plan that reaffirmed the prin-
ciple of universal military service and assigned all able-bodied men to one 
of four sections of Prussia’s armed forces: the active army, the Landwehr 
of the first and second levies, and the Landsturm. The Landwehr of the first 
levy was to conduct limited peacetime drills and serve alongside regular 
forces during wartime. The Landwehr of the second levy, consisting of 
veterans of the regular army and of the first Landwehr levy, was to perform 
garrison duties in wartime. The Landsturm was to be an emergency mobi-
lization of all men between the ages of seventeen and fifty not serving in 
the other three military forces.47 The new law also established the princi-
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ple of the one-year volunteer, which became the backbone of the state’s re-
serve forces and one of the main elements linking Prussia’s upper classes 
and educated middle classes with the army and the monarchy.

Boyen and the other reformers saw the Landwehr as an institution that 
would bind people and army together and create a citizen-based officer 
corps as a balance to the aristocratic and conservative officers of the active 
army. Thus, the Landwehr was to consist of coherent and independent 
units rather than serve as a source of individual replacements for the ac-
tive army. Boyen wished to ensure that the Landwehr officer corps, in large 
part elected by local units, would train its own units and command them 
upon mobilization. The original plan called for mixing three Landwehr 
and three active battalions in a wartime brigade.48 Boyen’s proposals be-
came law on 3 September 1814. Unfortunately, the statute was very vague 
and required additional implementing legislation and regulations, which 
gave conservative opponents an opportunity to dilute its effects.49

The debate over the desirability and effectiveness of such a reserve 
system continued unabated through the next several decades and fore-
shadowed many of the disputes over the great military reforms of 1860. 
Conservatives attacked the idea of separating the line from reserve forces 
on political and military grounds. Those who opposed universal military 
service saw the Landwehr as an unreliable force of dubious value to the 
active army in wartime and one that might turn against the monarchy 
in a crisis. Prominent officers, from princes of the royal house to pow-
erful figures such as Job von Witzleben, warned of the consequences of 
Boyen’s reforms.50 Civilian liberals, in contrast, saw the Landwehr and its 
middle-class officer corps as the “only counterweight to the noble officers 
of the army.” In a similar vein, others saw the Landwehr officer as the only 
guarantee for the citizens’ spirit in the army.51

In the years between 1815 and 1860, the Landwehr encountered many 
difficulties in finding capable officers and forming effective forces, even 
at the company level. Landwehr officers came almost entirely from very 
poorly trained one-year volunteers, a problem made worse by the rela-
tively small size of the active army and the departure of officers who had 
experience in the wars of liberation.52 Numerous observers warned that 
the Landwehr’s officer-related problems naturally extended to the units’ 
overall capabilities. Prussia’s failure to implement universal military ser-
vice deprived the Landwehr of a sufficient number of experienced soldiers 
to replace those who left.53 Shortages of funds only made these fundamen-
tal problems worse.54
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Between the end of the Napoleonic period and the Roon reforms of 
1859–1860, the Landwehr had several opportunities to either prove its 
worth or demonstrate the correctness of its critics. In each case its perfor-
mance confirmed that it was of marginal value as a military force. In 1831 
Prussia mobilized part of its forces, including some reserves, because of 
the Polish uprising, and it did the same in 1832 because of the French 
invasion of Belgium. Each mobilization revealed numerous weaknesses, 
and the Landwehr was no exception. From the king’s point of view, the 
Landwehr’s performance during the Revolution of 1848 was, if anything, 
even worse, and this was especially true of the officer corps. The Landwehr 
units, which turned out to be weak militarily, all too frequently were less 
than reliable politically.55 The Landwehr made, in the words of one dis-
tinguished historian, a “lamentable” showing.56 Further mobilizations in 
1850 and 1859 showed little if any improvement.57 

These weaknesses were related to both officers and units and to mili-
tary as well as political issues. Many Landwehr officers were too old, even 
by Prussian standards. Some units had company-level officers who were 
up to forty-nine years old, and the average age in 1848 was forty-seven for 
captains and thirty-nine for first lieutenants, even in the combat units.58 
Despite their long years of reserve duty, many had not improved on their 
inadequate training prior to commissioning, a problem related partly to 
the government’s unwillingness to provide adequate financial support, 
but also to the poor structure of training and the lack of practical exer-
cises. The Landwehr’s noncommissioned officers exhibited tremendous 
shortcomings in training and capabilities.59 The army found, as many 
conservative officers had warned during the reform period, that it could 
not rely on the Landwehr for use in either foreign wars or domestic revo-
lution. By the end of these sobering experiences, Prussia had acquired a 
new king and an aggressively conservative war minister, both bent on a 
thoroughgoing reform of the army’s basic structure and its officer corps.

The Roon Reform of 1860

In October 1858 Prince Wilhelm of Prussia assumed the regency in place 
of his brother, King Friedrich Wilhelm IV, who had suffered a complete 
mental collapse.60 Though a royal prince, Wilhelm had been a real officer 
for decades. A die-hard conservative, he had been forced to flee to England 
during the revolutions of 1848–1849. He was determined to effect a major 
change in the army and in October 1857, while not yet officially the regent, 
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he requested the War Ministry to prepare a proposal to deal with the de-
ficiencies revealed by the recent crises and mobilizations.61 The war min-
ister, Count Friedrich von Waldersee, responded with a memorandum 
dealing primarily with changes in the conscription system, an expansion 
of the army, and a reduced reliance on Landwehr soldiers to fill out active 
units during mobilization, while maintaining the two-year service obliga-
tion for conscripts.62

Prince Wilhelm also asked for a reform proposal from his old friend 
Count Albrecht von Roon, then commanding an infantry division in Po-
sen. Roon’s reply, one of the most important documents in Prussian mil-
itary history, became the basis of what is known as the Roon reforms 
of 1860.63 Most historians have seen these reforms primarily as military 
efforts to improve the army’s ability to mobilize its forces and to wage 
war, despite the fact that they clearly strengthened the monarchical and 
conservative nature of the army. Roon no doubt was equally interested in 
the external and domestic significance of his concepts.64

The essential features of these complicated proposals were a moder-
ate increase in the standing army, the abolition of the Landwehr as estab-
lished by Napoleonic era reformers, the creation of a new reserve system, 
and the introduction of a three-year term of service for most conscripts. 
Roon saw the Landwehr as one of the main roots of the army’s problems. 
It was, he wrote, a “politically false institution because it no longer im-
pressed foreign powers and was of doubtful significance for both external 
and internal policy.” It was, he went on, equally false on military grounds 
because it lacked the “firm soldiers’ spirit” and “the certain disciplinary 
control necessary in a dependable military organism.”65 Roon proposed a 
substantially new basis for the army by ensuring that the active army and 
its officer corps were firmly in control of the state’s armed forces and that 
these forces possessed an organization that could effectively organize the 
nation’s resources for war. 

In 1860 the army enacted this great reform proposal as Roon became 
war minister.66 New reserve units, up to corps size in wartime, became the 
primary second-line military force. The Landwehr as a semi-independent  
force primarily loyal to the middle-class strata of society disappeared com-
pletely. Roon replaced it with reserve units that were an extension of the 
active army. These new reserve units, commanded by regular officers 
from the rank of major upward, would take the field with the active-duty 
army. The younger groups of the Landwehr entered the new reserve units, 
while the older reservists became members of the downgraded Landwehr. 
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The latter, along with the Landsturm, consisting of the oldest men still eli-
gible for military duty, was intended only to perform garrison duty in rear 
areas. Introduction of the three-year service commitment and an overall 
increase in the size of the active army produced more trained enlisted 
men for the reserve units.67

Although the Prussian parliament refused to approve the army’s bud-
get, the king continued to command the army independently of any par-
liamentary or other governmental limitations, ignoring the fact that, in 
theory, no funds were available. During the great constitutional conflict 
between 1860 and 1866, the king and his chancellor, Otto von Bismarck, 
ruled without a budget when the Prussian parliament refused to grant 
annual appropriations because of its hostility to Roon’s reform program. 
Using his “constitutional gap” theory, Bismarck simply announced that 
the government would continue to collect taxes and provide funds for the 
army. After the victorious war against Austria, the parliament conceded 
the government’s right to conduct the army’s business in this manner. 

The shadow of this confrontation, based on the king’s right to com-
mand the army (Kommandogewalt), hung ominously over subsequent 
discussions of the military budget. After 1870, when the military budget 
became an imperial matter, the practice of granting multiyear appropria-
tions, frequently for seven years in advance, effectively limited all but the 
most determined criticism of the army. While great controversies arose 
in subsequent years over the size of the army, neither the Prussian par-
liament nor the German Reichstag ever seriously challenged the king’s 
right to command the army as he saw fit. As a result, many measures 
that would require parliamentary sanction in a democracy rested solely on 
orders of the king. The parliaments of Prussia and Germany had no voice 
in critical personnel matters or in internal army affairs such as doctrine 
and unit structure. 

The Roon reforms changed the structure of the army in several less 
controversial ways. The final version increased the mobilized strength of 
the field army by some 32,000 officers and men, from about 335,000 
to 367,000. Total wartime strength, including replacement and fortress 
units, rose from approximately 532,000 to 637,000. The active officer 
corps grew by about 1,200 to a total of 8,000. To overcome the resulting 
shortages, the army allowed selected Landwehr officers to join active units 
and shortened the courses of senior cadets and officer candidates in the 
war schools. At the end of the reform the active army had eighty-one reg-
iments of infantry and forty of cavalry.68
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Finally, it should be noted that, after the reforms, the active Prussian 
army was basically an army of cadre units, a mobilization base to bring 
substantial elements of the citizenry into existing units upon mobiliza-
tion. Active units were not at full strength in peacetime; they relied on 
reservists, all of whom had previously served two or three years on active 
duty, to reach wartime strength. Active officers commanded the new re-
serve units above the company level and in some cases at that echelon. 
The highest reserve rank was captain, and all reserve officers and officers 
of the new Landwehr, a second-line reserve force relegated to rear-area 
duty, had previously passed through the active army. The old Landwehr 
officer corps ceased to exist. All officers therefore had active or reserve 
commissions conferred through the regular army.69 All this put the officer 
corps on the path it would follow with few exceptions or changes until the 
outbreak of war in 1914. 

Most historians agree that King Wilhelm I pressed for the reforms pri-
marily to bolster his army and state against potential rivals in European 
power politics rather than to mount an attack against his internal political 
enemies.70 However, the reforms certainly bound the bulk of Prussia’s 
armed forces more closely to the monarch and promised to make the 
reserve officers and their units more reliable in case of a political crisis, 
a fact that the opposition political parties clearly recognized at the time.71

The Officer Corps

Ideology

The Prussian army proudly displayed its conservative ideology on numer-
ous political and social questions. This basic orientation survived the fall 
of the monarchy and remained intact until the rapid expansion of the 
army prior to the Second World War, when the substantial influx of young 
officers with a strong National Socialist orientation reduced traditional 
Prussian conservatives to isolated segments of the high officer corps. This 
conservative worldview had a definite impact on the army’s approach to 
war and its relation to Prussian and German society. 

The key to this conservatism was the officer corps and its ideology, re-
cruitment process, and social position. As previously mentioned, officers 
took an oath to the king of Prussia rather than to any written constitution 
or set of basic national values beyond those traditionally associated with 
the Hohenzollern monarchy. This link to the Hohenzollerns was the ba-
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sis of the officer corps’ homogeneity and exclusivity.72 Prussian monarchs 
realized that the army and its officer corps were the ultimate guarantors 
of their positions. Friedrich Wilhelm IV stated this unequivocally when 
he said that his army was the necessary condition of the existence of the 
throne. In a similar, almost prophetic, vein, Bismarck once reminded Wil-
helm II that as long as he had his officer corps he could do anything he 
wished, but should this cease to be the case, the entire situation would be 
different.73

The officer corps, for its part, developed an allegiance to the monarchy 
that transcended the temporary lack of respect that emerged when kings 
such as Friedrich Wilhelm IV or Wilhelm II seemed hesitant or less than 
royal in their conduct or strength of will. Many officers retained their per-
sonal loyalty to Wilhelm II even after the disasters of the First World War, 
when the kaiser became a passive observer in the shadow of the semi- 
dictatorship of Hindenburg and Ludendorff.74 This loyalty to the monar-
chy began in the cadet corps, which, in the words of one admiring general,  
sought to instill feelings of awe and respect for the ruling houses not only 
of Prussia but also of other German states and some foreign nations.75 In 
return for their unquestioned loyalty, officers were generously rewarded 
with the prestige reserved for the highest echelons of Prussian society. 
The army’s social standing, moreover, rose substantially during the latter 
decades of the nineteenth century as it basked in the glory of the wars of 
unification. 

The commissioning process was one of the primary means of ensur-
ing the ideological basis of the officer corps. The army desired educated 
officers only to the extent that this would reinforce its social basis and 
produce a sufficient number of officers with the skills necessary to mas-
ter advances in applied technology and mathematics. The Prussian offi-
cer corps was not an educated group by the standards of modern armed 
forces, although it made important concessions to education over the 
course of the nineteenth century. The army wished to establish educa-
tional standards that would exclude the sons of lower-class families while 
admitting the sons of landowners, officers, lower civil servants, and other 
social groups deemed desirable in the officer corps.76

Education 

Although some have noted improved educational levels after the reform 
period, for at least the first half of the nineteenth century, the army was 
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sorely lacking in real educational standards for its officer corps.77 Even 
as late as midcentury, numerous sources attest to the presence of many 
poorly educated men in an army that profited from the presence of 
Clausewitz, Moltke, and other talented and literate officers. Count Wran-
gel’s boast that he conducted war with the sword and not with the pen 
found wide endorsement in the army.78

Efforts by Napoleonic era reformers to establish rigid examinations 
to determine eligibility for commissions resulted in an 1808 regulation 
that affirmed the principles of knowledge and education as fundamental 
requirements.79 Nevertheless, conservatives in the army frustrated all ef-
forts to use educational requirements to transform the officer corps. In 
1816 the army established “division schools” to provide rudimentary edu-
cation for socially acceptable youngsters who aspired to become officers. 
The curricula of these schools consisted of simple mathematics, a little 
history and geography, and some German grammar. They had separate 
classes for students who wished to take the officer candidate examination 
and for those who hoped to pass the officer examination.80

Prince Wilhelm (later King and Emperor Wilhelm I) headed a com-
mission in 1825 that recommended the elimination of these miserable 
excuses for schools and the use of scholarships to enable the sons of poor 
officers to attend Gymnasia. The government did not accept this proposal 
and allowed semiliterate officer candidates to join the army if they could 
find regiments to accept them. Subsequent efforts by Boyen to require 
that all officer candidates possess a certificate of eligibility for higher 
schooling also failed. The first major step in raising educational levels 
came in 1854, when the army abolished the division schools, notorious for 
their low standards. In place of the nine divisions schools, General Edu-
ard von Peucker, the general inspector of military training and education, 
established the first three war schools at Neisse, Potsdam, and Erfurt. Not 
to be confused with the Allgemeine Kriegsschule (the old name of the War 
Academy), these centralized institutions remained key components of the 
commissioning process until 1914.81

By the mid-nineteenth century, those who argued for improved edu-
cational standards for commissions had begun to make some progress. 
Peucker’s efforts in 1856–1857 to impose the Primareife (equivalent to a 
high school diploma) as the minimal educational requirement failed, but 
a few years later the Roon reforms nearly succeeded on that point.82 In 
1862 Wilhelm I accepted Roon’s proposal in principle but balked at imple-
mentation.83 This only delayed the inevitable, and in 1870 a cabinet order 
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specified that, after 1 April 1872, only those who possessed the Prima-
reife could take the officer candidate examination. The army continued to 
grant numerous exceptions, however, and many graduates of the shadowy 
military preparation schools joined the officer corps. In 1899 Wilhelm II 
ordered a strict enforcement of the Primareife requirement and a reduc-
tion in the number of exceptions granted. Nevertheless, between 1902 
and 1912, more than 1,000 young men were exempted from this educa-
tional prerequisite. 

In 1900 Wilhelm II, despite his sympathy for maintaining the social 
homogeneity of the officer corps, approved a regulation granting favor-
able treatment to young men possessing the Abitur (a nine-year diploma 
with examinations and theoretical eligibility to attend a university). Those 
who held the Abitur were exempt from the preliminary officer candidate 
examination and could bypass the war school course if they proved to 
be especially capable during the probationary period in their regiments. 
This caused a gradual improvement in the educational level of the officer 
corps, and by 1914, about 65 percent of officer candidates held the Abi-
tur.84 The army attracted a very respectable proportion of the total number 
of young men earning the Abitur, between 6 and 7 percent by 1900.85

Arriving at an overall assessment of the educational level of the Prus-
sian officer corps is no simple matter. It is almost certainly wrong to argue 
that the educational level of the officer corps actually declined during the 
imperial period.86 Rather, the argument for a gradual improvement seems 
well-founded, despite the officer corps’ shortcomings.87 The Prussian of-
ficer corps in this regard was in no way inferior to most of its European 
counterparts.88 The Prussian army had many highly literate officers, and 
the proportion of its generals who wrote books and published articles in 
professional journals is one that few modern armies can match. Much 
of this intellectual activity, but by no means all of it, centered on the elite 
corps of the Prussian General Staff. Although the Prussian officer corps 
in 1914 was not highly educated by the standards of most professions in 
Germany or by the standards of most modern armed forces, neither was 
it composed of semiliterates at any rank. Still, education remained subor-
dinate to social class and ideological conformity as a measure of a young 
man’s military potential. 

In this area, as in so many others, the attitude of the elder Moltke typi-
fied the army’s predominant attitude. In 1871 he reminded the Reichstag 
that “more important than what is learned in school is the subsequent 
moral education (Erziehung) of the man—his becoming accustomed to 



THE MID-NINETEENTH-CENTURY FOUNDATIONS  : 19

order, punctuality, neatness, obedience and loyalty; in short, discipline. 
It is that discipline that placed our army in a position to win three cam-
paigns.”89

The Commissioning Process

The army’s process of conferring commissions on its young officers 
clearly illustrated the fundamental social and institutional factors that 
gave the officer corps its unique position.90 Most young men (with the 
exception of cadets, as discussed later) who wished to become officers had 
to find regiments that were willing to accept them as officer candidates. 
No central institution served as an induction or commissioning agent. If a 
regimental commander had vacant positions, and if he were satisfied that 
the applicant possessed the educational qualifications, social background, 
and personal characteristics required by the army and his regiment, he 
had the authority to accept the young man as an officer candidate. The 
applicant then had to take the officer candidate examination, adminis-
tered by the Ober-Militär-Prüfungskommission at several sites throughout 
Prussia but normally at division headquarters. The candidate then joined 
his regiment and served as an enlisted soldier in a special rank between 
sergeant and sergeant-major. Although the candidate’s duties were much 
the same as those of a typical enlisted man, his special position separated 
him from the lower rank and file.91 Very few Prussian officers actually 
rose from the ranks. The most notable exception was Carl von Reyher, 
who served as chief of the General Staff from 1848 to 1858. 

After several months of service in the regiment, the candidate went 
off to one of the division schools, which were later consolidated into a 
smaller number of centralized war schools. While there, the candidate 
took the officer examination and then returned to his regiment for an 
indefinite period, usually one to three months, until he received a com-
mission. Before that could happen, the candidate was subjected to the 
officer’s election, whereby all officers of the regiment voted on the candi-
date’s suitability to become an officer. A single negative vote was sufficient 
to prevent the granting of a commission, although in theory, the corps 
commander had the final word.92 So ingrained was the concept of the 
officer’s election that it survived, at least in theory, until Hitler abolished 
it in 1943.93 Finally, if the regimental commander approved, the young 
man, after approximately eighteen months of duty as an officer candi-
date, became a second lieutenant.94 This was the commissioning process 
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experienced by the majority of Prussian officers.95 Only a few particularly 
privileged or well-connected men bypassed this system or the other route, 
the cadet corps.96 Once commissioned, an officer could be dismissed only 
by an order of the king.

Cadets took a different road to obtain their commissions.97 Cadets had 
no choice of unit and had to accept whatever assignment the Military Cab-
inet deemed appropriate, based on the needs of the army. Cadets who en-
tered the army after their Ober-Prima (ninth year) had to follow the same 
path as non-cadets but spent fewer months in their units before and after 
their war school studies. They could receive a commission in about one 
year. The Selekta of the cadet corps, whose extra year gave them the equiv-
alent of the war school diploma as well as the Abitur, entered the army as 
lieutenants. 

Social Composition

The army that Moltke led to victory in 1866 and 1870–1871 was decidedly 
aristocratic in terms of the social composition of its officer corps, and 
it remained so at the highest levels throughout the imperial period. An 
understanding of the ethos of Prussia’s military aristocracy is essential to 
an understanding of its way of war. The reformers had hoped to open the 
officer corps to all men of talent and education, regardless of wealth or 
social origin. After the end of the Napoleonic period and the demise of the 
reformers, reactionaries in the army attempted to restore the aristocratic 
exclusivity that had traditionally characterized Prussia’s officers. 

Efforts to reestablish the traditional reliance on nobles enjoyed partial 
success but were doomed to failure as the Prussian army expanded before 
and after the wars of unification. At the end of the Napoleonic Wars, the 
officer corps was almost equally divided between nobles and non-nobles. 
In 1817 the army had 4,138 noble officers and 3,367 commoners.98 Efforts 
to purge the wartime officer corps of undesirable elements continued in 
the following decade but could not prevent a gradual growth of non-noble 
elements. In 1860 about 65 percent of all officers were nobles. As the 
army expanded under the Roon reforms and during the gradual increases 
between 1871 and 1914, the percentage of noble officers fell dramatically. 
In 1913 only about one officer in three possessed a title of nobility, while 
the overall size of the officer corps increased from about 17,000 in 1875 to 
30,000 immediately before the outbreak of war in 1914.99 Although cer-
tain regiments, particularly the guards and many cavalry units, remained 
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bastions of the aristocracy, non-nobles increasingly dominated the middle 
and lower officer ranks as the decades passed. 

Nevertheless, key positions remained in the hands of the aristocracy 
throughout the life of Bismarck’s empire. For the entire imperial period 
up to the First World War (1871–1914), nearly 70 percent of all gener-
als were nobles. Likewise, the highest positions in the General Staff re-
mained in the hands of the aristocracy throughout the nineteenth century. 
More than eight in ten General Staff generals were nobles, a figure that 
showed no appreciable change from those appointed by Count Helmuth 
von Moltke to those appointed by Schlieffen and the younger Moltke.100

At lower levels of the General Staff, the picture was quite different. By 
1913, about 70 percent of the men assigned to the Grosser Generalstab were 
bourgeois, including most of the officers holding key positions as section 
leaders. Some have cited this as an indication of the growing profession-
alization of the General Staff, a point of undoubted merit.101 Yet the per-
sistence of the aristocracy in the General Staff’s highest ranks (not just in 
the Grosser Generalstab) seems to contrast starkly with the growing num-
ber of non-nobles among the General Staff corps as a whole. It could not 
have been an accident that so many generals of the General Staff, many of 
whom were also commanders of divisions and corps at some point, were 
drawn from the nobility.

Traditional aristocratic values permeated the intellectual, cultural, and 
social life of the officer corps. Officers policed their own ranks with courts 
of honor (Ehrengerichte) and continued to fight duels in spite of numer-
ous official admonitions and orders to cease this antiquated practice. Of-
ficers were expected to maintain a lifestyle appropriate to their station in 
life, which was quite exalted. All officers, regardless of rank or social class, 
were eligible to attend court (hoffähig). This privilege was restricted to a tiny 
minority of the Prussian and German populations, normally nobles and 
very high-ranking commoners in the civil service.102 The army carefully ex-
amined the backgrounds of officers’ potential wives, demanding that their 
families’ occupations, reputations, and, if necessary, wealth be appropriate. 
The officer corps, in short, was not open to all men of talent; it was open 
only to men of talent whose social background and personal characteristics 
were consistent with the army’s image of what the king’s officers should be.

As the nineteenth century progressed, suitability for the officer corps 
became primarily a function of a young man’s social standing based on 
his family’s occupational background. The Prussian army consistently 
tried to fill its officer corps with the sons of officers, landowners, and high 
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civil servants. These “old Prussian” types were most likely to have the per-
sonal characteristics and political loyalties necessary for an army that was, 
after all, a royal institution rather than a broad-based entity that served the 
population as a whole. Precise determinations of officers’ occupational 
backgrounds are not available, but Karl Demeter’s research convincingly 
suggests that even as late as 1913, these old Prussian types provided the 
army with more than 70 percent of its officers.103

Promotions to the army’s highest and most influential positions were 
even more narrowly confined to old Prussian types. For the empire as 
a whole, more than nine out of ten generals were sons of landowners, 
officers, or high civil servants or some combination of these groups. This 
dominance of old Prussian types was clearly evident among the non- 
noble generals serving between 1871 and 1914, as nearly eight in ten of 
them were drawn from the same social groups as the noble generals.104 
Among its highest and most influential echelons, the officer corps was 
remarkably homogeneous even in 1914. 

Although much of the specialist and general literature describes the 
officer corps as “Junker,” that expression must be used with caution in 
relation to the Prussian army in the nineteenth century. Imprecision is a 
major problem in using the term, which has become a pejorative expres-
sion to describe conservative officers and their sinister designs, of which 
most historians strongly disapprove. In its original meaning, “Junker” 
referred primarily to sons of noble East Elbian landowners; others have 
broadened the term to include any East Elbian noble.105 Among the key 
intellectuals and commanders prominent in the development of the ar-
my’s theory and doctrine, Junkers were in a distinct minority. Barely half 
of Prussia’s generals were born in the provinces east of the Elbe River, and 
relatively few of them were sons of landowners. If one assumes a direct 
connection with the landed East Elbian nobility, fewer than one Prussian 
general in five was a Junker.106 Most generals were sons of government 
professionals—that is, officers or civil servants—without landed connec-
tions and without other visible means of support. For the empire as a 
whole, nearly two generals in three (65.86 percent) fell into this category, 
a proportion that remained reasonably stable between 1871 and 1914.107

Wealth 

The financial circumstances of the officer corps reflected the social struc-
ture of Prussia and the prestige of the army in society.108 Until 1909 the 
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army remunerated its junior officers at a minimal level, assuming that 
they would use their personal funds to make up the difference between 
their pay and the sums required to maintain an acceptable lifestyle. The 
amount of private income needed varied greatly from the guards units 
(especially the cavalry) to the regular infantry units. Even in 1914, some 
of the former required their members to provide hundreds of marks per 
month to support their horses and entertainment costs, while many of-
ficers in ordinary regiments had little or no private income. Young men 
of wealth and pedigree could find acceptance in the “wealthy” regiments, 
while others had to confine their early careers to regiments where the 
demands on private income were modest. Cavalry regiments were the 
most expensive, followed by some artillery and a few infantry regiments. 
Pre-1914 handbooks used the following as a guideline for the monthly 
requirements of a moderate lifestyle in a typical regiment: cavalry, 150 
marks; artillery, 70; infantry, 45. In comparison, the average German in-
dustrial worker in 1913 earned about 25 marks per week.109 Many officers 
had little or no private income and survived by living in “splendid mis-
ery” or by acquiring debt during their junior years. A few received special 
subsidies from the army, the so-called emperor’s Zulage. The net result 
was that low pay in the junior grades excluded most men from the officer 
corps.

Wealth-based divisions survived even within the officer corps. A num-
ber of cavalry regiments became the preserve of wealthy playboys from 
prosperous aristocratic families. Other cavalry units attracted a mixture of 
wealthy commoners and aristocrats who could not find positions in the 
more prestigious regiments. The luxurious lifestyles in these elite units 
became a major target for the army’s political enemies and a source of 
concern to many senior officers. In the final years before 1914 the War 
Ministry tried to control excessive monetary requirements by individ-
ual regiments, but it could not overcome the entrenched resistance and 
power of regimental commanders. It was thus no accident that the cavalry 
stubbornly clung to an outmoded vision of its role in warfare all the way 
onto the battlefields of 1914.

To generalize about a complicated issue, it is safe to say that most offi-
cers were not wealthy but had at least an upper-middle-class background. 
Most had private income of at least a few hundred marks per year, al-
though there were exceptions. The expenses of acquiring the education 
needed for a military career were far less than those incurred to prepare 
for other professions in Germany. Young aristocrats in particular found 
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that a military career was an affordable way to maintain their social stand-
ing, which could suffer greatly if they chose occupations that lacked re-
spectability. Wealthy young men used their commissions to enhance their 
social standing far beyond what they might have achieved in most other 
occupations. 

The Reserve Officer Corps

While the active army remained under the control of the aristocracy and 
other old Prussian types, the bulk of its wartime officer strength was in its 
reserve corps. Upon mobilization, these men constituted the majority of 
the officers in the reserve and Landwehr units, but they also served in ac-
tive units in large numbers.110 After the Roon reforms, the reserve officer 
corps consisted exclusively of men who had either been on active duty or 
served as one-year volunteers before becoming reserve officers upon leav-
ing active duty. The one-year volunteer system, therefore, was one of the 
pillars of the entire military system. Prior to the Roon reforms, one-year 
volunteers went directly into the Landwehr, with little oversight from the 
active officer corps. This system had its origins in Boyen’s invigoration 
of the Landwehr in 1813–1814. After the Roon reforms, the reserve officer 
system was much more closely bound to the active army and the oversight 
of the Military Cabinet.111

The reserve officer corps, like its active counterpart, was open only to 
men who possessed the proper social background, personal characteris-
tics, and financial means to support their station in life. One-year vol-
unteers had to belong to the “educated classes,” defined as possession 
of the Sekundareife at a Gymnasium or Oberrealschule, a requirement that 
intentionally eliminated most sons of the working class and the peasantry. 
One-year volunteers also had to pay all their own expenses, estimated to be 
at least 2,000 to 3,000 marks; however, this could be much more in some 
locations and in the mounted branches. One-year volunteers paid for their 
uniforms, quarters, food, military equipment, enlisted servants, and, in 
some cases, horses and fodder.112 At a time when an ordinary semiskilled 
worker might have an annual income of 1,000 to 1,300 marks, only the 
educated middle classes could afford to use the one-year system as a way 
to avoid duty as a common soldier. A very small number of especially de-
sirable candidates, at most one-tenth of 1 percent in Prussia, received state 
support.113 To continue service as a reserve officer, one had to possess an 
annual income of at least 1,200 marks; this figure rose to 1,800 marks for 
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men who were married.114 These requirements were beyond the means of 
the majority of even those with the requisite education.115

One-year volunteers made a substantial contribution to the strength 
of the army and saved it a lot of money. In the 1870s about 7,000 men 
served in that capacity in a given year, but by 1914 the number had risen 
to between 14,000 and 16,000. Most of this growth took place after 1899, 
as the army began to expand and a shortage of officers afflicted some of 
the active regiments.116 Many other former one-year volunteers served as 
reserve noncommissioned officers and enlisted men. A reasonably reli-
able estimate is that 200,000 former one-year volunteers were still re-
porting for annual training in 1905.117 One-year volunteers could choose 
their active-duty regiments, where they served in middle positions be-
tween normal enlisted men and noncommissioned officers. Here they 
enjoyed a leisurely year or suffered substantial abuse at the hands of their 
noncommissioned officers, depending on which account one chooses to 
believe. Their experiences could not have been too terrible, however, as 
many chose to attain reserve commissions and remain in the reserves 
in one capacity or another.118 At the termination of his year of active duty, 
the volunteer’s unit passed judgment on his eligibility to continue as an 
applicant for a reserve commission. Just prior to the First World War, the 
active army gave certificates of eligibility to just under half the one-year 
volunteers.119 Those who were not eligible continued to serve as enlisted 
men in their reserve units until their service obligation was completed. 
Eligible men who were interested in receiving reserve commissions ap-
plied to District Commands (Bezirkskommandos), which oversaw reserve 
officers in their respective regions of Prussia. If accepted as officer can-
didates, they served for two periods of active duty over the following two 
years as noncommissioned officers and took a fairly rigorous examination 
on military subjects. If they passed, they served two additional periods of 
active duty, performing officer duties in their reserve or active units. 

The district commanders and the reserve officers of the districts passed 
final judgment on a candidate’s suitability to wear the king’s uniform, 
although, of course, the Military Cabinet also had a voice. Between 1877 
and 1909 a Prussian army order governed the factors to be considered 
in granting such commissions. In 1909 it was clear that the districts had 
been sufficiently rigorous in enforcing the army’s social and military stan-
dards that such centralized supervision was no longer necessary. Acting 
on a request by the Bavarian War Ministry, the Prussian War Ministry 
withdrew the 1877 order.120 District commanders carefully examined can-
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didates’ private lives and police records and questioned former school 
directors and other sources that would be useful in determining the ac-
ceptability of officer candidates who, in the words of a popular handbook 
for potential officers, had to possess a “stainless character.”121 The army 
took care to exclude those who had been active in the Social Democratic 
Party and, in most but not all cases, Jews.122 Most reserve officers were 
sons of the educated middle class and had solid civilian occupations 
themselves; unlike their active counterparts, few were offspring of mem-
bers of the officer corps.123

Once commissioned, reserve officers had to continue to meet the ar-
my’s standards in both their private and public lives. This meant avoid-
ing contact with undesirable social elements, including political parties 
opposed to the government or hostile to the army. The Military Cabinet 
reserved the right to dismiss anyone it deemed unsuited for continued 
service. Not even good political connections could compensate for short-
comings in this area. The most famous example of a reserve officer los-
ing his commission was Prince Heinrich of Schönaich-Carolath, who 
was dismissed in 1885 after revealing that he had supported Liberal Party 
representative Eugen Richter when the latter opposed the army in the 
Reichstag on a budget matter. He was not alone in losing his commission, 
and the Military Cabinet’s oversight clearly extended beyond active duty to 
nearly all reserve officers.124 

Social Prestige 

Officers willingly, even eagerly, accepted these arbitrary limitations be-
cause of the enormous social prestige attached to a reserve commission. 
Many high-ranking civil servants maintained their reserve ranks and 
wore their uniforms on numerous occasions because of the elite status 
it automatically conferred. Chancellors Bismarck, Bülow, and Michaelis 
wore their uniforms on occasion, as did some prominent members of the  
Reichstag. Upon retirement or attainment of a venerated age and status, 
some distinguished political and governmental leaders preferred to be ac-
knowledged with reserve commissions (even honorary) rather than high 
civilian titles.125

The reserve officer system eventually became one of the most contro-
versial aspects of the Prussian military system. Because the educated mid-
dle classes accepted the system and coveted their reserve commissions, a 
number of historians have seen the institution as the final surrender of 
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German liberalism to the militarism of the Prussian monarchy.126 Some 
have cited the militarization of the middle classes, but this cannot prop-
erly be attributed to the reserve officer system, which simply did not in-
volve a sufficient number of individuals to have this effect. Nevertheless, 
the reserve officer system, if compared to the circumstances in 1848 and 
other developments before the Roon reforms, certainly reflected the fact 
that much of the upper middle class was ideologically aligned with the 
king and his officer corps.127

Patriotism and Religion 

Even in the increasingly secular intellectual climate of the nineteenth cen-
tury, the Prussian monarchy continued to pay at least lip service to the old 
principle of the divine rights of kings. Wilhelm I, for his part, definitely 
continued to believe in this medieval concept, and officers frequently ad-
opted attitudes of obsequious obeisance that, however appropriate in the 
days of Frederick Barbarossa, seem somewhat out of place in the days 
of Marx, Darwin, and Freud. Kissing the royal hand, whether gloved or 
otherwise, was a not uncommon occurrence, even on the part of such 
hard-bitten officers as August von Mackensen.128 Of course, the practical 
aspects of using religion to support the established order were far more 
widespread than this ancient curiosity.

The “School of the Nation”

As a result of its sometimes blind loyalty to the monarchy, the army pro-
claimed its lack of involvement in politics. This was an entirely false front, 
however, even though many have fallen prey to this illusion.129 The army’s 
literature exhibited extensive efforts to promote the government’s conser-
vative political, social, and cultural values. This had not always been the 
case. The Napoleonic era reformers conceived the concept that the army 
should be the nation’s school for values (Erziehungsschule der Nation).130 
They hoped that universal military service would enable the army to instill 
national consciousness and patriotism among the masses. 

The liberal idealism of the reformers quickly gave way to the more 
pragmatic concerns of Prussia’s increasingly conservative military and 
political leaders. The concept of a “school of the nation” increasingly 
meant instilling new recruits with loyalty to the monarchy and the Prus-
sian state, respect for established authority and religion, and hostility to 
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the ideas of democracy and, later, socialism. Hans von Beseler, an officer 
of middle-class origins who was later raised to the nobility, wrote: “Mil-
itarism is the spirit of obedience and discipline, self-denial and loyalty 
until death. . . . One of the most important and most serious tasks of the 
professional soldier is to transfer this soldierly spirit to the entire nation 
through the school of the army, and thereby expand and further the great 
work of educating the people.”131

Although such statements have been subjected to harsh criticism 
and even ridicule among modern historians, many Prussian officers of 
all types, from the reserved intellectual Moltke to unsophisticated field 
commanders, took the idea very seriously. Helmuth von Moltke informed 
the Reichstag in February 1874 that it was not the schoolmaster who had 
won Prussia’s battles but “the military profession as popular educator, 
which had for nearly sixty years trained the nation for bodily activity and 
moral health, to order and exactness, to loyalty and obedience, to love of 
fatherland and to manliness.” Another officer, writing in 1888, informed 
his comrades of their obligation to serve as educator, to fill their recruits 
with “loyalty to the king, honor and duty, a sense of order, lawfulness, love 
of fatherland and respect for God.”132 The Prussian army made no secret 
of its goal of instilling conservative and patriotic values into its recruits 
and, through them, the entire nation. The concept was, as one author has 
argued, a battle concept, the answer to the middle classes’ struggle against 
the standing army from the period after the Napoleonic Wars to the end of 
the nineteenth century.133

Christianity

Recently, scholars have cast doubt on the importance of religion in the 
army, arguing that the officer corps was more secular than previously por-
trayed by historians.134 The evidence is equally strong, however, that many 
powerful and influential officers took religion very seriously. Wilhelm I 
was a devout Christian, as were numerous important officers.135 Whatever 
the personal piety of officers, the army incorporated religious services 
and messages into its ceremonies on numerous occasions. Wilhelm II’s 
speeches at the annual swearing-in ceremonies to administer the royal 
oath to the Guards Corps were virtual sermons.136 The kaiser maneuvers 
typically had scheduled religious services, complete with prescribed uni-
forms.137 The army had Protestant chaplains throughout the nineteenth 
century and Catholic priests from 1852.138 Normal procedures required, 
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at least in theory, that every soldier attend church services at least one 
Sunday per month, and the army instructed its officers to allow their men 
to attend as often as they wished, consistent with duty requirements.139 
Officers accompanied their soldiers to obligatory church services on Sun-
days and regarded religious activities as part of their official duties. There 
can be no doubt that the army aggressively used Christianity as a weapon 
against social democracy and as a tool, with questionable success, to in-
crease the soldiers’ devotion to the king, the state, and conservative social 
values.140

Anti-Catholicism

Despite a paternalistic interest in its enlisted Catholics, the Prussian ar-
my’s officer personnel policy was strongly anti-Catholic. A cabinet order 
by Friedrich Wilhelm III had forbidden Prussian officers from promising 
to raise their children as Catholics, even though that was a condition of 
marriage to a Catholic woman. General Willibald von Arndt, the grandson 
of Ernst Moritz Arndt, was reputedly denied a corps command because he 
allowed his children to be raised as Catholics.141 Hermann von Tresckow, 
who served as chief of the Military Cabinet from 1864 until 1871, was 
well known for his hatred of Catholics, who constituted about one-third of 
Prussia’s population.142 The Catholic political leader Matthias Erzberger 
estimated in 1912 that 16 percent of the officer corps was Catholic, a figure 
roughly equivalent to the percentage of Catholics occupying the import-
ant administrative position of Landrat.143 Erzberger’s estimate, though 
credible because of the source, was probably far too high.144 Although the 
necessity of acquiring a large number of junior officers forced the army 
to commission Catholics, very few rose to high rank. For the empire as 
a whole, only about 5 percent of the army’s general officers were Catho-
lics.145 Many of these men were special cases, coming from families with 
particularly good connections or long military traditions.146

The rise of the Catholic Center Party in the Reichstag gave Prussian of-
ficers, from the emperor down, new reasons to identify Catholicism with 
the enemies of Prussia and the new German Empire. Although Wilhelm I  
had attempted to avoid religious controversy in the officer corps during 
the Kulturkampf and had appointed Catholic Freiherr von Loe as an ad-
jutant, he was deeply distrustful of Catholics.147 His grandson was less 
reserved. In some of his tirades he questioned the loyalty of Catholic offi-
cers, a nearly unprecedented public act by the head of the ruling house.148 
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From chiefs of the General Staff to various field commanders, the surviv-
ing statements of many luminaries of the Prussian officer corps provide 
ample evidence that prejudice against Catholics was alive and widespread 
well into the twentieth century.149

Anti-Semitism

One aspect of the Prussian army’s conservative Protestantism was its 
strong anti-Semitism. Although the army frequently gave commissions 
to young men whose family backgrounds were less than perfect, and it 
allowed strong personal attributes in one area to overcome deficiencies 
in other areas, there was one blemish that could not be overcome. With 
perhaps a single exception in the period 1820–1848, practicing Jews could 
not serve as officers in the Prussian army. The few baptized Jews who 
received commissions during the war against France in 1870–1871 were 
not fully accepted even during wartime and were ruthlessly and quickly 
eliminated after the war’s conclusion.150 The reaction of Ernst Baron von 
Amelunxen to the proposal to grant a battlefield commission to a Jewish 
noncommissioned officer was probably typical. Captain (later General) 
Amelunxen denied such a request because, as a Christian, he could not be 
responsible for placing a Jew in command of his soldiers.151 Jews served, 
of course, as enlisted men and even as one-year volunteers, although the 
latter were rarely given commissions as reserve officers. Indeed, by 1900, 
Jewish spokesmen had given up their efforts to open the active officer 
corps to practicing Jews and concentrated instead on gaining access to 
reserve commissions. In this they enjoyed little success. Perhaps as many 
as 30,000 Jews served as one-year volunteers between 1885 and 1910, 
but hardly more than 300, all baptized, received reserve commissions. By 
1914, there were no Jewish officers on active duty and probably very few 
in the reserves.152

Throughout the nineteenth century the army’s anti-Semitism was pri-
marily religious and cultural, although racial anti-Semitism made rapid 
inroads in some segments of German society around the turn of the 
century. The army on occasion gave commissions to men from Jewish 
families that had converted to Christianity. Numerous officers wrote com-
ments in their memoirs and letters indicating their belief that Jews could 
not be full members of a Christian state or that their involvement in lib-
eral, democratic, or socialist causes led to suspicions of disloyalty.153 A few 
Jews whose families had converted to Protestantism may have received 
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commissions and become generals. Probably the best-known examples 
were Reinhold von Mossner and Otto Liman von Sanders. Mossner’s 
father, a wealthy banker and landowner in Silesia, had been a personal 
friend of Wilhelm I. Mossner married into the Uradel Wolffersorf family, 
gained a title of nobility as a major in 1890, and served as an aide to Wil-
helm II. His personal connections to the Hohenzollerns and his personal 
background thus compensated for his Jewish origins, but few were in a 
position to duplicate his success. Sanders, famous for his exploits in Tur-
key, was also a special case. His grandfather had converted to the Evangel-
ical faith, his father was a large East Elbian landowner, and his wife was 
the daughter of a Prussian officer. Sanders was therefore not a Jew by the 
religious or social definition of the Prussian army.154

Jews were occasionally present on the periphery of the Prussian army 
in two ways. Academics of Jewish background occasionally held teach-
ing positions at the War Academy.155 Wealthy Jewish women sometimes 
became military wives and thus rescued impecunious nobles from their 
financial straits in exchange for respectability.156 One officer who acquired 
a Jewish wife for that purpose referred to her as his “change purse.” Such 
marriages occurred in all kinds of units, from provincial artillery to Berlin 
guards regiments.157

Courts of Honor

Few institutions of the Prussian army better reflected its continuing aris-
tocratic, some would say feudal, core than courts of honor and dueling. 
Both illustrated the officer corps’ insistence that its sense of honor went 
far beyond that applicable to most segments of the population and that 
courts of honor and dueling were essential for proper gentlemen to pro-
tect their good names and reputations. In 1906 war minister Karl von 
Einem informed the Reichstag that as long as dueling was recognized by 
“wide circles” as a means of rehabilitating one’s honor, the officer corps 
would not tolerate within its ranks anyone who was not willing to defend 
his honor “with weapon in hand.”158

Special courts of honor for officers, the Ehrengerichte, formally came 
into existence early in the nineteenth century and continued until they 
were outlawed under Article 105 of the Weimar Constitution. Military re-
formers convinced the king to issue the “Regulation Concerning Punish-
ment of Officers” in August 1808. That regulation made the officer corps 
responsible for policing itself in matters related to the honor of any indi-



32 : CHAPTER ONE

vidual officer or the entire officer corps. If any one officer had seemingly 
compromised the honor of the whole officer corps, the regulation called 
for the creation of a court of honor consisting of officers drawn from the 
subject’s regiment. A new order in 1821 gave courts of honor more defi-
nite form and made the officer corps responsible for the conduct of its 
members. Each regiment subsequently established a standing commis-
sion to consider relevant cases.159

A new regulation dealing with courts of honor, revised in 1874, pro-
vided the essential feature of the system that existed through the First 
World War. Each regiment established its own court of honor, usually con-
sisting of ten officers, as did corresponding naval units. Separate courts 
were established for company-grade and field-grade (staff) officers. Gen-
eral officers were not subject to courts of honor. Separate courts of honor 
governed the conduct of medical officers in the army and navy. Members 
of the courts were elected for one-year terms and were authorized to con-
sider any matters that might compromise the honor of the officer corps 
or that might lead to a duel between officers. The authority of the courts 
of honor extended to all active and reserve officers, officers à la suite of the 
army, officers of the gendarmerie, retired officers, and any others holding 
commissions that allowed them to wear the uniform. The 1874 regula-
tion extended the system to the armies of Bavaria, Saxony, and Württem-
berg.160 In theory, regimental adjutants were the coordinating officers for 
courts of honor, but at the division and corps level, the senior General 
Staff officer was usually the chief person administering the regulation.161

Concluding Remarks

Armies do not spring into being overnight. In this respect, the army of 
the Kaiserreich was no exception. The army was based on Prussian insti-
tutions, some of which dated from the Napoleonic era; others went back 
to the eighteenth century, if not further. These institutions were incor-
porated into the imperial system for reasons both domestic and foreign. 
Domestically, the army constituted one of the pillars that supported the 
conservative social and political order envisioned by Bismarck and other 
founders of the empire.162 Although in some cases almost archaic in ap-
pearance, these institutions proved remarkably flexible and adaptive, able 
to accommodate to some degree the societal changes that occurred in 
Germany during the prewar period. 

Aside from the issue of monarchy, the army’s principal purpose was to 
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defend the empire against its foreign enemies. In the context of the impe-
rial era, this meant France and possibly Russia.163 Here also, some of the 
institutions that underpinned the army proved capable of adapting to the 
demands of modern war. The Military Cabinet and the General Staff were 
generally able to get the right commanders and chiefs of staff to the right 
place at the right time. The most famous example was the duumvirate of 
Paul von Hindenburg and Erich Ludendorff, although there were others. 
The reserve and Landwehr components met the test of war in 1914, achiev-
ing better results than their French and Russian opponents.164

Perhaps the greatest failure among the institutions of the imperial 
army was that of the emperor. He was the unifying force, vested with the 
power of decision or at least influence over military matters. The consti-
tution that outlined the kaiser’s powers had arguably been written with 
the tacit assumption that whoever occupied the office would have consid-
erable military experience. This certainly applied to the first two rulers of 
the Kaiserreich, Wilhelm I and Friedrich III.165 But Wilhelm II was lacking 
in this area. His only military experience was at the regimental level, and 
even that was laden with artificialities. Although not a stupid man, Wil-
helm II lacked intellect. His intelligence and mercurial personality were 
not tempered by a combination of rigorous education and extensive ex-
perience at a variety of levels. Thus, although he was capable of the occa-
sional shrewd insight, Wilhelm’s statements and opinions too often left 
high civilian and military officials doubtful of his judgment. To everyone’s 
relief, Wilhelm II promised that, in the event of war, he would remain out 
of military matters.166 This ensured, however, that the head of the state 
and commander in chief of the army would be a passive wartime observer 
at best.

Although institutions are organizations, they are ultimately composed 
of people with a combination of different and similar experiences who 
share a common ethos and intellectual perspective. For the army of the 
Kaiserreich, the most important common intellectual perspective was its 
theory of war. This theory, underpinned by extensive historical analysis, 
was most fully developed by Carl von Clausewitz, the great Prussian theo-
rist and Napoleonic era soldier. After Clausewitz’s death in 1831, the torch 
was passed to Count Helmuth von Moltke in the 1850s. It is to these men 
and their concepts that we now turn. 



chapter two
the prussian theory of war 
from clausewitz to moltke

The years from 1789 to 1815 saw important, indeed 
revolutionary, changes in Europe. The French Revolution transformed the 
social and political structure of France and introduced the germ of further 
radical change throughout the continent. Changes in social structure pro-
duced a vast transformation in warfare, while the “god of war,” as Clause-
witz called Napoleon, conducted spectacular but unsuccessful efforts to 
extend his dominion across Europe. Other powers, particularly Prussia, 
reluctantly adapted to these changes, usually after crushing defeats. The 
cabinet wars of the eighteenth century gave way to the first of the truly 
national wars as the surviving monarchs harnessed the full energies of 
their states to defeat the French threat. Important as this was, change in 
another field also had a significant impact.

These years were also a time of intellectual transformation. The En-
lightenment, which had set European intellectual development on a new 
path blazed by the earlier scientific revolution, gave way, particularly in 
Germany, to a new age in philosophy and politics. This new movement 
was essentially a counter-Enlightenment, directed against the rationalism 
of the philosophes. In the military realm, this emerging mixture of ro-
manticism, historicism, nationalism, and other elements provided new 
ways of looking at the state and its military forces. It was the genius of 
Clausewitz that molded this new intellectual outlook and changes in war-
fare into a new philosophy of war, which, however elusive in some re-
spects and incomplete in others, laid the intellectual foundation of the 
emerging Prusso-German way of war.1

Although Clausewitz’s classic book On War formed the basis of much 
of the Prussian theory of war throughout the period covered by this vol-
ume, other leading military intellectuals contributed importantly to the 
development of Prussian thought. This chapter begins with an examina-
tion of a few of these thinkers, both to establish the context and to indi-
cate the nature of their important contributions. For instance, the ideas, 
battles, and writings of Frederick the Great occupied a prominent place in 
Prussian theory, even if he was questionably understood.2 Adam Heinrich 
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von Bülow (1757–1807) contributed numerous definitions that became 
prominent in later interpretations of Napoleonic warfare, even though 
he displayed no real understanding of the innovations of the French Rev-
olution and Napoleon.3 Gerhard von Scharnhorst (1755–1813), one of the 
key individuals in the reform of the Prussian state and its military system 
after the disastrous defeats at Jena and Auerstädt, contributed numerous 
basic ideas to Prussian military theory.4 They are logical starting points.5

Bülow pursued brief and largely unsuccessful careers in the Prus-
sian army and various business enterprises before becoming a writer 
on a variety of subjects, military theory being the most prominent. His 
most important work, The Spirit of Modern Systems of War (1799), laid out 
those ideas most relevant to this study.6 Like most Enlightenment theo-
rists, Bülow saw warfare largely in mathematical terms and was unable 
to escape the limits of this approach, even though he recognized some 
of the tactical innovations of his era.7 Claiming to be the founder of mil-
itary science, Bülow argued that his geometric system of the base and 
the ninety-degree angle guaranteed military victory to commanders who 
followed the scientific laws he had discovered. He even tried to explain 
Napoleon’s early victories by reference to his formula. Ultimately, his ar-
gument that commanders should direct their efforts against the enemy’s 
country rather than the army and his emphasis on fixed magazines could 
not be reconciled with Napoleon’s methods, but Bülow stuck to his ap-
proach in an increasingly erratic and sometimes belligerent manner.8 His 
most enduring contribution was in the area of terminology. He invented 
or at least popularized the concepts of the “base” and “objective,” and he 
may have been the originator of the concepts of “strategy” and “tactics.”9 
His definitions, now obsolete, gave way entirely to those of Clausewitz, 
discussed below. Bülow adopted Henry Lloyd’s concept of “lines of oper-
ation” and, in combination with his own mathematical ideas, used it as 
the basis of his theory. These concepts, along with the idea of the base of 
operations, have endured.

Clausewitz first criticized this approach in 1805 in an anonymous ar-
ticle in the military journal Neue Bellona, and since then, most writers 
have regarded Bülow’s writings as curious anachronisms associated with 
a bygone era.10 Bülow became associated with what most German mili-
tary theorists regarded as outmoded ideas of victory through reliance on 
maneuver and the mathematical forms of the late eighteenth century.11 
The Prussian government, enraged by Bülow’s prediction of French he-
gemony in Europe, declared him insane and imprisoned him in Colberg 
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and later Riga, where he came under Russian control. He died in prison 
in 1807, possibly from mistreatment.12

Scharnhorst, born of relatively humble origins in the Kingdom of Han-
over, made a series of highly important contributions to the fundamen-
tals of Prussian-German military thought and practice.13 Widely known 
for his military writings while still a very young officer, Scharnhorst be-
came the leading intellectual of the Prussian army immediately after his 
transfer from the Hanoverian army in 1801. Although he is best known 
for his contributions to the early establishment of the Prussian General 
Staff system, Scharnhorst’s legacy in other areas is equally important. His 
emphasis on professional military education and his treatment of war as 
an art rather than a science became trademarks of the Prussian system. 
Certainly he inspired many of Clausewitz’s ideas, even though the latter 
fundamentally rejected the broader theories of Lloyd, the man who had 
inspired Scharnhorst.14 Scharnhorst’s views on education, field manuals 
(regulations), military history, theory, strategy, combined arms, rotation of 
General Staff officers between staff and field units, and many other prac-
tical points were echoed in the later writings of Clausewitz, Moltke, and 
Schlieffen.15 Perhaps his most important legacy in the realm of military 
theory was the impact he had on his most brilliant student, Clausewitz.

Carl von Clausewitz

Carl von Clausewitz, born in 1780 to the son of a former officer in the 
army of Frederick the Great, entered Prussian service at the age of eleven 
as an officer candidate.16 He was captured by the French in the Jena 
campaign of 1806 and spent more than a year in genteel detention in 
France. Following his release in 1807, Clausewitz rejoined Scharnhorst 
and played an important if publicly unnoticed role in the reform of the 
Prussian army. He was the actual author of much of Scharnhorst’s offi-
cial correspondence over the next several years. He gained admission to 
the new General Staff, served as an instructor at the new General War 
School (Allgemeine Kriegsschule) from 1810 to 1812, and tutored the Prus-
sian crown prince.17

 Refusing to accept Friedrich Wilhelm III’s complete capitulation to Na-
poleon, Clausewitz joined those officers who resigned their commissions. 
He gained admission to the tsar’s service and served in a relatively minor 
position during the campaign of 1812. He returned to Germany in the ser-
vice of the German Legion and played a key role in the rapid rearmament 
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of Prussia’s eastern provinces. Following Napoleon’s final defeat, Clause-
witz returned to Prussian service, but his subsequent career suffered from 
what the king and many others regarded as his disloyalty during Prussia’s 
most desperate hours.18 The remainder of his military career was relatively 
uneventful except for his writings, most of which were published after his 
death in 1831. The most important of these was On War, published in 1834. 
Although the manuscript was clearly unfinished, recent scholarship has 
argued that On War was much closer to a completed work than previously 
thought. Regardless of the status of its completeness when it was pub-
lished, On War has become the classic study of war.19

Clausewitz’s Influence

A vast literature on Clausewitz has dissected his views from every con-
ceivable angle and arrived at widely divergent views about the extent and 
nature of his influence on Prussian and German theory and practice.20 
One book studied his reception in the English-speaking world.21 Another 
historian argued that it is a “joke” to regard On War as a sort of bible in the 
Prussian army, even though several nineteenth-century German writers 
used precisely that term to describe Clausewitz’s influence.22 Peter Paret, 
one of the leading authorities, argued in 1965 (quoting German officer 
and historian Max Jähns) that On War had been widely read in the Ger-
man army, but he seemed to back away from that conclusion twenty years 
later in an article in the revised Makers of Modern Strategy.23 The issue here 
is not merely how many officers actually read On War but the extent of its 
influence on Prussian-German military theory and doctrine.

Maverick military writer Wilhelm Rüstow, writing in 1857, was per-
haps the first to note that On War was frequently discussed but little read, 
a judgment that might fairly describe the general treatment of Clause-
witz’s writings up to the present day.24 Substantial evidence indicates that, 
through the 1840s, Clausewitz was not widely known among the public, 
and his name was almost entirely absent from scholarly encyclopedias 
and lexicons.25 But the evidence in the military literature is less definite. 
Greisheim’s well-known published lectures on tactics (1861) clearly recog-
nized Clausewitz’s importance.26 In three books published between 1841 
and 1845, the now-forgotten Saxon officer Karl Pönitz used an imaginary 
posthumous exchange of letters with Clausewitz to argue points of mil-
itary theory, and they elicited a reply by a Prussian General Staff officer. 
This would hardly have been possible if Clausewitz had been completely 
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obscure in military circles.27 The writings of Prince Friedrich Karl, dating 
to the period before 1860, show unmistakable signs of Clausewitz’s ideas 
and even use some of his specific phrases.28 By the end of the nineteenth 
century, numerous officers argued that Clausewitz was the basis of Ger-
man theory and strategic thought.29

As several historians have pointed out, Clausewitz’s actual influence is 
difficult to measure with any precision.30 Others argue that Clausewitz’s 
influence was limited to a few issues, including his emphasis on large-
scale combat, the uniqueness of each situation, and the role of impon-
derable factors in war.31 A few historians, notably Herbert Rosinski and 
Gerhard Ritter, reached the opposite conclusion. The former wrote of On 
War’s “immense influence,” while the latter repeated the words of Sigis-
mund von Schlichting and others, indicating that the work was a “bible” 
of German theory.32 By 1914, a number of authors had begun to criticize 
various parts of On War, and some have used these cases to deny Clause-
witz’s influence. Yet, as one officer-scholar pointed out more recently, this 
may be seen as a sign of Clausewitz’s continuing impact, since dissenting 
authors felt it necessary to single out On War to justify their departure 
from its views, a practice that continues to this day.33

 A careful examination of the military literature after the publication of 
Clausewitz’s major work reveals that many of Clausewitz’s most import-
ant concepts entered the thought of the Prussian army in two ways. First, 
many of Prussia’s most influential military writers incorporated some of 
Clausewitz’s basic concepts into their writings, usually, but not always, 
with specific references. Second, the writings and General Staff work of 
Helmuth von Moltke, which provided the foundation for German doctri-
nal publications throughout the second half of the nineteenth century and 
beyond the First World War, incorporated basic Clausewitzian concepts 
into Prussian theory.34 Here, it should be noted that many of the ideas 
of Clausewitz and Scharnhorst had become basic features of Prussian 
thought before being set forth in On War.35 The following section exam-
ines some of Clausewitz’s most enduring theoretical points, including 
some very important ones the Prussian army did not wholly accept but 
still occupied a central place in Prusso-German theory.

Sources of Clausewitz’s Thought

Clausewitz seems to have been a product of one of the major intellectual 
and philosophical paradigm shifts of his day: the end of Enlightenment 
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and the beginning of Romanticism.36 Although many profess to see a di-
alectical process in Clausewitz’s writings, the leading scholars deny that 
his intellectual methods can be traced to Georg Hegel or that he used 
the Hegelian method.37 Many writers see much evidence of Immanuel 
Kant’s philosophy and of Romanticism throughout Clausewitz’s ap-
proach.38 Clausewitz’s writings stress the limits of reason and rationality 
in war—surely a sign that he favored Kant’s critique of reason. Certainly 
Clausewitz had some contact with professors and others who popularized 
Kant’s philosophy.39 Nevertheless, as Hew Strachan warns, the link with 
Kant should not be taken too far, since many of the basic concepts of On 
War are not compatible with Kant’s thought as developed in The Perpetual 
Peace.40 The most convincing analysis is that of Paret, who points out that 
even in his earliest writings, Clausewitz partook fully of Kant’s rejection 
of the illusion of rationalism and replaced it with a consideration of the 
realities of human activity, unforeseen events, and chance. In this sense, 
Clausewitz drew heavily on contemporary theories of art that stressed free 
(unsystematic) reasoning.41

The Nature of War

Using the analogy of a duel between individuals, Clausewitz defined war 
simply as “an act of force to compel our enemy to do our will.” Physical 
force is the means, and the imposition of one’s will is the object. Rendering 
the enemy powerless is the only certain means of attaining the object.42 

War is thus the “collision of two living forces.” The contestants have two 
sources of power for this struggle, said Clausewitz: the total means at 
their disposal and the strength of their wills.43 Clausewitz went on to point 
out that however extreme war might be in theory, in reality it can range 
from a struggle for extermination (Vernichtungskrieg) to simple armed ob-
servation, depending on the importance of the objectives being sought 
and the combatants’ strength of will.44 Later (book 1, chapter 2), Clause-
witz emphasized that wars frequently end short of total victory for either 
side and that other reasons for terminating wars can emerge.45 

In concluding his discussion of the nature of war, Clausewitz set forth 
his concept of the paradoxical trinity. War, in his view, has three primary 
tendencies that pull conflict in three directions, like three opposing 
magnets: (1) violence, hatred, and enmity; (2) chance and probability; (3) 
subordination to policy. These, in turn, are related primarily to popular 
passions, the military instrument, and the government. Numerous subse-
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quent writers, particularly in the American military and security commu-
nities, have confused the basic trinity with the three related elements of a 
society at war.46 In any case, the task Clausewitz set forth for the strategist 
was to find a theory that would balance these three tendencies.47

Although Clausewitz posited that war in theory consists of unrestrained 
violence aimed at the complete overthrow of the enemy, he realized that 
absolute war is rarely if ever attainable or even desirable. Napoleon waged 
such war, but Clausewitz warned that this cannot be a universal standard. 
Instead, theory must consider all those factors that prevent war from as-
suming its most extreme form. These include natural inertia, friction, 
human weaknesses, and contemporary ideas, emotions, and conditions.48

Above all, Clausewitz stressed political goals on both sides as the pri-
mary determinant of the level of force used. In most cases, a belligerent 
uses no greater force and adopts no greater military aim “than would be 
sufficient for the achievement of his political purpose.”49 Portrayals of 
Clausewitz as the philosopher of universal total war in a modern sense 
have little basis in the text of On War. Clausewitz always argued that war 
aims have to be commensurate with political goals, and he argued that 
these, not any inherent logic or requirements of military means, might 
push war toward its most extreme state—absolute war.

Policy and War

The strongest argument that Clausewitz exercised little influence in Prus-
sian theory revolves around his argument that war is essentially a political 
act and that considerations of policy must always determine the goals and 
means of war. Clausewitz’s original text argued that war is “not merely 
an act of policy, but a true political instrument, a continuation of political 
intercourse, carried on with the admixture of other means.” In another 
passage he argued that war is “only a branch of political activity; . . . it is 
in no sense autonomous” (emphasis in original). He then pointed out that 
the political element remains the first consideration and that policy “will 
permeate all acts in war” and will “have a continuous influence on them.” 
However, he warned that “policy is not a tyrant and that it must adapt to 
its chosen means [war], a process which can radically change it.” He then 
made his famous statement that war may have its own grammar but not 
its own logic.50 This insistence on the dominance of political consider-
ations in all aspects of warfare runs throughout On War and Clausewitz’s 
other works.
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 In defining the desired relationship between policy and war, German 
theory accepted the first part of Clausewitz’s argument—that war is es-
sentially a political act whose goals are set by the state—but rejected the 
second—that war therefore cannot be conducted according to the internal 
logic of military theory, that is, by optimal or preferred use of the military 
instrument. Numerous Prussian writers, from Scharnhorst and Reyher to 
von der Goltz, recognized that war is an instrumental act with goals estab-
lished by the state’s political objectives in going to war.51 This fundamen-
tal point, entirely in accord with Clausewitz’s views, appears in all kinds of 
Prussian military literature, from Moltke’s broadest statements on the na-
ture of strategy to Wilhelm Balck’s widely read multivolume textbooks on 
tactics published in several editions in the decade before 1914.52 The most 
authoritative overview of Prussian theory before the First World War, the 
1910 edition of Instructions for Large Unit Commanders, stated, “The goal 
of war is the execution of policy with arms and the achievement of a peace 
that corresponds to the conditions of this policy.”53 Few if any Prussian 
theorists or practitioners prior to Ludendorff denied the Clausewitzian 
notion that policy determines the conditions and goals of war.

The role of policy considerations during a war is another matter en-
tirely. Clausewitz argued that policy uses war as an instrument, estab-
lishes the amount of effort required, and permeates all military acts.54 On 
War cautioned that policy is not a tyrant, cannot demand what is contrary 
to the nature of war, and has to adapt itself to its chosen means. The polit-
ical aim remains the primary consideration.55 In the final book of On War, 
Clausewitz cautioned that policy should not extend its influence to details 
such as the posting of guards or the use of patrols, but it is influential 
in the planning of wars, campaigns, and even battles. Unfortunately, the 
standard English translation has muddled the meaning of this passage.56 
The overriding theme of On War’s discussions of these and related mat-
ters is clearly the dominance of policy in all major aspects of war, a point 
recognized by virtually all serious studies of Clausewitz’s writing.57 For 
the most part, neither civilian nor military leaders in Germany accepted 
Clausewitz’s views on the relationship between policy and war during a 
conflict. Instead, they relied on the views of Helmuth von Moltke, the 
most successful field commander of the post-Napoleonic period.58

 Most Prussian military figures in the Wilhelmine period accepted 
Moltke’s argument that policy dominates at the beginning of war in es-
tablishing its aims and at the end of war in determining the conditions of 
peace, but strategy is “fully independent of policy” during war.59 Later, in 



42 : CHAPTER TWO

an 1880 essay, Moltke went even further and, according to the Prussian 
General Staff, concluded that “strategy is independent of policy as much 
as possible,” and “policy must not be allowed to interfere in operations.”60 
Moltke was thus endorsing a view that held sway both before and after his 
time as chief of the General Staff. General Karl von Reyher, chief from 
May 1848 to October 1857, had expressed this same view in a letter to 
Friedrich Karl, cited previously. Numerous military authors subsequently 
attempted to minimize the influence of policy in wartime or to eliminate 
it entirely. As Wilhelm Scherff wrote in his introduction to the 1880 edi-
tion of On War, “The meddling of policy in war is and always remains a 
course of ruin.”61 This view endured even after the First World War, at 
least among some German officers.62

A related question of substantial importance involves giving advice 
to the head of state. Clausewitz addressed this clearly, but for a century, 
the second and subsequent editions of On War contained an important 
distortion. Clausewitz had argued that the supreme military commander 
should be a member of the cabinet, so that its members can “share in the 
major aspects of his activities.” The second and subsequent editions con-
tained an alteration by Count Friedrich Wilhelm von Brühl, Clausewitz’s 
brother-in-law. Brühl reversed the reason for the military commander’s 
being a member of the cabinet: “so that he may take part in its (cabi-
net’s) councils and decisions on important occasions.”63 Some historians 
regard this as a significant reason for the troubled relationship between 
statesmen and military commanders in Prussian-German history.64 This 
argument may have some merit, but it is questionable how much actual 
behavior or how many passages in the military literature were actually 
based on this section of On War. The conduct of Helmuth von Moltke 
during the wars of unification was far more important in setting the tone 
of civil-military relations in Wilhelmine Germany, as were his and other 
writings.65 Even moderates such as Julius von Verdy du Vernois, who tried 
to find a middle ground, frequently sided with Moltke over Clausewitz 
and Bismarck.66

Twice during the wars of unification, after the Battle of Königgrätz in 
1866 and during the siege of Paris in 1870, Moltke and Bismarck clashed 
over military strategy. Moltke, determined to have his way during the 
Franco-Prussian War, attempted to exclude Bismarck from all strategic 
discussions and virtually ceased conferring with the state’s leading civil-
ian minister. Moltke demanded, at a minimum, that the chief of the Gen-
eral Staff stand as an equal to the minister-president as an adviser to the 
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king during wartime. Bismarck, of course, would not yield and insisted 
on the dominance of the civilian adviser and of his policy-based strategy 
in particular. Even those historians who accept the correctness of Molt-
ke’s position on the bombardment of Paris agree that his position was 
untenable in terms of political-military affairs and civil-military relations. 
Nevertheless, Moltke’s point of view became the dominant paradigm in 
German military literature, which, after all, had a theoretical justification 
in the falsified passages of On War.67

In the matter of civil-military relations and tensions between civilian 
policy makers and military commanders, it can be argued that the Ger-
man army institutionally departed from Clausewitz. In On War, Clause-
witz suggested that a military commander, especially at the highest level, 
is both a “commander and a statesman.” A wise commander remains 
attuned to policy shifts during the course of a war and adjusts his plans 
accordingly. Thus, in war, according to Clausewitz, there has to be regular, 
if not constant, communication between the military commander and the 
government.68

From Moltke on, imperial German military leaders took a position 
based more on Clausewitz’s contemporary and rival Baron Antoine Jo-
mini. He, like Clausewitz, agreed that war is, in essence, a political act. 
Once a government decides to go to war, however, policy issues, or what 
Jomini referred to as “political objective points,” must be subordinated to 
military strategy, “at least until after a great success is attained.”69 Moltke 
and his successors ardently embraced this approach. Once the decision 
for war had been made, the political authority had to step aside and let 
the military go forth and achieve the desired victory. This approach was 
attractive to the military, which regarded any intrusion into military mat-
ters by civilian political authority as something to be avoided. This separa-
tion of the military leadership from its civilian counterparts, especially the 
Foreign Ministry, would only widen after Moltke and Bismarck left their 
respective offices.70

War as Art

Clausewitz argued that the conduct of war is an art, not a discipline (Wis-
senschaft), and certainly not a science in the mathematical sense devel-
oped by Lloyd, Bülow, and Jomini.71 Clausewitz made this distinction on 
several grounds, some of which were related to the nature of war itself 
and some of which concerned the role of the commander. Unlike a sci-
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ence or a rigorous academic discipline, war to Clausewitz lacked a system 
of laws or principles. As noted above, Clausewitz’s rejection of an estab-
lished methodology was rooted in several elements: his general reaction 
against Enlightenment military thinking; the new intellectual currents of 
the counter-Enlightenment and Romanticism; and, probably, his embrace 
of eighteenth-century art theory.72 Rejecting the Enlightenment’s search 
for a general theory of war patterned on Newtonian physics, Clausewitz 
concluded that unlike science, which sought to analyze, the conduct of 
war sought to create through synthesis.73 This creative art was, in Clause-
witz’s view, entirely dependent on circumstances, random events, chance, 
and the skill of the practitioner, rather than mathematical or geometrical 
formulas. Clausewitz understood, of course, that war is a unique kind 
of art, since it deals with a reacting object—the enemy—rather than an 
empty canvas or other artistic media.74

 In creating this new interpretation of the essence of war, Clausewitz 
established several concepts that, regardless of their intellectual origins, 
became important, even critical elements of the Prusso-German way of 
war: (1) war is a free, creative activity, analogous to art;75 (2) the essence 
of conducting war successfully is the ability to transform knowing (Wis-
sen) into doing (Können);76 (3) the commander, like an artist, synthesizes 
many elements of war and strategy into a unique, distinctive whole.77 As a 
result, Clausewitz and his followers, especially Moltke, created a Prusso- 
German theory of war that was, by modern standards, hardly a system at 
all. Instead, Prussian theory embraced the concept of acting according to 
circumstances, with campaign planning, tactics, and leadership stressing 
the individual’s initiative and creativity, independence of thought, and ag-
gressive action. War, in short, was a free, creative activity with no preor-
dained scientific laws. Proper conduct of war allowed commanders, from 
field army to platoon, extremely wide latitude to exercise their judgment. 

Theory and Doctrine

Closely connected to this definition of war as an art was Clausewitz’s po-
sition on the role of theory. Indeed, this new definition of the nature and 
purpose of theory is what most clearly distinguishes Clausewitz from his 
theoretical predecessors and his great contemporary Jomini. The function 
of theory, in Clausewitz’s view, was to provide a way of thinking about 
problems, not a set of rules or maxims to be followed, as a scientist would 
discover and follow the rules of mathematics or physics. For Clausewitz, 
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theory was a way of analyzing problems rather than determining a set 
of solutions. Theory should thus train a commander’s mind. It was “not 
meant to provide him with positive doctrines and systems to be used as 
intellectual tools.” He argued that it was “never permissible to use scien-
tific guidelines to judge a given problem in war.”78 

Theory therefore had the primary purpose of clarifying concepts and 
ideas that would otherwise be confused and entangled.79 Thus the critical 
thinker should never use the results of theory as laws and standards, but 
only as aids to judgment. This, of course, elevated tactical and strategic 
acts from the execution of predetermined rules to the exercise of indi-
vidual judgment according to the commander’s situation, talents, and 
purpose.80 Therefore, in contrast to the Jominian tradition, theory should 
inform the commander’s judgment but not guide his actions.81 In Clause-
witz’s classic formulation, theory’s goal “is to educate the mind of the 
future commander, or more accurately, to guide him in his self-education, 
but not to accompany him to the battlefield.” As a distinguished historian 
pointed out, theory for Clausewitz had three broad areas of functional 
value: cognitive, pedagogic, and utilitarian.82 It assisted in defining the 
terms of understanding the past, it taught fundamental approaches to the 
study of war, and it informed a commander’s judgment in dealing with 
concrete cases. In a modern cliché, theory, according to Clausewitz, helps 
teach commanders how to think, not what to think.

 Clausewitz’s use of the terms “theory” and “doctrine” marked the be-
ginning of a long German tradition that was quite distinct from that of 
modern armies. The German term Lehre—literally “teaching,” but nor-
mally rendered as “doctrine” in English translations—lacks the author-
itative connotations of the more rigid modern concepts of doctrine.83 
Clausewitz’s ideas were not doctrine in the modern sense, whereas the 
Prussian army’s field manuals certainly were. The Germans rarely de-
scribed their official manuals as doctrine, however, because the German 
term Doktrin implies a certain rigidity and prescriptive quality that the 
Prussian army’s regulations sought to avoid, at least from the time of 
Moltke forward.

This view of the nature of theory had several important results for the 
Prussian way of war. Prussian theory, both official and private, almost uni-
versally avoided lists of principles of war or other truncated aphorisms, 
which became attractive to modern armed forces after J. F. C. Fuller first 
invented the formal concept of principles of war in 1926.84 Because the 
Prussians regarded their tactical regulations as broad statements of gen-
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eral recommendations, their education always stressed that the official 
manuals required broader personal study to be of any use.85 Prussian 
and German manuals were, therefore, written in numbered paragraphs 
rather than in essay form, and they were devoid of the cartoons, pictures, 
and illustrations typical of modern doctrinal publications.86 Prussian 
regulations were authoritative guidelines rather than rules or even rigid 
expectations of actions to be taken. Disregarding them was of no great 
consequence if doing so were appropriate to the circumstances.87 Wilhelm 
Balck, perhaps the most influential and internationally respected author 
on tactics prior to 1914, argued that narrow regulatory forms were good 
only for those armies that had poor tactical training or doubted that the 
average officer could properly estimate situations and react accordingly.88 

All these factors had an impact on German military education and 
training, subjects that are considered later. Commanders, and especially 
corps commanders, had the authority to create their own tactical theories 
and methods even if they were not in accordance with official regulations. 
This allowed for flexibility and initiative, but it also created the potential 
for local rigidity and eccentricities.

Moral Factors

In emphasizing the uniqueness of each war and its situations, Clause-
witz was not merely rejecting the mechanistic view of warfare set forth 
by scientific military thinkers from Lloyd to Jomini. One of the bases for 
Clausewitz’s new approach to war and the theory of conducting war was 
his great insight into the role of moral factors. Both of On War’s continu-
ing analogies—comparing war to commerce and to a duel between two 
individuals—rest on the moral factors that Clausewitz saw as dominating 
warfare at all levels. Although Clausewitz wove these moral forces into the 
entire fabric of his great work, his chapter on strategy identified three as 
most important: the talent of the supreme commander, the martial spirit 
of the army, and the army’s patriotic spirit (Volksgeist).89 From these flowed 
many elements of the Prusso-German way of war. 

Moltke spoke for many Prussian military writers when he argued that 
although the moral element is rarely of value in peacetime, it is a precon-
dition of all success in war.90 Numerous Prussian authors endorsed these 
views of Clausewitz and Moltke. Many, only partly correctly, attributed Na-
poleon’s victories, as well as those of Moltke in the wars of unification, pri-
marily to moral rather than physical factors.91 Even those who disagreed 
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on many issues, such as Generals Friedrich von Bernhardi and Heinrich 
Rohne, agreed that the will to win ultimately decides battles.92 German 
writers looked to moral factors to overcome numerical inferiority, to com-
pensate for high battlefield casualties, to identify and prepare the right 
kind of battlefield leaders, and to overcome the psychological strains of 
the modern, “empty” battlefield.93 Even Schlieffen, sometimes accused of 
ignoring moral factors, actually built much of his system on the assumed 
German superiority in martial spirit and command at all levels.94 One of 
the reasons for the German dislike of defensive strategy and tactics was 
that this form of warfare was injurious to the army’s fighting spirit.95 Al-
though a few prominent writers warned against placing excessive empha-
sis on moral factors, the views of Clausewitz and Moltke, no doubt taken 
to extremes, continued to dominate in this critical area.96

Genius, Competence, and Character

Clausewitz’s insistence on the dominance of imponderables and the lim-
its of doctrinal solutions meant that commanders at all levels were the key 
to success in war. Clausewitz argued that high commanders need moral 
courage and balance (considered together, strength of character), bold-
ness, an ability to improvise, creativity, and intelligence to deal with the 
realities of war. He linked these characteristics in his concept of “genius,” 
which he used in a broad sense to describe the combination of attributes 
required in a successful commander.97 Only such an individual, argued 
Clausewitz, can deal with the uncertainties of war. Returning to his theory 
of art, Clausewitz argued that genius is the innate talent that establishes 
the rules of the artist. In this, he departed from Scharnhorst but estab-
lished the Prusso-German army’s enduring belief that the keys to strate-
gic success were commanders.98

Much of the chapter in On War devoted to genius centered on the chal-
lenges posed by ambiguity. Clausewitz cautioned that “a fog of greater or 
lesser uncertainty” clouded three-quarters of the factors on which military 
action was based.99 This raised chance to a ubiquitous factor in war, since 
“all information and assumptions are open to doubt.”100 Later, Clausewitz 
warned that emotion created a psychological fog that became the source 
of indecision in commanders lacking character.101 Taken together, these 
two sources of “fog” caused all action to take place in a twilight that dis-
torted reality and forced the commander to “trust to talent or luck.”102

 Clausewitz devoted a short chapter to “Friction in War” and elaborated 
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on this concept in the course of numerous other discussions. Friction in 
this view consists of the unforeseeable “countless minor incidents” that 
reduce the general level of an army’s performance. Chance events play 
an important role in producing friction, which, as a whole, corresponds 
to the factors that distinguish real war from war on paper.103 Friction, ac-
cording to Clausewitz, “is the force that makes the apparently easy so 
difficult.” The capable general knows about friction and does not set a 
standard of performance that friction makes impossible to achieve.104

Clausewitz’s emphasis on the role of the creative leader at all levels, 
but especially in high command positions, naturally led him to stress ex-
ecution in strategy and campaigns rather than elaborate designs created 
beforehand. This coincided with his view of the artistic nature of the con-
duct of war, since the individual ability to create is the essence of the artist. 
Clausewitz thereby originated an enduring dichotomy in German theory 
between knowing (Wissen) and doing (Können). This is why Max Schering 
gave Clausewitz the title “philosopher of action.”105

In his reaction against the geometric models of Enlightenment think-
ing, Clausewitz stressed execution over formal design because the in-
calculable elements of war will inevitably frustrate any system or plan. 
In chapter 2 of book 2, he titled one section “Knowledge Must Become 
Capability.”106 He thought that basic concepts in war are simple, but ex-
ecuting them is another matter altogether. Hence, he formulated his fa-
mous proposition that “everything in war is simple, but the simplest thing 
is very difficult.”107 The intelligent and discerning commander quickly 
knows what to do; being able to do it is the hard part. Only the resolute 
commander, said Clausewitz, can carry out his plans in the face of the un-
certainties and difficulties he encounters in their execution.108 This con-
cept of competence was closely identified with another enduring feature 
of Clausewitz’s thought, the role of character in a supreme commander.

In the chapter of On War dedicated to genius, Clausewitz laid out the 
enduring Prussian view of character. This he defined as the ability to 
make a difficult decision and stick with it in the face of factors that would 
cause an ordinary person to vacillate and lapse into indecision or to make 
hasty and wrongheaded changes to his plans. In war, said Clausewitz, 
the torrent of events and diverse opinions can quickly cause an irresolute 
personality to lose his sense of balance and confidence. The commander 
who possesses character sticks to his first decision, the one most carefully 
thought out, and refuses to change it “unless forced to do so by clear con-
viction.” In the case of doubt, those who possess character hold on to their 
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convictions stubbornly. But, as Clausewitz warned, this stubbornness, if 
taken too far, can degenerate into obstinacy as soon as one resists change 
not because of superior insight or higher principle but because of instinc-
tive objections.109

This definition of character, perhaps first set forth by Scharnhorst, found 
resonance in the Prussian theory of war in the First World War and be-
yond.110 The 1912 manual for instruction at the war school, citing Schlief-
fen, also referred to character as the willpower of the supreme commander. 
General Paul von Holleben, writing in 1902, likened character to the abil-
ity to transform knowing into doing. Friedrich Immanuel, in his widely 
respected prewar handbook on tactics, argued that strength of character 
allowed a man to maintain his nerves, a cool head, and clear eyes while 
correctly estimating situations and focusing on the goal. “He who rules 
himself also rules his subordinates.”111 Likewise, General Karl Litzmann, 
in reviewing Freytag-Loringhoven’s well-known book The Power of Person-
ality in War, approvingly expressed his agreement that neither regulations 
nor rote training, but rather personality and character, were necessary to 
prepare the army for war.112 The writings of numerous other officers, high 
and low, testify to the general acceptance of this Clausewitzian concept.113

“Character” came to have an additional and entirely different conno-
tation as the nineteenth century progressed. By the 1880s at the latest, 
the concept of character had acquired dimensions beyond Clausewitz’s 
definition; it came to be identified with the proper attitudes and class 
backgrounds desired to maintain the upper-class social content of the 
officer corps. Although it is true, as noted by one historian, that “charac-
ter” subsumed various individual traits (sense of duty, obedience, honor, 
self-reliance, orderliness, and so forth), it is not correct to see this as a 
substitute for a patent of nobility.114 Preferential treatment of nobles con-
tinued throughout the life of Prussia and its army.

“Character” eventually acquired another aspect with important impli-
cations for the officer corps, although this had some basis in Clausewitz 
if one adopts an entirely one-sided and limited view of some passages 
of On War.115 Clausewitz’s opposition to rationalism and his preference 
for “doing” over “knowing” as the measure of an officer’s ability, though 
not representative of what he truly expected of intellectually capable 
commanders, found an influential counterpart in the officer corps: a re-
luctance to embrace education. Scharnhorst and other reformers had em-
braced higher educational standards for the officer corps, but after 1819, 
the push to enforce educational standards stalled (see chapter 1).
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“Education” (Bildung) and “character” became slogans for the exclusion 
of those social and political groups that might not be entirely loyal to the 
conservative and monarchical values of the army because of their class 
backgrounds. Conservatives employed “character” as a means of clos-
ing the officer corps to undesirable social elements (peasants, workers, 
lower-middle-class individuals), while liberals embraced “education” as a 
means of broadening the army’s social base.116 Officer handbooks stressed 
that character became more important as one advanced in rank, while the 
Military Cabinet openly stated that it was not concerned about the edu-
cational shortcomings of officers and officer candidates if such persons 
had “character.”117 Use of the term thus became a tool in minimizing the 
value of education in the officer corps, a proposition largely at odds with 
Clausewitz’s original formulation and intent.

Strategy

Few aspects of the German approach to war have been more controver-
sial than strategy and its execution in twentieth-century wars. If there is 
a broad consensus on anything in German military history, it is that the 
German armed forces, however capable in battle, were failures in design-
ing and executing strategy.118 The question here is the theoretical foun-
dation of the German approach to strategy rather than specific issues in 
the First World War, the subject of a later chapter. Three concepts and 
their relationships are central to an understanding of the place of strategy 
in the German way of war: strategy, operations, and tactics. Clausewitz 
and Moltke provided some, but not all, of the theoretical bases of Prus-
sian-German thought in these areas. Interestingly, the 1910 Instructions 
for Large Unit Commanders did not define strategy or its relationship to 
tactics. An understanding of the Prussian army’s view of such matters 
must rest on an examination of the theoretical writings of individuals.

As previously mentioned, Bülow was the creator of the terms “strat-
egy” and “tactics,” even though his definitions soon gave way to those 
of Clausewitz.119 In giving these terms the broad military meaning that 
endured into the twenty-first century, Clausewitz used his usual motif of 
ends and means. Tactics, he concluded, is the art of planning and con-
ducting combat, while strategy is the art of using battles to achieve the 
object of war.120 Strategy, wrote Clausewitz, “decides the time when, the 
place where, and the forces with which the engagement is to be fought 
and through this threefold activity exerts considerable influence on its 
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outcome.”121 The strategic means of exploiting a tactical victory, attainable 
only in battle, received extensive treatment.122 Strategy, wrote Clausewitz, 
is a plan linking battles and campaigns to goals:

Strategy is the use of the engagement to achieve the goal of the war. 
Strategy therefore must give the entirety of the military action an ob-
jective that corresponds to this goal. This means that strategy traces 
out a plan of war and links the goal to a series of actions which should 
lead to it. In other words, strategy creates the concepts for individual 
campaigns and within these arranges the individual engagements.123

Clausewitz extended his reservations about theory in general to strategic 
theory in particular. Strategic theory, in this view, deals with planning and 
attempts “to shed light on the components of war and their interrelation-
ships, stressing the few principles or rules that can be demonstrated.”124 
Ultimately, decided Clausewitz, victory does not reside primarily in the 
strategic concept.

Strategic success, in Clausewitz’s view, depends on the exploitation of 
tactical victory. To some degree, Clausewitz prioritized tactics over strat-
egy, one of his most controversial yet frequently overlooked concepts. Be-
cause tactical success is the basis of all strategic plans, there is no victory 
in strategy but only in the exploitation of a tactical victory. Success in strat-
egy, he argued, rests in part on the timely preparation for a tactical victory 
and in part on the exploitation of success in such a battle.125 As outrageous 
as this might seem to modern readers, the argument makes perfect sense 
within its overall context. Wars are won, in Clausewitz’s view, by winning 
battles, and any strategic design, no matter how brilliant, will fail if an 
army cannot win the resulting battles. Only great tactical success leads 
to great strategic success.126 From the opposite perspective, one side can 
frustrate all the enemy’s strategic planning by winning the battles pro-
duced by his plan.127 Strategy, in short, has the object of arranging battles 
in such a way as to achieve the war’s objective and must assume that one 
can triumph on the battlefield.128 Only when one has no fear of the enemy 
or of the outcome of the battle can one expect results from strategic ac-
tions alone. In another passage, Clausewitz argued that only great tactical 
successes can lead to great strategic successes, “or as we have said more 
specifically, tactical successes are of paramount importance in war.”129 

Prussian thinking, therefore, postulated that the main purpose of 
strategy is to create opportunities to fight battles on favorable terms, and 
these battles in turn create conditions for the favorable termination of the 
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war. Colmar von der Goltz’s important and influential book The Nation 
in Arms, first published in 1883, made this point along the same lines as 
Clausewitz and Moltke. Likewise, Balck consistently argued that tactics—
that is, the preparation for and execution of battle—had primacy over the 
grander designs of strategy. Numerous prewar writers endorsed this view, 
primarily in the sense that substantial tactical victories often create new 
situations and enhanced opportunities, leading the strategist to consider 
changing the basic concept accordingly.130 Despite Ludendorff’s unfortu-
nate experience in the battles of 1918, such a view was still widespread in 
the decade following the First World War. Hermann von Kuhl, in criticiz-
ing Hans Delbrück’s contrary views, argued that every soldier knows that 
tactics must take priority over strategy.131

In this case as in so many others, Moltke translated the philosophical 
style of On War into simple, direct language but retained the essence of 
the original. He made Clausewitz’s views available to the officers of the 
General Staff and senior commanders, to others who had access to his 
unpublished works, and to the Prussian army and public at large by 1900. 
In his 1871 “Essay on Strategy,” Moltke acknowledged the views of writers 
before Clausewitz but accepted the latter’s definition and usage. Although 
Moltke placed slightly more emphasis on strategy as opposed to tactics, 
he, like Clausewitz, concluded that “the demands of strategy grow silent 
in the face of a tactical victory and adapt themselves to the newly created 
situation.” He argued that no plan of operations extends with certainty 
beyond the first encounter with the enemy. Moltke also provided the most 
succinct statement of the German view of the essence of military strat-
egy ever written: “Strategy is a system of expedients. It is more than a 
mere discipline; it is the transfer of knowledge to practical life, the con-
tinued development of the original leading thought in accordance with 
constantly changing circumstances. It is the art of acting under pressure 
of the most difficult conditions.”132

Two reservations are in order regarding the Clausewitz-Moltke defini-
tions and evaluations of strategy. Although most Prussian military writers 
accepted these viewpoints and incorporated them into official and private 
publications, some exceptions arose.133 Schlichting, the father of modern 
“operational art,” took a different position on the relation between strategy 
and tactics. He openly criticized these views even as he argued that Moltke 
had correctly recognized the basic changes in warfare and had created a 
new method of conducting campaigns and fighting battles that Schlicht-
ing hoped to formalize.134 Schlichting argued that Clausewitz’s definition 
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and use of strategy were outdated. He concluded that changes in warfare 
and armies, as well as Moltke’s concept of campaigns, had changed the 
relationship proclaimed by Clausewitz, whose “outmoded picture of bat-
tle” had to be discarded.135

One of Moltke’s closest associates, Julius von Verdy du Vernois, re-
viewed various definitions and theories of strategy and rejected Clause-
witz’s definition as one-sided because it did not allot sufficient importance 
to operations. He concluded that no truly comprehensive definition of 
strategy was possible and that the views of Archduke Charles, Jomini, 
Willisen, Clausewitz, Moltke, Schlichting, and others all had a certain 
justification.136 His own definition was vague, convoluted, and lengthy.137 

Balck’s far more modern and satisfactory definition had little impact on 
the German military establishment, possibly because it was based on the 
writings of Delbrück.138

Operations

Closely related to the Prussian concepts of tactics and strategy was the 
issue of “operations,” a term used in German theory to describe the move-
ments of large units or groups of units. Since 1983, the term has become 
part of the nearly ubiquitous division of war into three levels: strategic, 
operational, and tactical.139 German theory, unlike Soviet and modern 
Western doctrine, did not divide warfare into hierarchical levels, although 
many recent writers have assumed this to be the case. Prusso-German 
theory rarely used the concept of “levels of war.” Instead, Prussian writers 
maintained the traditional conceptual division between spheres or areas 
of strategy and tactics, based on the usages of Clausewitz and Moltke with 
some individual variations.140 The terms “operational level of war” and 
“operational art” rarely if ever appeared in German theory. These terms 
originated in Soviet military theory and were adopted by the Americans 
and others in the early 1980s.

Unlike modern usage, in which “operation” describes all sorts of military 
activities from squad tactics and administrative activities to theater-level 
campaign plans, in Prussian thinking, the word had a very specific mean-
ing. “Operation” conceptualized the movements of large units at division 
level or higher. Both elements are important to an understanding of the 
German concept. Without movement, there is no “operation,” since the 
mere size of the force involved is not the issue. This usage, consistently 
adopted by nearly all German theorists from Bülow onward, reflected the 
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German view that the two essential categories of military activity are strat-
egy and tactics, with operations as a subarea within strategy.141

The Prussian term “operations” meant the scheme of movement of 
large units. Again, without movement, there was no “operation,” regard-
less of the size of the units involved. The Allgemeine Militär Encyclopedia 
of 1873 defined operations as “all movements and actions of the units 
which aim at victory of the field army over the enemy.”142 Poten’s Mili-
tary Dictionary of 1879 defined operations as “in the broader sense all 
movements of large military units; in the narrower sense those strategic 
maneuvers which strive for large decisions.”143 Accordingly, all operations 
ended in battles or in the creation of favorable situations for battles.144 

The most authoritative pre-1914 manual for large-unit commanders, a re-
vised version of Moltke’s 1869 document, used “operations” entirely in 
the sense of movements leading to battle throughout the text.145

Although Clausewitz used the term “operation” on a few occasions, it 
was not a central concept in his writing. This is not clear in the modern 
English translation, which contains the term or its variations at least 350 
times, rendering at least forty German words or phrases as “operations” 
or “operational.” On War actually used the term about half a dozen times, 
primarily in conjunction with lines of operations, operational bases, and 
so forth, but never as a level of war or as an intermediate concept separate 
from strategy and tactics.146 Raymond Aron correctly attributed the dichot-
omy between tactics and strategy to Clausewitz’s consistent theme of ends 
and means, tactics being the means of strategy.147

Annihilation

This brings the discussion to one of the most controversial aspects of the 
Clausewitzian and Prusso-German philosophies of war—the principle 
of annihilation. Clausewitz stressed annihilation of the enemy’s armed 
forces (not of the state) as the primary—indeed, in most cases the only—
means to achieve the goal of imposing one’s will on the enemy. Destruc-
tion of the enemy’s armed forces is, Clausewitz argued, the highest aim 
of warfare. All plans should be based on this, as an arch rests on its abut-
ment.148 By destruction, Clausewitz meant rendering the enemy’s forces 
incapable of further resistance.149 This, he said, was the goal of every ma-
jor battle, particularly if it were unavoidable because of the configuration 
of forces and circumstances.150 This definition of annihilation and Clause-
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witz’s emphasis on it became basic to nearly all German military theory 
and doctrine prior to 1914 and beyond.151

Given this emphasis on annihilation of the enemy’s fighting forces as 
the primary or even exclusive means of war, Clausewitz naturally stressed 
the centrality of battles over maneuvers or other activities. Although this 
has led many writers to criticize Alfred von Schlieffen for developing what 
some have called the “dogma of the battle of annihilation,” the concept 
was definitely and quite logically founded in the writings of Clausewitz.152 
The latter’s views were more complex than many subsequent German 
writers recognized. 

In denying the validity of the formal theorists who preceded him—in 
this case, specifically, Archduke Charles of Austria—Clausewitz warned 
that it is very dangerous to attempt to gain the object of a war without 
fighting decisive battles, even though he recognized that this is a possi-
bility in some cases. He warned that battles and annihilation, though im-
portant in almost every war, should not be raised to the level of a law. He 
argued that this is an “unreal” act when facing an enemy that possesses 
substantially greater strength. Overall, however, he clearly denied that 
marches or maneuvers can win wars without battles. Indeed, it was prob-
ably Clausewitz who first gave the term “maneuver” the pejorative conno-
tation it subsequently acquired in nearly all German military writing.153

Clausewitz’s views were not as one-sided in their emphasis on battles 
of annihilation as many German followers and foreign critics later con-
cluded.154 He recognized that wars with limited aims might be fought 
without the means of annihilating all the enemy’s military forces or ex-
tending destruction beyond them. Real war, he said, “can be a matter of 
degree.” Moreover, he argued, in some circumstances the threat of war or 
the threat of a battle might be sufficient to achieve one’s objectives. This 
was, in part, the basis of Clausewitz’s distinction between absolute war 
and real war. Clausewitz probably came to this realization late in life, and 
it is possible that a thorough revision of On War would have more thor-
oughly integrated this line of reasoning into the text.155 The Prussian Gen-
eral Staff, in adapting Clausewitz to its perceived strategic requirements 
late in the century, stressed the principle of annihilation in its writings 
and teachings on strategic theory, military history, and practical doctrine.

The army’s allegedly excessive emphasis on annihilation became the 
basis of Hans Delbrück’s argument that the army failed to note Clause-
witz’s “second form” of strategy, one that did not call for the annihilation 
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of the enemy in some circumstances. Eventually, Delbrück argued that 
there are two forms of strategy, annihilation (Vernichtung) and exhaustion 
(Ermattung); unfortunately, the latter has been translated as “attrition,” 
with all the pejorative connotations of that term. Delbrück’s efforts to ap-
ply this analysis to Frederick the Great set off a bitter dispute with a num-
ber of General Staff officers that lasted until the First World War.156 Most 
historians now conclude that Delbrück was correct and that the Prussian 
General Staff distorted or ignored strategic alternatives to the “dogma” of 
annihilation, although one recent analysis of the controversy attributes 
errors to both sides.157

Unfortunately, the argument is based on a false interpretation of the 
annihilation principle. German theory restricted annihilation to cam-
paigns and battles against the enemy’s fielded armies; it did not address 
the larger political goal of destroying the enemy state. In this limited con-
text, destroying the opposing armies made perfect sense, particularly if 
the implied alternative was to fight a battle without intending to render 
the enemy incapable of further serious resistance. Such would make an-
other costly battle probable or even inevitable. German theory sought bat-
tles of annihilation to reduce the costs and duration of bloody wars. After 
1871, when German strategists consistently had to consider the possibility 
of a two-front war, neutralizing the foe’s resistance as quickly as feasible 
made perfect sense, assuming it were possible at all. Even Schlieffen, in 
his most optimistic projections, did not consider that a victory over the 
French would completely end French resistance and allow the entire Ger-
man army to move to the eastern front.

Moltke seemingly adopted the extreme view of annihilation during 
the wars against Austria and France.158 In 1866, however, his demands 
for annihilation extended only to the Austrian military forces, not to the 
Hapsburg state, a position entirely consistent with Prussia’s overall policy 
objectives.159 His intentions in the war against France extended to the full 
destruction of the enemy nation’s powers of resistance, in part because 
he regarded France as Prussia’s hereditary enemy, and in part because he 
recognized that the “people’s war” that developed after the initial Prus-
sian victories presented quite different problems than did the eighteenth- 
century cabinet wars.160

Under the direct influence of Moltke’s writings and the official his-
toriography of the Prussian General Staff, Prusso-German doctrine and 
theory between 1871 and 1914 accepted the need to annihilate the ene-
my’s armed forces, but only in extreme cases did this extend to destruc-
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tion of the enemy state. The 1869 and 1910 Instructions for Large Unit 
Commanders stressed annihilation, but only as the single way to attain 
the policy objectives of foreseeable wars with certainty. Numerous mili-
tary authors struck the same chord, stressing annihilation of the enemy’s 
fielded forces with the object of breaking his will to resist, but leaving the 
decision on total destruction of the enemy state to policy.161

Ironically, it was Napoleonic warfare, not German theory, that frequently 
strove for wars to annihilate the opposing state and replace its political 
and social structure. The Prussian army’s approach to military strategy 
usually limited destruction to the enemy’s army. Thus, the Clausewitzian- 
Prussian system concerned battles, not wars, of annihilation, a fact over-
looked by many otherwise perceptive analyses.162 Even Clausewitz recog-
nized as early as 1804 that in striving for limited goals, one might and 
sometimes should strive for annihilation of the enemy’s forces, and it is 
hardly surprising that Prussian theory held that the enemy’s army should 
be defeated as completely as possible once war began.163 Destruction of 
the enemy’s army remained, as in Clausewitz’s theory, only a means to an 
end—the most rapid and the only certain means, regardless of the scope 
of the objective.164 The question was thus the relevance of the principle of 
military annihilation in any given set of circumstances.165

Defense and Offense

Given that war is a struggle to impose one’s will and that annihilation of 
the enemy’s military forces is the only certain way to achieve that goal, 
Clausewitz turned to the two forms of war—defense and offense.166 He 
analyzed these forms in two ways: with respect to the object of war and in 
their relationship to each other. The former, with calculations of strength, 
determined the form to be adopted; the latter established the intellectual 
framework that provided the essential features, advantages, disadvan-
tages, and reciprocal interactions of the forms of war. Clausewitz’s the-
ories on these points by no means found universal acceptance among 
Prussian military theorists, who, on the basis of the First World War, were 
generally condemned for failing to accept and act on On War’s admoni-
tions. 

Clausewitz began his presentation on the defensive form of war, the 
longest chapter in On War and one of the most thoughtful, by defining it 
as “the parrying of a blow.” Anticipating Moltke’s formula of the offensive 
defense, or the strategic defense conducted by using the tactical offense, 
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Clausewitz condemned “pure defense,” by which he meant passively 
waiting for the enemy. Instead, he argued for returning or even anticipat-
ing the enemy’s strikes within the theater. He then produced his famous 
formulation that the defensive form “is not a simple shield, but a shield 
of well-directed blows.”167 The object of warding off enemy thrusts with 
active defense was simple: preservation. On War went on to argue that 
defense is the stronger form of war, with the negative goal of preserva-
tion, whereas offense, though weaker, has the positive goal of conquest.168 
Because mere preservation cannot, in the long run, produce a decision in 
war, Clausewitz offered his famous formulation of the counterattack and 
counteroffensive, the “flashing sword of retribution,” which he saw as the 
“greatest moment for the defense.”169 The irony, then, was that a success-
ful defense should end in an offensive.

Clausewitz never argued that defense is the most desirable form of 
war.170 On the contrary, he argued that defense “should be used only so 
long as weakness compels, and be abandoned as soon as we are strong 
enough to pursue a positive object.”171 Moltke was of the same opinion, as 
an examination of his writings reveals, but by the end of the nineteenth 
century, many Prussian theorists were emphasizing the opposite point of 
view.172 Indeed, one of the most consistent points of criticism aimed at vir-
tually all European armies in 1914 was an alleged “cult of the offensive.”173 

Clausewitz did not doubt the value of the offensive form of warfare in a 
variety of circumstances. Above all, it was essential because, as he noted, 
only the offense can produce positive and decisive results. In his chapter 
on defense, Clausewitz listed six conditions under which one might wish 
to act offensively, even if one were generally disposed to be on the defense, 
including if the enemy were widely dispersed, if the enemy were clumsy 
and vacillating, if the composition of one’s own army made it particu-
larly suited to the offensive, if the need for a decision was urgent, and if 
one or more of these factors worked together. Those who criticize various 
German thinkers and practitioners for violating Clausewitz’s basic con-
cepts rarely cite these passages, which indicate that even the great theorist 
thought offensive action was possible in a situation that might dictate a 
defensive stance.174

Clausewitz began his lengthy chapter on offense by pointing out that 
offense is a part of defense and that no defense is complete without at 
least one offensive concept: the counterattack. The offense, in contrast, is 
complete in itself, although considerations of time and space, which lead 
to pauses in offensive actions, “introduce defense as a necessary evil.”175 
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In chapter 15 of book 7, Clausewitz discussed the most important char-
acteristics and advantages of using an offensive across an entire theater 
of war to achieve a decision. He began this discussion by pointing out 
that the attacker can overcome all the advantages of the defense by his 
numerical or moral superiority, by the advantage of his position, and by 
his army’s knowledge that it is on the advancing side. An attacker lacking 
greater numbers can make up for that shortcoming with moral superior-
ity. Clausewitz frequently emphasized that numerical superiority, partic-
ularly at the decisive point of a campaign and a battle, is of fundamental 
importance. He then argued that while prudence is the “true spirit of the 
defense, courage and confidence” occupy that position for the attacker. 
The attacker, moreover, faces less uncertainty. In subsequent sections 
Clausewitz stressed the importance of obtaining real victory rather than 
merely occupying positions and of exploiting a victory once won.176

In the following chapter, Clausewitz elaborated on the characteristics 
of an offensive that does not seek a decision across the entire theater of 
war. Here he suggested that an attacker might wish to seize a piece of 
territory or an important depot or to capture an important fortress. These 
kinds of discussions, of which there are several in On War, became the ba-
sis for arguments that Clausewitz recognized two kinds of war as defined 
by unlimited or limited objectives. Even a small battlefield success might 
be the reason for launching a limited offensive.177 Moltke’s counterpart 
to this line of thought was his concept of combining offense and defense 
in different measures, depending on the demands of the strategic and 
tactical situations.

Later in book 7 Clausewitz discussed one of his most important con-
cepts: the culminating point of victory, which he termed the “keystone 
for most plans of campaign.”178 This chapter was, in effect, a warning to 
a potential attacker that his strength must suffice to reach his goals and 
that attaining such strength would be difficult. Clausewitz pointed out 
that many factors gradually work to reduce the strength of the attacker. 
The attacker must therefore be prepared for the point at which he will 
become the defender. If the attacker’s resources are insufficient to attain 
his objective, or if he continues beyond the limits of his resources, he 
“will cross the threshold of equilibrium, the line of culmination, without 
knowing it.” The attacker thus takes on more than he can manage “and, 
as it were, go[es] into debt.”179



60 : CHAPTER TWO

Center of Gravity

With this in mind, Clausewitz was concerned about the attacker concen-
trating his efforts on the most important matters and focusing on defeat-
ing the enemy’s means of resistance before declining resources produced 
failure. This led to one of Clausewitz’s most interesting and important 
concepts: the center of gravity. This became a key concept of the Prusso- 
German military system and, after 1980, came to dominate modern 
American military thought. In fact, it became the single most important 
element of a wide range of military activities, from planning campaigns 
to selecting targets for air strikes. The two armed forces, however, arrived 
at very different interpretations and uses of this basic Clausewitzian con-
cept.180

Clausewitz’s precise meaning when using the term “center of grav-
ity”—which he admitted was a limited analogy from physics—is difficult 
to determine. He used the phrase in numerous contexts that lacked any 
consistency. Another problem is that the standard English translation 
does not render all uses of the German Schwerpunkt as “center of gravity,” 
and it occasionally inserts the term when it does not appear in the original 
text. A few examples should make this point clear. On page 71 (all refer-
ences are to the Howard-Paret English edition) Clausewitz stated that the 
center of gravity is a turning point in a campaign, while on page 258 he ar-
gued that the main battle (Hauptschlacht—a very important term that has 
been lost in the English edition) is the center of gravity.181 On page 485 he 
said that the center of gravity is an analogy and that the mass of an army 
is the center of gravity, which is struck by another such mass. On several 
occasions Clausewitz concluded that if there were no decisive battle, there 
could be no center of gravity. In several cases Clausewitz used center of 
gravity in a slang sense, simply to emphasize the most important point 
of an argument, a turning point in a campaign, or the most important 
branch of the army in a particular case. The one common element in 
most of these uses was the designation of where the main military effort 
should be made. Prusso-German military theory adopted this meaning 
and used center of gravity simply to designate the main effort of a wide 
variety of military undertakings. The term was used relatively rarely in 
Moltke’s day but became increasingly important in subsequent years.182 

On the one hand, Prussian theory did not fully accept Clausewitz’s 
views on the superiority of the defense and the potential limitations of the 
offense in a balanced manner; instead, it chose to emphasize those factors 
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that seemed to favor the attacker. German commanders often had good 
reason for these deviations, particularly in the strategic situation prior 
to 1914, but sometimes they were simply blind to Clausewitz’s complex 
views and to the realities of their situations. On the other hand, Prussian 
theory hardly ignored the Clausewitzian concepts of offense and defense. 
Moltke made much of this, as discussed later in this chapter. Two ex-
amples from the mainstream of Prussian-German theory, Baron Hugo 
von Freytag-Loringhoven and Colmar Freiherr von der Goltz, illustrate the 
point. The former warned that almost every offensive aimed at destroy-
ing the enemy would lack the strength to see the effort through to the 
end, while the latter, using Clausewitz’s own terms, repeated many of 
the reasons for the diminishing strength of a strategic offensive.183 Other 
writers considered the issue, but General Friedrich Freiherr von Falken-
hausen was probably representative in recognizing the danger but also 
confidently expecting that an intelligent conduct of the strategic offensive 
would succeed.184

In discussing the offensive, Clausewitz stressed the important advan-
tages of superiority in numbers. He argued that in ordinary cases, supe-
rior numbers (particularly two to one) would prevail, “however adverse 
the other circumstances.” Clausewitz thus argued that since the best strat-
egy is always to be very strong, first in general and then at the decisive point, 
the highest law of strategy was that of “keeping one’s forces concentrated.”185 
Clausewitz, indeed, thought the principle of concentration meant that all 
envelopments must be entirely within the realm of tactics and that coor-
dinated strategic attacks by separated armies were unlikely to succeed.186 
In subsequent decades, German military thinkers agreed with Clause-
witz’s emphasis on numbers and superiority at the decisive point of a 
war. As Goltz wrote (following a paraphrase of Clausewitz’s point about 
being superior at the decisive point), most German writers thought that 
“to dispute the value of numbers is equivalent to denying this universally 
recognized military principle.”187 When, for practical reasons, German 
thinkers after the wars of unification and the Franco-Russian alliance had 
to consider how to defeat a numerically superior enemy, they returned to 
the other part of Clausewitz’s line of thought—concentration of forces at 
the decisive point or time.

A necessary corollary of Clausewitz’s arguments on numbers and bat-
tles was the acceptance of heavy losses as a nearly inevitable by-product  
of any war, even a successful one. Clausewitz rejected the views of “kind-
hearted people” who thought there might be some ingenious way to de-
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feat the enemy without too much bloodshed. He went on to say in a later 
section of On War “We are not interested in generals who win victories 
without bloodshed.”188 Prusso-German theory from Moltke onward ac-
cepted this basic viewpoint, based on entirely reasonable grounds, as will 
be seen.

Intelligence

Clausewitz accorded intelligence great importance in book 1 (The Nature 
of War), although he devoted only two pages directly to the subject. Using 
the German word Nachrichten (literally “news” or “reports” of any kind), 
Clausewitz wrote that intelligence is “the basis, in short, of all our own 
concepts and actions.”189 The Howard-Paret translation renders “concepts 
and actions” (Ideen und Handlungen) as “plans and operations” and, un-
fortunately, drops “all” from the statement, thus considerably reducing 
the text’s emphasis on intelligence. To Clausewitz, intelligence meant 
“every sort of information (die ganze Kenntnisse) about the enemy and 
his country.” He emphasized, quite correctly, the unreliability of much 
of this information and the contradictory and false nature of intelligence 
received during a war. He warned that the commander should be guided 
by the laws of probability and should trust his own judgment while re-
fusing to give in to the tendency to believe the worst among the flood of 
false and alarming reports. This was entirely in accord with his emphasis 
on the character and judgment required in senior commanders. Clause-
witz listed intelligence as one of the elements that “coalesce to form the 
atmosphere of war and turn it into a medium that impedes certainty.” 
Intelligence is thus part of the friction and the fog of uncertainty that im-
pedes activity. The only remedy is combat experience in the commander 
and his army.190

History

Finally, in a view that remained at the center of Prusso-German concepts 
to the very end, Clausewitz suggested that the study of military history 
is the best way, outside of having combat experience, to learn about the 
nature of war and how to conduct it. Clausewitz argued that the study of 
military history helps one to understand friction and chance and that it 
therefore predominates over theory and principles. Subsequent chapters 
consider these concepts under the appropriate headings of institutional 
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development and officer education, which fell more under the work and 
legacy of Helmuth von Moltke and his successors at the General Staff.

Count Helmuth von Moltke

“That is all well and good, but who is this General von Moltke?” Such was 
the question posed by Lieutenant General Albrecht von Manstein during 
the early stages of the Battle of Königgrätz when he received Moltke’s 
order to halt a premature attack.191 Helmuth von Moltke had been chief of 
the Prussian General Staff since 1857, but he had yet to place his imprint 
on wide sections of the Prussian army and its theory. All this changed 
with the victories over Austria (1866) and France (1870–1871). By the time 
of the founding of the German Empire in January 1871, he had become 
one of the most famous men in Europe. Over the next seventeen years, 
Moltke’s ideas laid the practical foundations of the Prusso-German way 
of war. 

Moltke in many ways seemed an unlikely candidate for both his high 
position and his role as the man who shaped Prussian military thought 
from Clausewitz to the end of the nineteenth century. Although he was 
a student at the Allgemeine Kriegsschule (War Academy) when Clausewitz 
was director of student affairs, they had little or no contact. On War had 
not yet been written, and Moltke seemingly concentrated on academic 
rather than military subjects.192 Moltke had held no command position 
beyond a company and had seen no duty with units after 1835. Yet the 
pace of military life in those years allowed him time for reading and self- 
development, and Moltke broadened his education far beyond that of the 
vast majority of the officers of his day. Modest and unassuming, he wrote 
nonmilitary books; drew elegant topographic maps; composed profound 
essays on tactics, command, strategy, and other military subjects; created 
the foundations of operational art; and led his country’s army to victory 
in three wars. He was one of the relatively few officers who claimed that 
Clausewitz’s writings had been directly and importantly influential in 
shaping his views.193 A recent author who placed him alongside Luther 
and Bismarck in German history may have exaggerated slightly, or per-
haps he was correct.194

Although few if any writers question Moltke’s importance both in his 
day and in the years up to the First World War, assessments of his influ-
ence and his overall contributions vary widely. Gunther Rothenberg con-
cluded that Moltke was the most important and incisive military writer 
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between Napoleon and 1914, while David Chandler called him the “ablest 
military mind since Napoleon.”195 Another historian, while acknowledg-
ing Moltke’s importance in establishing the General Staff system and his 
role in developing the idea of deterrence, referred to him as the prototype 
of the “military mind,” unable to see anything other than the military as-
pects of security problems.196 Others, however, have disputed this, point-
ing out that Moltke’s military planning after 1871 was in accordance with 
the political projects of the chancellor, Otto von Bismarck.197 

Moltke’s writings lacked the abstract philosophical approach of Clause-
witz, and for that reason, as well as because of his position, they were 
more directly influential. On many points, Moltke’s writings and teach-
ings translated Clausewitz’s concepts into the practical words and actions 
preferred by soldiers. On other points, his views marked new departures 
and approaches in conducting operations and waging battles.198 The fol-
lowing sections concentrate on those areas in which Moltke made import-
ant innovations in Prussian theory or disagreed with Clausewitz. 

From Cabinet War to People’s War

Moltke’s lifetime spanned the enormous changes in warfare that accom-
panied the industrialization and population growth of the nineteenth cen-
tury. Over the course of the century, modern nations acquired the human 
and material resources to raise and equip mass armies that dwarfed even 
those of Napoleon and his enemies. Gradually, a host of technological 
changes, primarily in transportation, communications, and firepower, 
transformed the dimensions and nature of the battlefield. Popular pas-
sions, fired by nationalism and imperialism, gave war an increased inten-
sity. Historians, using terms developed in the nineteenth century, have 
characterized these transformations as the shift from cabinet war to peo-
ple’s war.199

Although Moltke’s victorious campaigns of 1864 and 1866 exhibited 
many of the technological and strategic changes of the period, they gen-
erally fell under the concept of eighteenth-century cabinet wars. This was 
primarily a result of Bismarck’s limited goals and the strategic circum-
stances, which facilitated an early settlement after Prussia’s battlefield vic-
tories. The campaigns of 1870–1871, however, witnessed a continuation of 
warfare after the annihilation of the French regular army and may be seen 
as a line of demarcation between cabinet war and people’s war. The Ger-
mans soon found themselves struggling to defeat the popular uprising 
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that followed the capture of Emperor Napoleon III and the emergence of 
the new republic. This new phase, a mixture of traditional combat, guer-
rilla war by small units, and individual resistance, strained the Prusso- 
German army to its limits. Although the German army prevailed, its 
leaders were relieved when the war ended.200 The term “people’s war” 
(Volkskrieg) soon entered the German military vocabulary as a monstrous 
alternative to cabinet war.201

In some respects, the final phase of the Franco-Prussian War reintro-
duced “absolute” war (Napoleonic warfare being the first in the modern 
era) along the lines Clausewitz had suggested as a theoretical possibility. 
Stig Förster has concluded that this experience turned Moltke, first, into 
an advocate or prophet of absolute war and, later, into an advocate of the 
use of military power as a deterrent to prevent war. There is, indeed, some 
evidence that in 1870–1871 Moltke wanted the total submission of the 
French nation, even if that meant occupying the entire country. He also 
desired a dictated peace that would preclude renewed French challenges 
to Germany’s position.202 After 1871 he regarded a new war with France 
as inevitable, and on at least two occasions he argued for a preventive war 
before the French became too strong. It should be noted that Moltke also 
considered a preventive war against Russia.203

Late in life, after his retirement, Moltke addressed the Reichstag in 
support of a bill to expand the army (14 May 1890) and set forth his final 
views on war. He pointed out that the costs, length, and consequences of 
a new European war were incalculable and suggested that war be avoided 
through deterrence based on strength. Only the sword, he argued, could 
keep other swords in their respective scabbards.204 Moltke thus aban-
doned any idea of preventive war and, in effect, argued that the purpose 
of armaments was to deter modern war with its frightful if unforeseeable 
consequences.205

Annihilation

The political goals of or motives for war had relatively little impact on 
Moltke’s theories about the conduct of war or those of his successors. 
German theory prepared for campaigns and battles designed to defeat the 
enemy’s armies in wars of maneuver using the army’s relatively unstruc-
tured system of conducting operations and battles. From this perspective, 
campaigns had the purpose of annihilating the enemy’s forces (rendering 
them incapable of further resistance) as rapidly as possible. Even if the 
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goal were limited to exhausting the enemy’s will to resist and concluding 
the war with negotiations, specific battles normally had one of two objec-
tives: to destroy the opposing forces or to contribute as a secondary effort 
while other battles achieved a favorable decision. As Dennis Showalter has 
argued, the fact that German theory and practice concentrated on battles 
of annihilation did not mean that Moltke and others sought total victory 
through destruction of the enemy state. Rapid and decisive victory was the 
means, regardless of the nature of the war. This made perfect sense for a 
state surrounded by potential enemies whose combined resources might 
be overwhelming in a prolonged war; it served the additional purpose of 
avoiding the kind of protracted conflict that had proved so frustrating and 
costly in 1871.206 Some of Moltke’s subordinates used the problems of the 
people’s war to argue for total utilization of the nation’s manpower. Goltz 
became the best-known representative of this concept of the nation in 
arms.207

Offense and Defense

In considering the relationship between offensive warfare and the de-
fense, Moltke adopted a point of view that echoed much of Clausewitz’s 
thought. He recognized that the tactical defense had many strengths, the 
most important of which were the ability to select the position and to use 
firepower to the fullest effect. However, he also recognized the value of 
holding the initiative and coined the phrase “laying down the law” of the 
battlefield to the enemy. He concluded, at least by 1882, that the defender 
had decisive advantages over the attacker. He also pointed out that it was 
often desirable for the enemy to attack first. Yet he recognized that only 
the offensive, even if it took the form of a counterattack, produced de-
cisive results. If one’s forces were equal to those of the attacker, Moltke 
recommended taking the initiative and thus the offensive. The strategic 
offensive, in short, was the direct way to the objective; the strategic defen-
sive was the roundabout way.208

Moltke’s solution was the defensive-offensive form of war. While main-
taining the strategic offensive, one should, he argued, seek to use the tacti-
cal defensive wherever possible. The defender’s advantage, he wrote, was 
decisive and remained important even if the attacker had the advantage of 
surprise and terrain.209 From his earliest writings, Moltke recognized that 
the increased firepower available to defenders was a serious threat to any 
attacking force. His Instructions for Large Unit Commanders cautioned that 
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“infantry has the power to repel any frontal attack,” and “it should assure 
itself that it cannot be attacked from the front.” In many cases, he argued, 
defending infantry “is invincible.”210 He recognized that in those days, 
before improvements in artillery range and the development of indirect 
fire, the defender was a threat even to the artillery.211 He concluded that 
in many cases a commander might wish to restrain his units’ offensive 
spirit and use the defense to weaken the enemy before going over to the 
offensive, a tactic that would be especially effective if, for reasons of policy 
or military circumstances, the opponent felt compelled to attack.212 Nev-
ertheless, Moltke agreed that a decision could be reached only through 
offensive action and that, sooner or later, the army would have to attack. 

Despite his recognition of the power of the defense, Moltke placed no 
great faith in fortresses. As early as 1862 he argued that constructing large 
numbers of fortresses would decrease the military strength of Prussia. 
Instead, Moltke wanted to invest resources in the field army because it, 
above all else, decided the outcome of war. Since armies no longer relied 
on fortresses to serve as magazines that supported entire campaigns, they 
had lost even that function. Railroads, wrote Moltke in 1861, had become 
the primary means of provisioning armies, and every increase in a state’s 
railroad system should be considered a military advantage.213

Tactics

Moltke wrote many essays and memoranda on tactics and discussed the 
issue in numerous historical studies produced by the General Staff.214 He 
developed no grand scheme in tactics; rather, he stressed cooperation of 
the arms, reliance on artillery to support infantry attacks, exploitation of 
the power of the defense, and vigorous exploitation of victory. Overall, he 
tried to place his tactical teachings within the larger framework of large-
unit battles and operations. Like Clausewitz, Moltke stressed tactical victory 
as the foundation of all other successes.215 Nevertheless, he reminded his 
readers that “a tactical victory is decisive only if won at the strategically cor-
rect point.”216 Moltke argued, perhaps more forcefully than Clausewitz, that 
tactical success could dictate subsequent strategy. He wrote in his essay “On 
Strategy” (1871): “Strategy appropriates the success of every engagement 
and builds upon it. The demands of strategy grow silent in the face of a 
tactical victory and adapt themselves to the newly created situation.”217

In resolving this problem of the offensive, Moltke developed two solu-
tions—one traditional and in the area of tactics, and the other radically 



68 : CHAPTER TWO

new and in the area of strategy. In tactics, Moltke stressed flanking at-
tacks to avoid the main strength of the defender’s fire. This was difficult 
to achieve under modern conditions, however, for two reasons: the in-
creased range of rifles forced the attacker to maneuver while under fire, 
with attendant heavy losses and delays, and the size of the armies had 
vastly increased their combat frontages. In the days of Frederick and Na-
poleon, commanders could personally maneuver their units on the battle-
field while outside the effective range of musket fire. This was no longer 
easily accomplished and, in some cases, had become impossible without 
suffering unacceptable losses.

Foundations of Operational Art

An additional problem arose with the increased size of fielded armies in 
the second half of the nineteenth century. Entire armies could neither 
move up to the battlefield in great masses nor move around the battlefield 
in the traditional manner. Moltke also warned that they could not remain 
stationary in a small area for a long period of time because of difficulties 
in arranging for provisions and quarters. The traditional method of unit-
ing on the battlefield and fighting a relatively set-piece battle in a restricted 
area offered few prospects for rapid and decisive offensive success.

Moltke resolved these twin dilemmas in tactics and strategy by com-
bining movement to the deployment area (Aufmarsch) with movement 
into battle in a single concept of the campaign, whereby deployments and 
movements were still under way as combat began. In most earlier cases, 
commanders feared defeat in detail if the battle began before their full 
forces had been united, so they deployed the great mass of their strength 
as densely as possible. They normally hesitated to begin serious fighting 
before completing their battlefield deployment. This was entirely in ac-
cordance with Jomini’s concepts of interior lines and the concentration of 
forces. Clausewitz failed to develop a comprehensive theoretical position, 
but his writings suggested that he was suspicious of separating the army 
into distant subordinate elements and that he preferred interior lines to 
concentric movements.

Moltke first implemented his ideas in the campaign against Austria in 
1866, although the much smaller scale action against Denmark in 1864 
must have had an effect on his thinking. In moving against the Hapsburg 
forces, the primary Prussian field armies advanced into Bohemia toward 
Königgrätz; meanwhile, a second army under the crown prince deployed 
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by railway to Silesia, nearly 200 miles away, and prepared to move 
through the mountains to strike the Austrian flank from the north.218 As 
originally deployed, the armies were not within supporting distance, and 
each might have had to face the Austrian army alone.219 In the event, the 
frontal battle opened in neither the place nor the manner Moltke had an-
ticipated, and it began before the crown prince’s army arrived; however, 
the latter came up just in time to deliver the decisive flanking attack. The 
same general concept—moving divided and uniting during battles to cre-
ate flanking attacks—characterized the opening German strategy in the 
Franco-Prussian War in 1870.220 Later, Schlichting used these concepts 
to create the foundation of what is now known as operational art.221 The-
orists of the imperial Russian army and the Soviet army eventually for-
malized this into the concepts that have now been universally adopted in 
Western military doctrine.

Many senior Prussian commanders failed to appreciate the subtlety 
of Moltke’s approach to strategy, and as a result, neither campaign was a 
perfect example of what was, after all, a very general set of propositions 
that Moltke himself had declined to establish as a formal system or theory. 
Particularly in 1866 the execution was less than perfect. In an effort to 
improve his subordinates’ understanding of his approach, Moltke wrote 
Instructions for Large Unit Commanders, which became a secret manual 
available to senior commanders and General Staff officers. With only 
slight revisions in 1883 and 1910, it remained the basic regulation on this 
topic through 1914. Much of this manual’s approach carried over into ba-
sic German regulations after the First World War.222

The 1869 Instructions introduced the argument that every large assem-
bly of units was inherently catastrophic, because such a force could not 
be supported, could not move well, and could not conduct operations. 
Such an assembly would have to advance to the attack, and that could not 
be done on a single road or even several roads. The solution, therefore, 
was to keep the masses separated for operations as long as possible and 
to assemble them in good time for the decision in battle. The fruits of 
victory, Moltke wrote, lay not on the battlefield but on the other side—in 
exploitation. Proper exploitation, the manual said, would prevent the en-
emy from reestablishing himself and would accomplish what had to be 
attained without a second battle. This paraphrased paragraph, from page 
176 of the English translation of the Instructions, was the closest Moltke 
and the German manuals ever came to establishing what could be called 
a methodology or system of “separated armies.”
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Although the phrase “march divided, fight united” had been known 
in the Prussian army since Scharnhorst first enunciated it, Moltke gave 
it new meaning. He raised it from a means of moving and provision-
ing large armies to a new method of conducting campaigns and joining 
the campaign plan directly to the execution of the battle. This method re-
mained controversial, even up to 1914. Maintaining substantial distances 
between deployed field armies exposed them to defeat in detail and made 
close coordination of their movements and actions difficult or impossi-
ble, given the relatively poor communications of those days. Although the 
means of communication were far superior to those of the Napoleonic 
period, there was only erratic contact with the far-flung commanders on 
whom victory depended.223

Directives and Orders

To overcome this communications problem, Moltke fostered the princi-
ple of subordinate initiative and developed the procedure of commanding 
by general directives (Weisungen), which became one of the hallmarks of 
the Prusso-German system until well into the Second World War.224 By 
“directives,” Moltke meant “such communications from higher to lower 
headquarters that do not give definite orders for momentary conduct so 
much as guiding viewpoints.” Directives thus “serve as guidelines for the 
decisions the subordinate headquarters have to make.”225 The General 
Staff, in its history of the campaign of 1870–1871, defined directives as 
communications from higher to lower commands that gave only general 
guidance rather than definite orders for action. Directives thus served as 
the basis for independent decisions by subordinate commanders.226

In conducting his campaigns in this manner, Moltke was simply mak-
ing a virtue out of necessity. Armies had to be separated to some extent 
in order to receive provisions and to move along Europe’s road system in 
an orderly and timely manner. Allowing his subordinate commanders to 
conduct their own movements and battles with a minimum of direct and 
specific orders was necessary to exploit the unanticipated opportunities 
that were the basis of German theory. Moltke’s statement that strategy is 
a system of expedients reflected the view that although the commander 
could outline his general intent, he had to depend on his subordinates’ 
initiative and their ability to adapt broad plans to the changing situations 
of war. As long as they remained within the broad framework of his in-
tent for the campaign, Moltke encouraged his commanders to exercise 
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initiative and to act quickly and decisively to exploit opportunities. He 
was willing to tolerate the resulting disruptions because he believed that 
mistakes in execution were less of a problem than inaction produced by 
timidly awaiting instructions from higher commanders. 

 Moltke was willing to abandon this system, however, when the situ-
ation demanded that the commander give direct and specific orders to 
subordinates. His own writings illustrated that at critical moments in 
1866 and in 1870–1871, his headquarters issued direct orders rather than 
general directives.227 Still, reliance on general directives at high levels of 
command remained a central feature of German doctrine, even in the 
more restrictive days of Schlieffen’s dominance, until the new realities of 
trench warfare forced changes. Moltke’s principles soon reemerged in the 
early years after the First World War. 

Moltke further enshrined the practice, stressed earlier by Reyher, that 
orders should be free of mandatory formats, should require as little as 
possible, and should be brief. His own orders in 1866 and 1870–1871 
were models of clarity and brevity. Numerous subsequent writers and 
manuals stressed these same points, and the Prussian army steadfastly 
declined to use standard field order formats with numbered paragraphs 
in the modern sense.228 The 1906 infantry regulations, the 1908 field ser-
vice regulations, and the 1910 version of the Instructions for Large Unit 
Commanders set forth principles and procedures for writing orders along 
the lines outlined by Moltke thirty years previously.229

Auftragstaktik

Few Prussian concepts have captured the imagination of modern military 
writers and official doctrine more than that of “mission-type” orders.230 
The concept stems from the German term Auftragstaktik (“mission tac-
tics”). Contrary to many accounts, Moltke never used this term, which saw 
relatively little German use prior to 1918.231 Although Moltke’s practice of 
giving his subordinate commanders wide latitude in conducting battles 
may be seen as the ultimate origin of the concept, this had little to do with 
tactics and even less to do with small-unit commanders. 

Moltke’s methods were controversial in his day and remained so for 
some time. Certainly, they were not in the mainstream of Prussian or 
German thought when they first emerged in 1866, so it is not surprising 
that many contemporary officers, including some in his own army, found 
them too radical to serve as the basis for doctrine.232 Moltke himself ap-
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parently felt obliged to defend his methods in Militär-Wochenblatt in 1867. 
Heinrich Friedjung’s well-known study of the 1866 war, Der Kampf um 
die Vorherrschaft in Deutschland, included a strong attack on Moltke for 
dividing his armies and losing control of them at critical points. In the 
same vein, J. F. C. Fuller harshly criticized Moltke for unleashing his sub-
ordinate commanders and abdicating his own responsibilities.233 As sev-
eral writers have pointed out, Moltke’s unwillingness to limit the initiative 
and aggressiveness of his subordinate commanders contrasted sharply 
with the practice of his opponent in 1866, Austrian Ludwig Benedek, who 
closely and excessively regulated his subordinates.234 In the tactical realm, 
the question of mission orders produced a protracted debate between 
1883 and 1914 and is examined in the following chapter. 

Risk

Moltke’s system of separating his field armies and allowing subordinate 
commanders great independence involved accepting risk in the tradition 
of Clausewitz, if not in the exact way Clausewitz envisioned. Replying 
to those who criticized the risks he took by dividing his forces in 1866, 
Moltke replied that those who wish to act with complete security will find 
attaining the goal difficult.235 Numerous subsequent writers endorsed 
the concept of taking risks, to the point that it became a fundamental 
ingredient of the Prussian way of war. The 1910 Instructions for Large Unit 
Commanders reached the same conclusion in its discussion of large and 
separate movements: “Great successes in war are never to be attained 
without great risks.”236

The main pillars of Prusso-German theory prior to the onset of war in 
1914 were established by Clausewitz and Moltke. Clausewitz’s influence, 
however, was much more indirect. In that regard, Moltke was critical in 
disseminating Clausewitz’s ideas across the army. Moltke was a prolific 
writer; his collected military works alone run to some seventeen volumes. 
In addition, from the standpoint of readability, Moltke’s writing was much 
more accessible than Clausewitz’s.237 

Unlike Clausewitz, who was attempting to develop an overarching 
theory of war applicable at any time and in any place, Moltke’s writing 
was far more focused on practical military efforts. Moltke, like Clause-
witz, embraced the idea of war as a nonlinear phenomenon. Also like 
Clausewitz, Moltke endorsed the idea that tactical outcomes drive opera-
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tional and strategic decision making. Moltke could take this view because, 
during the Franco-Prussian War and in the immediate aftermath, the size 
of armies and the amount of open space available allowed field armies to 
engage in relatively nimble maneuvers. After 1890, however, changes in 
the conduct of warfare, an altered strategic situation, and many other fac-
tors challenged these theoretical foundations. Of these factors, two of the 
most important were advances in weaponry, especially artillery, after 1890 
and the increasing size of the armies fielded by the European powers. 
The institutions and tactics of the Prusso-German army had to respond 
to these changes and sought to modernize and grow accordingly. It is to 
these developments within the imperial German army that this study now 
turns.



Theobald von Bethmann-
Hollweg. Imperial German 
chancellor in 1914, he was 
ousted from his position by 
Ludendorff in 1917. (National 
Archives)

German military history imagined—Wilhelm II and his key commanders. Perhaps the 
two oddest people pictured are Bethmann-Hollweg (civilian) and Tirpitz (navy). The 
placing of Falkenhayn and Ludendorff next to each other shows either a high degree of 
naïveté or an ironic sense of humor. (Bain Collection, Library of Congress)



German army commanders in the west in 1914. The only one not pictured is Seventh 
Army commander Josias von Herringen. (National Archives)

Generaloberst Josias von Herringen (slightly off center, with the white beard), 
commander of German Seventh Army, and his staff. (National Archives)



Generaloberst Alexander von Kluck (with coat draped over his shoulders), commander 
of First Army, and his staff. Immediately to Kluck’s right is Generalmajor Hermann von 
Kuhl, his chief of staff. (Bain Collection, Library of Congress)

The heroes of Tannenberg: Hindenburg (center in lighter coat) and the staff of Eighth 
Army. To the left of Hindenburg is Ludendorff; to the right of Hindenburg is Max 
Hoffmann, the perpetually grumpy staff officer who later became the Ober Ost chief of 
staff, after Hindenburg and Ludendorff took over the OHL. (National Archives)



Erich von Falkenhayn. 
War minister in 1914, he 
succeeded Moltke as chief 
of the General Staff late in 
1914 and headed the OHL 
until his fall in August 1916. 
He then commanded Ninth 
Army with great success in 
the Romanian campaign. 
(National Archives)

Wilhelm II ( left) with one of his favorite commanders, August von Mackensen, in 1915. 
Between Mackensen and the kaiser is Mackensen’s chief of staff, Hans von Seeckt. (Bain 
Collection, Library of Congress)



August von Mackensen, 
pictured here as a 
Generalfeldmarschall. An able 
commander, he was also a 
popular figure in Vienna and 
Sofia. (National Archives)

Max von Gallwitz, one of Germany’s ablest field commanders. (Bain Collection, Library 
of Congress)



Crown Prince Rupprecht 
of Bavaria. Although not 
the best tactician, he often 
showed considerable insight 
on operational and strategic 
matters. (National Archives)

Generalfeldmarschall Colmar 
von der Goltz. A prolific 
writer and theorist, Goltz later 
headed the German Military 
Mission to Turkey. He was, 
along with Mackensen, one of 
Germany’s ablest practitioners 
of coalition warfare. (National 
Archives)



Erich Ludendorff. By early 
1917, he was the driving force 
at the OHL and was effectively 
the dictator of Germany. 
(National Archives)

Paul von Hindenburg, the 
most popular war hero in 
Germany and head of the 
Third OHL. By 1917, he 
was effectively the front man 
for Ludendorff. (National 
Archives)



Germany’s military masters. Wilhelm II (center) flanked by Hindenburg ( left) and 
Ludendorff (right). (National Archives)

Hindenburg and Ludendorff. (National Archives)



chapter three
institutional developments, 
1871–1914

Between the wars of unification (1864–1871) and 
the outbreak of the First World War, the Prussian army and those of the 
other states of the empire increasingly formed a unified, truly German 
army, even though the peacetime force consisted of four contingents.1 
Prussia’s army was the largest by far (accounting for about 75 percent of 
the force throughout the life of the empire), but Saxony, Württemberg, 
and especially Bavaria maintained some important vestiges of military 
independence, with separate units, command structures, and adminis-
trative organs. The largest non-Prussian contingents of the German army 
increasingly cooperated with the Prussians in training, officer education, 
doctrine, and so forth as the years passed.2 Nonetheless, some regional 
and religious tensions remained. These bubbled up in the recriminations 
that followed the miscarriage of the Schlieffen Plan in 1914 and, later, the 
unsatisfactory conclusion of the war. 

The German Constitution unified budgetary matters and required 
Reichstag approval for appropriations, although the legacy of the con-
stitutional conflict and the royal powers of command hung heavily over 
the entire life of the empire. Since Germany was almost totally lacking 
in federal administrative organs, the imperial chancellor (normally the 
minister-president of Prussia) represented the government in parliament 
in theory. In practice, the Prussian war minister also had extensive and 
sometimes highly contentious dealings with the budget committees and 
the chamber at large. For the most part, the Prussian army’s adminis-
trative branches, particularly the War Ministry and the General Staff, 
developed the army’s strategic planning, theory, doctrine, training and 
education, force design, and the like, free of external interference. Eventu-
ally, however, and particularly after 1898, parliamentary and other forces 
began to exert more influence as modernization and expansion seemed to 
threaten the army’s basic principles.
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Size, Structure, and Funding of the Army

The German Constitution established the peacetime strength of the 
standing army as 1 percent of the population; in 1871 (based on the 1867 
population) this was about 401,000. The constitution foresaw annual 
budgets but allowed multiyear appropriations. The first army law, passed 
in 1871 before the formal legal establishment of a fundamental army bill, 
was effective for three years. It was a transitional measure until passage 
of the Imperial Military Law of 2 May 1874. This law, representing a com-
promise between parliament and the government, established the army’s 
strength from January 1875 until December 1881 and served as the funda-
mental legal basis for the army through July 1914.3 Wilhelm I issued royal 
orders subjecting military administration to the new law’s guidelines, al-
though in theory, much of this fell under the king’s traditional powers of 
command. The law also established that actual military strength would 
depend on parliamentary appropriations rather than the 1 percent princi-
ple of the constitution.4 Subsequent multiyear appropriations were mod-
eled on the 1874 law.

The army that Moltke had commanded in 1870–1871, and its active 
component for nearly two decades during his time as chief of the General 
Staff, was a relatively simple force consisting of the four combat arms (in-
fantry, cavalry, artillery, and engineers) and limited supporting branches. 
Table 1 shows the traditional army and its strength under the 1874 law.5 
Special units included one railroad repair battalion, the palace guards and 
police, and a few labor formations. The regional commands (Bezirkskom-
mandos) administered reserve affairs and some mobilization functions. 

Table 1. Force Structure under the Army Law of 1874

   Battalions, 

   Squadrons,  

Unit Type Officers Enlisted Men or Batteries

Infantry 9,123 269,969 469

Cavalry 2,357 65,498 465

Field artillery  1,627 30,702 300

Foot artillery  681 15,002 29

Engineers 346 9,051 18

Trains 243 5,051 18 (companies)

Special units 89 1,656 2

Regional commands 570 4,728 275
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The Reichstag passed ten additional appropriations bills before the out-
break of war in 1914. Table 2 reflects the army’s growth from 1874 until 
the final prewar law, passed in July 1913.6

As mentioned earlier, although the Prusso-German army possessed a 
large number of standing formations, it was actually a cadre force whose 
numbers more than doubled upon mobilization. Active units’ wartime 
authorized strength was nearly twice that of their peacetime strength, as 
they took in large numbers of reserves, including officers. Active units 
also dispatched officers and noncommissioned officers to activated re-
serve units. When the process was completed, the army had four basic 
kinds of units: active, reserve, second-line reserve (Landwehr), and militia 
(Landsturm). In 1875, for example, mobilized strength would have risen 
from about 401,000 to 1.4 million.7

The army laws were some of the most contentious legislation in the 
brief history of the empire. These disputes frequently spilled over into 
questions of tax reform, imperialism, abuse of soldiers, and other issues in 
which socialist and democratic groups demanded reforms. Debates about 
the army’s size, raising issues of quality versus quantity, created rifts be-
tween the government’s civilian officials and the army, as well as within 
the army itself, especially between the War Ministry and the General Staff.8 

Table 2. Summary of Force Structure, 1874–1913

   Field Foot  Verkehr Train 

Date Infantry Cavalry Artillery Artillery Pioneer (Transport) (Logistics)

2 April 1874 469 465 300 29 18 — —

6 May 1880 503 465 340 31 19 — 18

11 March 1887 534 465 364 31 19 — 18 

15 July 1890 538 465 434 31 20 — 21

3 August 1893 624.5* 465 494 37 23 7 21

25 August 1899 624 482 574 38 26 11 23

15 April 1905 633 510 574 40 29 12 23

28 June 1909 624 465 494 37 23 7 21

27 March 1911 634 510 592 48 29 17 23

14 June 1912 651 516 633 48 33 18 25

3 July 1913  669 550 633 55 44 31 26

Note: Numbers represent battalions for infantry and engineers (pioneer units), squadrons 

for cavalry, and batteries for field artillery, foot artillery, Verkehr, and train units. 
* This number includes 538 full battalions and 173 half battalions, an increase of 173 half 

battalions from 15 July 1890. The number for 25 August 1899 shows an apparent net loss of half 

a battalion. 
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Later on, especially after 1898, the army had to compete with the navy 
for funding. The breakneck pace of German naval expansion demanded 
enormous amounts of money and material. By 1911, the German navy’s 
budget was almost 55 percent of the army’s budget. Although the growth 
of naval armaments fell off a bit after 1912, there was still a finite number 
of reichsmarks to be disbursed to the army and the navy. Army leaders 
frequently had to deal with a fractious Reichstag in obtaining appropria-
tions.9

Another important factor was a radical new form of nationalism, quite 
distinct from the traditional Prussian patriotic monarchism and the lim-
ited German nationalism of the Bismarck era. It manifested in the rise of 
political pressure groups such as the Army League, the Navy League, vet-
erans’ associations, and similar organizations for reservists. These groups 
emerged as a powerful force, demanding radical increases in armaments 
beyond what the War Ministry was willing to propose to the Reichstag. Al-
though some voices in the legislature quailed at these financial demands 
for armaments, the appropriations were approved. Thus, the older inter-
pretation, prevalent in the post-1918 accounts of many officers—namely, 
that the struggle over the size of the army was between the patriotic Right 
and the left-wing Reichstag—is now untenable.10

Army Organization and Staff

Divisions

The battalions of infantry, squadrons of cavalry, and batteries of artillery 
listed in table 2 were the basic tactical and organizational building blocks 
of the Prusso-German army. Upon them rested the remaining hierarchi-
cal unit structure of the fighting forces. The largest infantry unit was the 
division, actually a combined-arms formation with two infantry brigades. 
Each brigade had two regiments, and in most cases, each regiment had 
three battalions, giving a division twelve infantry battalions. In addition, 
each division had three to six squadrons in its attached cavalry brigade 
and, by 1914, twelve batteries of artillery, most with 77mm field guns. A 
division also had four machine gun companies, one per regiment. In 1914 
a German division had about 563 officers and civil servants, 17,000 en-
listed men of all ranks, 4,600 horses, and 600 wagons of various sizes.11 
A reserve division was of comparable strength, but with a weaker artillery 
element and fewer horses.
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Cavalry divisions, except for the Guards Cavalry Division, existed only 
in wartime. They were much smaller than infantry divisions, with about 
300 officers and civil servants, 5,300 enlisted men, and 239 wagons.12 
Their major subelements consisted of three brigades, each with two regi-
ments (some had three) of four squadrons. By 1914, most also had a field 
artillery regiment (three batteries), a machine gun unit (six guns), a light 
infantry (Jäger) battalion, and one Abteilung (battalion) each of engineers 
and signals personnel.13

Corps

The army corps, consisting of two divisions, two field artillery brigades, 
and three squadrons of cavalry and supporting elements, was the combat 
element above the division. It, too, had a standard organization, although 
there were some deviations from the norm for various reasons.14 In the 
German army, unlike in most European armies, the corps rather than 
the division controlled the major logistics and transportation functions.15 
Most active corps had about 1,500 officers and civil servants, 43,300 en-
listed men, 17,000 horses, 3,000 horse-drawn wagons, 35 to 40 trucks 
(most from private sources), and 144 pieces of artillery.16 By 1914, many 
also had aviation, hospital, and telephone units.17 This reflected substan-
tial growth since the first military bill, which had established an active 
corps strengths of about 840 officers, 35,250 soldiers, 10,600 horses, 
1,300 horse-drawn wagons, and 96 guns. Reserve corps were smaller, 
with about 1,100 officers, 33,200 enlisted men, 6,600 horses, and 1100 
horse-drawn wagons.18 A corps marching on two roads extended almost 
eighteen miles (thirty kilometers) from its advance guard to the end of the 
trains and needed about eight hours to pass a given point. 

Staffs

These large, complicated formations had, by modern standards, astonish-
ingly small staffs, consistent with Moltke’s insistence on keeping them as 
limited as possible. A division commander, a two-star general (General-
leutnant), had no deputy or vice commander and fewer than ten officers 
in his headquarters.19 His main assistant was his chief of staff, a General 
Staff officer and frequently a lieutenant colonel, who directly supervised 
the staff of six or so officers and about eighty enlisted men and civil ser-
vants.20 This staff structure reflected the army’s emphasis on decentral-
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ized command of tactical units and the division’s focus on combat at the 
cost of administration. The army’s contentment with small staffs was an 
enduring feature of the Prussian system and was not merely a matter of 
resources. The elder Moltke had warned against surrounding command-
ers with too many sources of advice because this could lead to indecision 
at critical times.21

The corps commanders were some of the most powerful officers in 
the army, and many decisively influenced their subordinate units and of-
ficers. Corps were the basic elements of large-unit operations, training, 
administration, and so forth. Nevertheless, the General Staff had no role 
in selecting their commanders. Appointed by the Military Cabinet, corps 
commanders had no peacetime superior. They reported directly to the 
kaiser and enjoyed the right of direct access. They normally outranked 
the war minister and had virtually complete freedom in commanding the 
units in their geographic areas, to the point that a recent historian charac-
terized them as “small war ministers.”22

Their powerful positions, first established in 1816, grew during the long 
rule of Wilhelm I. In case of domestic emergency, the Prussian siege law 
of 1850 gave them virtually dictatorial political and police powers in their 
districts. Several, notably Count Gottlieb Haeseler, August Lentze, Sigis-
mund von Schlichting, and Karl von Bülow, became famous throughout 
the army for their personalities, their exercise of power, and the personal 
stamp they put on their units’ tactics and training. On occasion, a stub-
born corps commander would simply refuse to adapt to important doctri-
nal changes or regulations.23 Not even the army inspectors could coerce 
determined corps commanders, who had to bow to the will of only the 
kaiser and the chief of the Military Cabinet.24 Corps commanders could 
arrange the forced banishment of officers in their commands or even, 
in rare cases, of royalty.25 These were precisely the kinds of personalities 
the Prussian army wished to have in important command positions in 
wartime.

Even in 1914, corps commanders had remarkably small staffs to sup-
port them. The corps headquarters had an authorized strength of 66 offi-
cers and mid- to high-level civil servants and 245 enlisted men and lower 
civil servants. The corps General Staff section included five officers under 
the direction of the chief of the General Staff. His direct subordinates held 
the following positions: Ia, operations and tactics; Ib, rear affairs; Ic, intel-
ligence; and Id, assistant to the Ia. The corps staff had the following other 
major sections: II, adjutants with various responsibilities; III, justice; and 
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IV, medical and veterinary matters. Other staff officers supervised head-
quarters security, police, mail, weapons, logistics, engineers, and commu-
nications (telephones). A special representative of the High Command 
handled secret matters. A handful of other officers dealt with munitions, 
files, and medical supplies.26

Preparing for Modern War

The General Staff

The central institution for preparing the Prussian army’s commanders 
for the intellectual demands of war was the General Staff. From its origins 
in the Napoleonic era to the end of the empire in 1918, the General Staff 
remained very small by modern standards. It gradually acquired a wider 
range of responsibilities, developed a separate career path for its officers, 
assumed the tasks of planning and conducting ground warfare, and pop-
ulated many of the army’s highest command positions with its members. 
The main element of continuity through these years was adherence to 
the General Staff’s fundamental principles, although no single document 
or regulation defined them in any systematic or formal sense.27 These 
principles were elitism, self-selection and autonomy in education and as-
signments, independence of judgment, maintenance of a particular orga-
nizational ethos, personal self-development, rigorous practice and study 
of strategic problems, and intellectual leadership in the army.28 Of course, 
these were ideals that the General Staff rarely attained.

Most officers entered the General Staff system through the War Acad-
emy and a subsequent probationary period with the Great General Staff 
in Berlin.29 At the conclusion of the latter, the chief of the General Staff 
or his delegate passed final judgment on each individual’s suitability for 
a General Staff career. A few others gained admission to this select group 
through direct appointment by the chief. All future War Academy students 
served in regular regiments until they were senior second lieutenants or 
first lieutenants; this period varied somewhat, but by 1900, it generally 
entailed at least five years of commissioned service, and often much lon-
ger. Interested officers voluntarily took the entrance examinations to the 
War Academy with the approval of their regimental commanders. The 
General Staff then admitted about 10 to 15 percent of these applicants, 
who in any given year constituted less than 4 percent of the entire officer 
corps. After three years of study at the War Academy and examinations at 
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the end of each, the General Staff accepted between 10 and 20 percent of 
the third-year class; these individuals then went on to an additional pro-
bationary year or two in Berlin. An indeterminate proportion of these of-
ficers, personally approved by the chief, became full-fledged General Staff 
officers. The General Staff was thus entirely in charge of its own recruit-
ment and personnel selection policies; it had no bureaucratic constraints 
or quotas or any other limitations beyond its own decisions, assuming 
the chief of the Military Cabinet raised no objections in individual cases.

For the most part, the General Staff career pattern involved rotations 
between designated General Staff positions and unit commands appro-
priate to rank. The vast majority of General Staff positions were in Berlin 
at the Great General Staff or at division and higher headquarters. Each 
division had a single General Staff position, while corps headquarters had 
one or more. General Staff officers returned to battalions, regiments, and 
larger formations as commanders but normally did not otherwise serve 
in units or headquarters staffs. Beginning in 1858 at the latest, they rou-
tinely received accelerated promotions and were able to reach the rank 
of Generalmajor (a one-star rank) ahead of their contemporaries.30 Many 
reached the highest levels of the officer corps, where they commanded 
corps or army inspections or the equivalent. Even among the army’s gen-
erals, however, they were a minority.31

In other ways as well, the General Staff was an institution within an 
institution. It had its own line of communications. The Great General 
Staff communicated directly with General Staff officers in units, and unit 
General Staff officers could communicate directly with their General Staff 
superiors without going through their commanders. General Staff offi-
cers in charge of operations had the right to dissent from their unit com-
manders’ decisions and record their views in writing in the units’ war 
diaries. Once the commander had rendered a decision, however, it was 
the General Staff officer’s duty to execute it without hesitation. At division 
level and higher, the senior General Staff officer served as either chief 
of the General Staff or operations officer (Ia), who was the primary staff 
officer at division headquarters. 

General Staff officers were not co-commanders, deputy commanders, 
or even vice commanders in the modern sense.32 The Prussian army al-
ways rejected the idea of sharing command. Nevertheless, the General 
Staff officer shared responsibility for the actions of his commander if he 
agreed with them. As Bronsart von Schellendorff’s semiofficial handbook 
noted: “The officers of the General Staff do not occupy a command posi-
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tion. The commander alone gives orders and bears the responsibility.”33 
Janson’s semiofficial guide for General Staff officers in unit positions 
made the same point.34 A General Staff officer whose advice proved un-
satisfactory in the view of his General Staff superiors, regardless of the 
views of his unit commander, could be held responsible for his recom-
mendations and suffer relief as a consequence.

The relationship between a commander and his chief of staff had a 
long and distinguished history in Prussia. The elder Moltke used army 
chiefs of staff in the wars of unification to keep obstreperous command-
ers like as Karl von Steinmetz, an old comrade of Wilhelm I in the Na-
poleonic Wars, from going completely rogue.35 Likewise, an experienced 
chief of staff could backstop a commander from the royal family, whose 
competence might be regarded as questionable. This was apparently the 
case in 1866, when Crown Prince Friedrich Wilhelm was assigned Gener-
alleutnant Carl Constantine Graf von Blumenthal as his chief of staff. The 
duo performed so well, however, that they were reunited in 1870.36 This 
approach was employed once again in 1914, when three of the armies in 
the west would be commanded by Crown Prince Wilhelm (the kaiser’s 
son), Crown Prince Rupprecht of Bavaria, and Duke Albrecht of Württem-
berg. Each was assigned a highly regarded chief of staff: Schmitt von Kno-
belsdorf for Wilhelm, Conrad Krafft von Dellmensingen for Rupprecht, 
and Walter von Lüttwitz for Albrecht. In all three cases, the royals’ perfor-
mance exceeded expectations.37

The practice of pairing a commander and a chief of staff has also been 
subject to misinterpretation. Less careful historians and authors have ex-
trapolated entirely too much from the coupling of Paul von Hindenburg 
and Erich Ludendorff. Based on the conduct of that duumvirate, many 
writers have portrayed commanders as ornamental front men, mere ci-
phers for their chiefs of staff. B. H. Liddell Hart, for example, typified this 
when he referred to Hans von Seeckt, August von Mackensen’s chief of 
staff for the 1915 campaigns, as Mackensen’s “guiding brain.”38

This image of German commanders and chiefs of staff is in equal parts 
insulting and inaccurate. Commander generals, like their chiefs of staff, 
were professionals who had spent many years in the service and had filled 
both staff and command billets at a variety of levels. Some were even 
Kriegsakademie graduates or former members of the faculty. All these ac-
tivities required commanders to use their brains. A look at contempora-
neous sources reveals the true nature of this relationship. For example, 
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Alfred Jansa, the perceptive if perhaps overly sensitive Austrian officer 
attached to Mackensen’s operations staff for the Serbian campaign, saw 
Mackensen and Seeckt work at close quarters. In his estimation, although 
the decisions were made behind closed doors, it was clear that Mackensen 
was the ultimate deciding authority.39

Another important point here is that a “military marriage” between a 
commander and his chief of staff was not permanent. In this regard, the 
Hindenburg-Ludendorff coupling was the exception, not the rule. Mack-
ensen, for example, had several chiefs of staff, including Seeckt, Richard 
Hentsch, and Gerhard Tappen. After Krafft moved on to take command 
of the Alpine Corps, Rupprecht was paired up with Hermann von Kuhl, 
a brilliant staff officer. There are many other examples.40 Although the 
commander alone bore responsibility for results, be they positive or neg-
ative, the commander and his chief of staff often shared a common fate. 
If a commander was relieved for poor performance, the chief of staff was 
relieved as well. The most famous example was the relief of Eighth Army 
commander Max von Prittwitz and his chief of staff Georg von Waldersee 
in 1914 after the Gumbinnen defeat. 

The army educated and trained its officers for General Staff duties in 
three broad ways beyond the normal duties associated with their assign-
ments. Most, but not all, future General Staff officers attended the War 
Academy. General staff officers participated in war games, staff rides, and 
exercises designed to enhance their skills in dealing with problems of 
tactics and strategy. Finally, the army assumed that all officers, especially 
General Staff officers, would pursue private study to enhance their skills. 
It sponsored a substantial publishing empire to enhance opportunities 
for individual self-development.

The War Academy and Beyond

The army selected officers to attend the War Academy based on annual 
examinations prepared by the General Staff. They were open to senior 
lieutenants and captains who desired to take them and whose regimental 
commanders certified their good character and suitability. These exam-
inations became very competitive after the Franco-Prussian War. By 1914, 
more than a thousand officers competed each year for the approximately 
170 positions available in each first-year class. These examinations, which 
lasted about thirty hours in 1906, covered history, mathematics, a num-
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ber of military subjects, and at least one foreign language.41 Those whose 
marks fell short could take the examinations again the following year, and 
many who failed on the first attempt were successful on the second.42

 Although outright favoritism apparently played little if any role in 
grading the examinations, the army’s regimental system made its pres-
ence felt in this area, as in so many others. Candidates from regiments 
stationed in or near large cities and those with surpluses of junior officers 
were more likely to have the time and opportunity to prepare for the tests. 
In some units, particularly the guards infantry regiments, commanders 
encouraged their officers to compete. Some army corps conducted official 
courses to prepare their lieutenants for the examinations.43 Many provin-
cial regiments, which were frequently short of officers, lacked these ad-
vantages, and their officers had to study entirely on their own. In either 
case, successful preparation usually lasted for months.44

The result was that the socially elite guards units were disproportion-
ately represented at the War Academy, based on the careers of Prussian 
generals. The same evidence does not indicate a strong bias in favor of 
nobles over commoners among the War Academy graduates who eventu-
ally became generals.45 Historians’ assessments of the role of nobility and 
privilege in the General Staff differ sharply. Some have argued that the 
General Staff and the War Ministry were the two places in the army where 
the nobility’s dominance had been broken. Others, including some of the 
army’s sharpest critics, have pointed out that the General Staff remained 
predominantly aristocratic. One of the latter historians argued that “feu-
dal criteria of qualifications were worth more than accomplishments.”46

While at the War Academy, officers studied tactics, military history, ge-
ography, and foreign languages, along with a variety of minor subjects. 
Classes lasted until about noon. Many officers attended classes at the Uni-
versity of Berlin, and some of that institution’s professors taught at the 
War Academy. At the end of each year, the faculty eliminated a substantial 
portion of the class, sometimes as much as one-third. These decisions 
rested entirely on the judgment of the primary faculty members of the 
small groups into which the students were divided for classes. No nu-
merical scores or test grades were used to make these decisions, and for 
the most part, students had no avenue of appeal. Those who were dis-
missed returned to their units, where they could continue their careers in 
a successful manner, much like those officers who had never attended the 
War Academy. There was thus no penalty for trying and failing. On the 
contrary, senior officers valued such individuals, and the army frequently 
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placed them in important staff or instructional positions in the army’s 
school system. 

 Most of those who completed their third year were allowed to join the 
Great General Staff for a probationary year or two, after which the chief 
of the General Staff made a final determination of their suitability. Ac-
cording to one graduate, typically about half of each year-group survived 
to finish the third year, and about half of these won an assignment to the 
General Staff.47 Many graduates who did not gain admission to the Gen-
eral Staff went on to have successful careers, and some became generals.48

Although Hermann von Boyen and some early reformers had tried to 
turn the War Academy into a military university that provided a general 
education, by 1860, it had become a professional school concentrating 
on military subjects. Many historians have seen this as evidence of an in-
creasingly narrow focus by the General Staff and the army, as broad edu-
cation at the War Academy allegedly gave way to purely military training.49 
There is an element of truth in this, but it should not be taken too far. 
The following courses were taught at the War Academy in both 1827 and 
1891: mathematics, physics (1891, choice of chemistry or physics), tactics, 
artillery, field fortifications, history, military history, military geography, 
general geography, chemistry, General Staff affairs (third year only). The 
following subjects were taught in 1827 but not in 1891: strategic-tactical 
considerations (one hour per week in the second year), French language, 
German literature, logic. The following subjects were taught in 1891 but 
not in 1827: military law, supply, government administration. In 1891 stu-
dents could choose either French or Russian as their language.50 Perhaps 
the most important differences in the curriculum were the disappearance 
of “strategic-tactical considerations,” which was gone by 1836, and the 
elimination of historical studies for periods prior to 1848.51

This comparison may be misleading, however, as a basis for evaluating 
the nature of the curriculum. First, officers studying at the War Academy 
in 1891 and later almost certainly had a better general education than did 
officers studying in the early decades of the century. Uneducated officers 
could not have passed the highly competitive entry examinations after 
1871. An increasing number of these officers had completed either the hu-
manistic or “real” Gymnasia and did not need as much basic instruction 
as their earlier counterparts. In 1891–1892, for example, 162 of 312 stu-
dents had the Abitur, while another 71 were Selektaner of the cadet corps.52 
In such circumstances, courses in government administration, military 
law, and supply (taught every week throughout the third year) may have 
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been as appropriate as courses in literature and logic. Second, the absence 
of a course titled “strategy” poses a different question and illustrates why 
it is problematic to take this as a sign of curricular narrowing toward tac-
tical or operational subjects. It is difficult to ascertain exactly what was 
taught in the course on “strategic-tactical considerations” earlier in the 
century. During Count von Moltke’s tenure as chief of the General Staff 
(1857–1888), history became the primary means of studying a variety of 
military subjects, including both operations and strategy. Moltke’s use 
of history to illustrate basic concepts and lessons of warfare at all levels 
is well known, and there can be no doubt that military strategy was an 
important element in the historical literature read by the students. They 
certainly read Clausewitz or other authors reflecting his influence, as well 
as a number of other important authors discussing the nature of warfare 
and its relationship to policy. 

Compared with professors of history, Prussia’s General Staff officers 
might have been narrowly educated. Compared with other groups of of-
ficers, however, they emerge in a better light. The literature produced by 
General Staff officers demonstrated knowledge of military and general 
history that exceeds what is normally found in contemporary officers who 
have completed several levels of “professional military education,” even 
if that knowledge was frequently applied primarily to confirm theoretical 
propositions. No one has successfully argued that modern senior military 
leaders are collectively more literate (especially in history, philosophy, or 
literature) than were Prussia’s senior General Staff officers. The willing-
ness of German military writers to enter into controversies with Hans 
Delbrück (covered in the previous chapter) certainly shows a scholarly dis-
position. German military writers, including active and retired generals 
drawn mostly from the General Staff, produced a vast number of books 
and articles between 1871 and 1914 beyond the large official publishing 
program. Though perhaps limited in their perspectives, these works con-
sistently illustrate a level of historical knowledge beyond that found in 
the comparatively rare publications (usually autobiographical in nature) 
of today’s senior American officers.53

Although few if any important General Staff officers of the imperial 
period passed through the War Academy just prior to 1914, a glance at the 
instructional program between 1912 and 1914 illustrates the nature of the 
institution on the eve of the war. Listed below are the subjects, hours per 
week, and years offered in the three-year curriculum:54



INSTITUTIONAL DEVELOPMENTS, 1871–1914  : 95

Tactics: four hours first year, six hours second and third years (linked 
with General Staff service)

History: three hours first year
Military history: four hours all three years
Math/geography: one hour first year, two hours second year, three 

hours third year
Languages: six hours first year, four or six hours second and third years
Arms/ordnance: one hour first year
Naval warfare: one hour first year
Military hygiene: one hour first year
Military justice: one hour first year
Fortifications/siege warfare communications: two hours second year
Map preparation: one hour second year
Government: two hours second year (constitution, civil law, finance, 

administration)
Surveying: four hours third year

The real shortcoming was that the Prussian army limited “strategy” 
to what we now call “military strategy” and largely avoided what most 
modern armed forces define as “national” or “grand strategy.” This was 
no doubt a serious shortcoming that became obvious during the planning 
and preparation for the First World War. The absence of a course with the 
title “strategy” late in the nineteenth century, however, does not necessar-
ily indicate a narrowing of the army’s approach from earlier decades.

After completing the War Academy, General Staff officers participated 
in what would today be termed “professional development.” As previously 
mentioned, these men pursued careers that involved assignments exclu-
sively in General Staff positions, except for tours as unit commanders 
or instructors in schools. They did not, therefore, spend years in assign-
ments that were only distantly related to their main career fields. Beyond 
their day-to-day work, General Staff officers participated in a series of war 
games, exercises (on maps and in the field), and staff rides. These activi-
ties allowed them to develop their skills in planning and conducting war 
and to examine concepts related to strategy, mobilization, and so forth. 
Although these exercises were not necessarily directly connected with the 
General Staff’s actual mobilization and war plans, they frequently involved 
concepts closely connected with them. Especially under Schlieffen’s in-
fluence, gaming exercises were reoriented toward contemporary strategic 
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issues rather than the use of historical cases as educational tools.55 They 
were, nevertheless, primarily educational in nature.56

The most important of these simulations were map exercises, war 
games (Kriegsspielen), and General Staff “rides” conducted personally by 
the chief.57 War games—pitting groups of officers against each other in 
battles or campaigns conducted on sand tables or maps—had their origins 
in the late eighteenth century. By 1900, they had become sophisticated 
exercises with formal rules, attrition tables, and umpires or directors. 
The Great General Staff ride took a number of General Staff officers on a 
three-week trip to a campaign area to study large-scale problems of strat-
egy in one or more scenarios. Officers played the roles of commanders on 
both sides, studying the situations in the scenario, proposing solutions, 
and preparing orders to implement their decisions. This combined the 
advantages of map gaming with physical presence in the chosen theater. 
After 1891 the chief of the General Staff normally conducted two such 
staff rides each year. The army assigned a few line officers to these rides, 
and occasionally one of them performed well enough to earn a direct ap-
pointment to the General Staff without attending the War Academy.58

Other kinds of staff rides provided analogous training for General Staff 
officers and others holding key staff positions: corps General Staff rides, 
conducted for seventeen days each year by corps headquarters; fortress 
General Staff rides, with two corps participating each year for twelve days; 
and administrative rides of two weeks’ duration to address issues of logis-
tics, rail movements, and so forth.59 Schlieffen also conducted a number 
of less formal evening exercises for selected officers drawn from the de-
partments of the Berlin General Staff. 

The General Staff also expected its officers to continue their military 
education on their own, beyond their duty assignments. Although the 
attitudes of a few senior officers may have reflected Waldersee’s alleged 
suspicion of military authors, the General Staff produced many import-
ant authors whose works were widely available in regimental and other 
military libraries. General Staff officers and others certainly had a great 
diversity of military literature available if they chose to use it in their 
self-development.60 A survey of German military literature based on a 
1909 bibliography revealed that more than 300 active and retired officers 
who were still alive had produced books on military subjects. At least 500 
officers wrote books between 1871 and 1918. Many others wrote articles 
in various official and private journals.61 Although these publications var-
ied widely in quality and intent, they confirm that officers who wished to 
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continue their educations through private study had many opportunities 
to do so. On the negative side, the Prussian army had a long history of 
censorship, preventing the publication of works considered too critical 
of authorities or too sensitive in their subject matter. After 1871 the army 
mounted several efforts to prevent officers from publishing works critical 
of its performance or its equipment, but much of the discussion became 
public anyway.62

In 1897 the army gave its writers more freedom to express dissident 
views, although some limitations remained.63 Although attacks on past 
leaders and other dignitaries were still problematic, officers had always 
felt free to question doctrine and established practice across a wide range 
of subjects. Recent research has confirmed the assertion of Baron von 
Freytag-Loringhoven, himself a noted author, that vigorous discussions 
of military subjects had been possible throughout the imperial period.64 A 
pair of examples illustrates that this was true, even among the generals. 
In 1908 General Heinrich Rohne criticized a previous article by General 
Heckert on marksmanship. In the same year General Reisner Freiherr 
von Lichtenstern sharply criticized the 1906 infantry regulations.65 Such 
examples can be found in great numbers, and the army’s literature was 
filled with debates over tactics, organization, weapons, and the like, per-
haps exceeding that found in any other military organization.

 The army sponsored a number of periodicals to supplement and re-
inforce its official doctrine and way of war. The most important of these 
was Militär-Wochenblatt, established by the General Staff in 1816 but con-
trolled by the War Ministry throughout the imperial period. Schlieffen 
established Vierteljahrsheft für Truppenführung und Heereskunde in 1904 
to consider issues of large-scale operations and topics considered import-
ant by the General Staff, whose officers also contributed much of what 
appeared in Militär-Wochenblatt. Many other official, semiofficial, and pri-
vate journals, some of which reflected the social tensions in Germany, 
considered questions of armaments, technology, personnel matters, and 
so forth.66

Training

Even before their induction into military service, some German youths 
were subjected to limited military training. The “scout” (Pfadfinder) move-
ment emphasized physical fitness, and the Bavarian Wehrkraftverein, 
founded in 1909, likewise staged sporting events, hikes, and other ac-
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tivities. The Bavarian effort attracted the attention of Prussian military 
authorities, most notably Field Marshal Colmar Freiherr von der Goltz, 
who founded the Jungdeutschlandbund (with the kaiser’s blessing) in 1912. 
This organization provided military training to boys of premilitary age.

The Prussian army maintained a highly decentralized training system. 
Because training was his greatest peacetime responsibility, the corps com-
mander controlled the training of individual soldiers and units within his 
command.67 Decentralization prevailed even within individual corps, as 
company commanders exercised responsibility for training within their 
units. Recruits thus received their basic training and socialization into the 
army in the units in which they served. The infantry regulations of 1906 
precisely characterized the spirit of the Prussian system in paragraph 
four: “Every unit commander, from company commander upward, is re-
sponsible for the training of his subordinates according to the provisions 
of the regulations. He may be limited in the choice of means as little as 
possible. Superior officers are duty-bound to intervene as they note mis-
takes and failure to attain standards.”68

 By 1914, specialization in functions and the increasingly technical as-
pects of most branches of the military led to the creation of specialized 
schools and armywide programs in various areas. As a result, each of the 
main branches except the infantry fell under the general authority of “in-
spections,” which exercised limited authority in weapons development, 
personnel programs, training standards, and so forth. These were:

Inspection of Jägers and marksmen
General inspection of cavalry (plus three cavalry inspections)
Inspection of field artillery
Inspection of foot (heavy) artillery
General inspection of combat engineers
General inspection of engineers and fortresses
Train inspection (logistics)
General inspection of military education and training
Field army inspections

These designations reflected the structure of the army and the priorities 
of its system of training and commanding units. “General inspections” 
had direct access to the king. Infantry, being the primary branch, had no 
such inspection; corps headquarters, officially titled Generalkommandos, 
served in that capacity, and most corps commanders were from the infan-
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try. The designation Generalkommando or Generalinspektion, as opposed to 
the lower Inspektion, drew the traditional sharp line between corps-level 
authority and prestige on the one hand and lower functions on the other. 
Cavalry and engineers had general inspections because many of their 
functions related to the field army level of command. Field and heavy 
artillery had “inspectors.”

The army inspections and their chiefs were to assume command of 
field armies in war. Their peacetime authority, however, was limited. Army 
inspectors commanded no units in peacetime and did not supervise corps 
commanders in the areas of training and officer development. Beginning 
in 1913, they exercised authority over corps commanders for the purpose 
of conducting corps-on-corps maneuvers at the end of the training year 
(September). To maintain the peacetime superiority of corps command-
ers, the army did not bestow the official designation “army headquarters” 
on the army inspections. In peacetime they had no chief of staff but only 
a single General Staff officer.

Maneuvers

Large-scale maneuvers were one of the primary means for the army to 
expand its tactical training within a framework of large-scale scenarios. 
The gradual process of individual and unit training, which began every 
October with the arrival of a fresh cohort of draftees and volunteers, cul-
minated in the final training event of the year, the corps-level maneu-
vers in September. Each corps had ten days to exercise its subordinate 
units, usually with reinforced brigades maneuvering against each other, 
followed by division exercises and, finally, corps-level problems against 
enemy positions and forces simulated by flags.69 The corps maneuvers 
offered the commanding general the opportunity to observe the state of 
training of his subordinate elements. From at least 1861 onward, the Gen-
eral Staff used the regulation on large-unit maneuvers to influence train-
ing at all levels.70

Each year a few corps also participated in the so-called kaiser maneu-
vers, a grand spectacle involving the emperor and several corps, accom-
panied by a vast entourage of participants, spectators, foreign dignitaries, 
and administrators. These maneuvers, especially during the time of Em-
peror Wilhelm II (1888–1918), have been the subject of great ridicule be-
cause they seemed to be staged for the emperor’s entertainment and to 
be devoid of any training value.71 Wilhelm II demanded to lead the final 
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event or even command one side, resulting in some ridiculous cavalry 
charge or other tactical absurdity.72 Foreign observers, especially the re-
tired English colonel Charles Repington, frequently commented on the 
lack of tactical utility of the kaiser maneuvers.73

These criticisms, regardless of their merits in the realm of tactics, miss 
the real point of both the kaiser maneuvers and the other large-scale exer-
cises conducted at the corps level. Their purpose was not to provide tacti-
cal training for small units or for individuals. That had already taken place 
within the units during the preceding months. The objective of the au-
tumn maneuvers was to give large-unit (division and corps) commanders 
and their staffs experience in handling their units within the framework 
of large scenarios. As the instructions for the kaiser maneuvers of 1911 
stated: “The Kaiser maneuvers primarily serve the schooling of senior 
commanders. Combat training of individual units cannot be considered 
in the same measure as is the case in smaller maneuvers.” This had been 
the case since a royal order of Friedrich Wilhelm III in 1830.74

These maneuvers also served an important function in furthering the 
army’s public image. Soldiers mustered and paraded with great pomp 
and ceremony as they departed for the kaiser maneuvers. The public 
observed the exercises from afar and participated in the nighttime fes-
tivities. Indeed, the maneuvers turned into a great festival in whatever 
province they happened to take place. In this respect, the maneuvers 
were comparable to air shows, firepower displays, and open houses of 
various kinds that modern states use to build popular support for expen-
sive military forces.75

In 1905, even before he succeeded Schlieffen, Moltke brought a halt to 
the worst of Wilhelm’s abuses.76 During his tenure the kaiser maneuvers 
became more realistic and began to reflect the improvements in German 
capabilities that were evident after 1906. Like Waldersee, who publicly 
judged that the kaiser’s side had performed poorly in 1890, Moltke earned 
the respect of many General Staff officers and others for standing up to 
Wilhelm II and insisting on improvements.77 Actually, the maneuvers 
were never as worthless as some have portrayed. Schlieffen allegedly al-
lowed Wilhelm to “win” in order to convince the kaiser to rely on his 
advice in the event of war.78 In any case, as Schlieffen told Hermann von 
Stein, if the kaiser were to lead one of the sides, he would have to win.79 
The maneuvers also provided useful practice for some parts of the railway 
mobilization plan.80

Regardless of disagreement over the value of the kaiser maneuvers 
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during Schlieffen’s tenure, there is ample evidence that Moltke improved 
both the kaiser maneuvers and other large-scale exercises between 1907 
and 1914.81 In 1912 he overcame the War Ministry’s objections to allowing 
the army inspections (which would be field army headquarters in war-
time) to conduct their own corps-on-corps maneuvers. He hoped to use 
such exercises to improve strategic cavalry reconnaissance and to give 
commanders at the army and corps levels more experience in command-
ing large bodies of troops. Such maneuvers took place for the first time in 
1913.82 In that year the army inspectors directed eight Prussian corps in 
maneuvers against “flag” enemies, an equal number against each other, 
and five in mixed situations.83

The kaiser maneuvers revealed the difficulties of maintaining commu-
nications when high headquarters had to move frequently, a peacetime 
lesson that found its battlefield analog many times in 1914. The 1910 and 
1911 maneuvers revealed problems in using radios to send orders. The 
maneuvers between 1909 and 1911 showed breakdowns in communica-
tions among various staffs, not unlike those encountered in 1914.84 The 
1912 report on the 1910–1911 kaiser maneuvers warned that cavalry recon-
naissance was poor, while in 1913 the scenario denied one commander the 
use of his cavalry to force him to learn to use improvised cavalry divisions, 
their commanders, and even their General Staff officers. Several maneu-
ver reports warned of the need to improve combined-arms cooperation 
and of the potential shortcomings of artillery munitions.85 In 1913 the 
scenario intentionally forced commanders to fight with limited maneuver 
room so that they would have to consider frontal attacks.86 The 1912 ma-
neuvers further demonstrated that such events were not perfect, but they 
were far from worthless.87 The final prewar maneuver tested airplanes.88

The General Staff’s reports on these maneuvers reveal their purposes 
and results. The goal was to train corps commanders to command their 
units in accordance with the intentions of their respective field army 
commanders and to train the corps for large-scale combat. The reports 
emphasized understanding the higher commander’s intent, using frontal 
attacks to fix the enemy in conjunction with flanking attacks, preparing 
full and clear orders at the army level, avoiding both hasty attacks and ex-
cessive caution, and a variety of tactical conclusions.89 Moltke had directed 
the preparation of separate manuals to enable umpires to better judge the 
performance of airplanes and intelligence officers at the kaiser maneu-
vers.90 At a lower level, procedures established for the 1913 division ma-
neuvers (directed by their corps) instituted better procedures for training 
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commanders and staff, as well as increased emphasis on combined-arms 
cooperation.91

Finally, it should be remembered that the Prussian army had limited 
resources to support large-scale maneuvers. Political leaders complicated 
matters by lobbying to have or not to have maneuvers in particular loca-
tions.92 Land available for corps maneuvers was always limited. Germany 
had a total of about thirty large maneuver areas in 1911, but these were by 
no means sufficient. Financial barriers were the major hurdle to acquir-
ing more space for large-scale training.93

Branches of the Military

Infantry

The infantry was the main branch of the Prussian army, and it was at 
the core of the army and the officer corps both in peace and in war. The 
1906 infantry regulations correctly captured this essential principle: “The 
infantry is the main arm (Hauptwaffe). In conjunction with the artillery it 
defeats the enemy with its fire and breaks his last resistance. The infantry 
bears the main burden of combat and makes the greatest sacrifices. It 
therefore enjoys the greatest glory.”94 Although the various active regi-
ments bore old designations such as infantry, fusilier, grenadier, or mus-
keteer, they all had the same weapons and organization.95 The infantry 
produced about two-thirds of Prussia’s generals throughout the imperial 
period, a proportion that varied only slightly between 1871 and 1914.96

The same social divisions that characterized the officer corps as a whole 
were present in the ranks of the infantry, but to a much lesser extent. The 
guards infantry units were among the army’s most prestigious socially, 
although most stood below the guards cavalry on the social desirability 
scale. They were, however, the military elite of the army and, in many 
ways, its intellectual core as well. Some regular regiments were regarded 
as better than others because of their locations in or near large cities. De-
spite this, the infantry as a branch was a thoroughly serious fighting force, 
struggling with the challenges of surviving and winning the next war. The 
resulting debates over tactics and command (discussed in a different sec-
tion) revolved around the infantry battle but also determined much of the 
wartime activities of the other branches.

In 1914 an active infantry regiment had three battalions and a machine 
gun company. The regimental headquarters had a staff of four officers, 
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about fifty enlisted men, and seventeen horses. Reserve and Landwehr 
regiments frequently had only two battalions and no machine gun com-
pany. A battalion had four company commanders, eighteen lieutenants, a 
paymaster, a doctor, and about 1,050 noncommissioned officers and en-
listed men. It also had an authorized establishment of fifty-eight horses 
and nineteen wagons.

Cavalry

Cavalry, more expensive and exclusive than the other branches, was the 
favorite of young men of wealth and social aspirations, but it faced con-
stant criticism as doubts about its utility on the battlefield grew. Many, 
perhaps most, young cavalry officers were wealthy playboys who sought 
the dashing lifestyle of the branch but otherwise showed little enthusi-
asm for rigorous preparations for war.97 Cavalry officers needed substan-
tial private income to supplement their salaries and were substantially 
underrepresented in the War Academy.98 Reformers criticized the cavalry 
for its social exclusivity and for what many regarded as its limited value 
in modern war. Nevertheless, the cavalry had an aggressive approach to 
combat that rivaled that of the infantry, and it frequently recited the al-
leged admonition of Frederick the Great: Prussian cavalry never awaits an 
enemy assault—it goes over to the attack first.99

Despite many individual and unit acts of sacrifice and bravery, the cav-
alry had proved inadequate in the wars of unification. It had failed to ac-
complish much in terms of deep raids or exploitation, was inadequately 
armed for dismounted combat with firearms, and proved unskilled in 
overcoming terrain obstacles. Commanders frequently deployed cavalry 
poorly and used it piecemeal in battles.100 The real question, raised years 
earlier by Moltke, concerned the cavalry’s place on the modern battlefield. 
Since 1858, Moltke had warned that the days of massed cavalry attacks 
were over, especially against infantry, and the cavalry’s primary task would 
be reconnaissance.101 During the war against Austria in 1866, however, 
the Prussian cavalry proved indifferent in conducting reconnaissance and 
equally incapable of launching a pursuit after Königgrätz.102

 As part of his postwar reform of the Prussian army, Moltke sought 
to improve the mounted arm, as well as clarify its role. He did this in an 
1868 memorandum to King Wilhelm I. Although he still mentioned the 
need for cooperation with the infantry and artillery, Moltke downplayed 
the battlefield role of the cavalry. Instead, he emphasized screening and 
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reconnaissance as the riders’ true roles. In Instructions for Large Unit Com-
manders (1869) he made the famous statement that cavalry would find its 
main use in the beginning and end of a battle, adding that it would no 
longer be decisive.103 Moltke’s urging that the cavalry change its outlook 
had little effect on its performance in the Franco-Prussian War, although 
it has been credibly argued that cavalry leaders adapted reasonably well 
to the circumstances produced by the improvement in firearms and the 
continuing need for battlefield mobility at a speed greater than that of 
marching infantry.104

“But gentlemen, do not forget that these are Hussars—Hussars!” These 
words of General Adolf von Deines, imploring umpires at maneuvers not 
to judge that the old-fashioned attacks of his cavalry had failed, fairly rep-
resent the attitude of at least some cavalry leaders even on the eve of the 
First World War.105 The years between 1872 and 1909 saw numerous ef-
forts to modernize the basic cavalry regulations, which dated to 1855, with 
mixed results. The first effort began in March 1872 and produced little 
more than a reprint with marginal changes by June 1873. A highly re-
spected and temperamental cavalryman, Generalmajor Karl von Schmidt, 
worked on further revisions the following winter but failed to produce any 
improvements under field tests in 1874. Another revised edition appeared 
in 1875, but it too proved unsatisfactory. A new commission headed by 
Baron Karl von Willisen convened in March 1876 and produced yet an-
other edition that summer. This version only produced more complicated 
maneuvering without fundamentally addressing the question of the cav-
alry’s battlefield missions.106

The 1875 regulations brought no stability to the branch, and in 1886 
a new commission headed by three distinguished cavalry generals, Hae-
seler, Rosenberg, and Krosigk, produced new regulations. The main re-
sult was a return of cavalry maneuvers to the simple forms of Frederick 
the Great. This proved less than fully successful in modernizing the caval-
ry’s view of battle, given that all cavalry units received a new kind of lance 
in 1890.107

The revised regulations of 1895 marked no real improvement in tac-
tics. They maintained a balance between firearms on the one hand and 
the lance and saber on the other, tried to limit the use of dismounted 
combat, and insisted that mounted combat remained the main form of 
cavalry fighting. They accepted Moltke’s old emphasis on the cavalry’s role 
in exploitation of a battlefield victory.108 Schlieffen was no friend of the 
cavalry, believing that even its function of strategic reconnaissance would 
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soon give way to aviation.109 He had little impact on the cavalry’s doctrine 
and training.

The final prewar cavalry regulations appeared in 1909 and created a 
theoretical balance between mounted combat and fighting on foot with 
firearms, even addressing combat against an enemy armed with machine 
guns. They still envisioned mounted battles between large cavalry forma-
tions and argued that the cavalry should use its carbines only when the 
lance was not appropriate. Though an improvement, these regulations 
looked backward as much as forward and, like most Prusso-German man-
uals, allowed commanders great leeway in emphasis and interpretation. 
The question, then, is how the cavalry’s leaders and spokesmen saw the 
functions of their branch in the last years before 1914.110

The army’s prewar literature shows considerable controversy over the 
role of cavalry. While some officers defended the continuing emphasis 
on traditional mounted combat, defiantly commenting that their branch 
was “no life insurance company,” many recognized that the glory days of 
cavalry charges were over. Nevertheless, even the most respected writers 
seemed to take equivocal positions. Wilhelm Balck’s Taktik stated that cav-
alry attacks could succeed against infantry, arguing that “the cavalry works 
by the moral impression brought forth by the surprising appearance of a 
rapidly attacking mass of riders, by the weight if its shock.” He argued, 
somewhat inconsistently with his other writings, that cavalry could suc-
ceed even against cohesive infantry if employed in sufficient numbers, 
and if necessary, it could substitute speed for surprise. Yet he also admit-
ted that cavalry was only an “assisting arm” to the infantry and artillery.111 
Colmar von der Goltz likewise continued to take a middle position. Frie-
drich Immanuel’s influential books on tactics stressed that cavalry could 
succeed only against disrupted infantry. He bluntly warned that “the time 
when masses of cavalry, as at Hohenfriedeberg, Leuthen, and Zorndorff, 
could overrun the enemy infantry and decide the battle, even against a 
semi-effective infantry, belongs to the past.”112 Jacob Meckel’s book on the 
conduct of battle had delivered similar warnings years previously.113

Iconoclastic maverick Friedrich von Bernhardi, in contrast, denounced 
his fellow cavalrymen for training their units for close combat rather 
than strategic reconnaissance missions.114 Junior officers also joined the 
fray, sometimes mocking those who would restrict the cavalry to raids on 
enemy lines of communication with the argument that one would not 
find a Murat or Seydlitz away from the main battlefield.115 More authori-
tatively, the official manual for training junior officers at the war schools 
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cautioned against attacking infantry and warned that cavalry attacks no 
longer played a decisive role in battle.116 Overall, Dieter Storz is probably 
correct in his criticism that too many cavalry leaders took comfort in the 
hope that they could find a demoralized and disrupted enemy infantry 
formation to attack. But as Dennis Showalter has pointed out, the cavalry 
was hardly useless in the days when motor vehicles were still road bound 
or where, as in eastern Europe, conditions were more favorable.117 

The roles of combat and reconnaissance were definitely in conflict, and 
the reformers could not prevail in favor of the latter. As Showalter has ob-
served, the stronger the emphasis on dismounted fighting, which many 
demanded, the less capable cavalry would be for its screening mission.118 
Schlichting stressed the reconnaissance mission in his writing, calling for 
mixed units advancing at least a day’s march ahead of the main bodies, 
which brought him into conflict with some cavalry leaders.119 Even those 
who stressed combat roles for cavalry agreed that the destruction of en-
emy cavalry and aggressive reconnaissance were the most important mis-
sions.120 The previously cited manual for instruction at the war schools 
emphasized reconnaissance as the main task of cavalry, and on occasion, 
corps commanders such as Karl von Bülow bitterly criticized the cavalry 
for its failure to perform this mission in maneuvers.121 Schlieffen did not 
place much reliance on strategic cavalry reconnaissance, in part because 
he felt that aviation would increasingly fulfill that mission.122 The last two 
prewar general inspectors of cavalry opposed this view, but to no avail. 
The scenario for the 1913 kaiser maneuvers required one party to use its 
cavalry for brushing aside enemy screens and disrupting deployments, 
while airplanes performed long-range reconnaissance missions.123 The 
cavalry actually performed this function with some success in 1914, ex-
hibiting a strength that most foreign observers, fascinated by the large-
scale traditional attacks that characterized the kaiser maneuvers, had not 
expected.124

The exploitation mission remained largely theoretical prior to the out-
break of war in 1914. Bernhardi criticized high commanders for holding 
their cavalry as battlefield reserves rather than using it for exploitation, 
but the nature of the peacetime maneuvers made this difficult. Most writ-
ers recognized this mission as important, particularly within the German 
framework of mobile warfare. Schlieffen certainly stressed this in his 
comments on cavalry, but in the practical world of peacetime training, 
other matters took priority.125 The peacetime organization of the cavalry, 
moreover, was not conducive to training for large-scale reconnaissance. 
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After 1890 the German army had no peacetime cavalry divisions, with 
the exception of the Guards Cavalry Division.126 Instead, cavalry units 
were assigned to corps and divisions, with plans to form ten ad hoc divi-
sions (of six regiments each) for use as “field army cavalry”; the rest would 
remain in their divisions as “division cavalry” for local battles and recon-
naissance.127 Schlieffen attempted to create ten “cavalry inspections,” 
which would form command elements for the newly created divisions 
upon mobilization, but the War Ministry’s opposition left the army with 
an unsatisfactory half measure. In 1913 the general inspector of cavalry 
warned that the only way to enable the cavalry to perform its missions was 
to create peacetime divisions and incorporate them into corps.128 Even 
the younger Moltke was opposed to establishing more peacetime cavalry 
divisions, despite the importance of both reconnaissance and exploitation 
in his campaign concepts on both fronts.129

The cavalry’s organization for war reflected these divergent views of its 
major functions. The army divided its 547 cavalry squadrons into two fun-
damentally different groups. Upon mobilization, each regiment assigned 
as “division cavalry” joined an army corps, which usually assigned each of 
its two squadrons to a division for local tasks of reconnaissance, security, 
or combat. The remaining regiments, the “army cavalry,” formed inde-
pendent divisions within ad hoc corps. Their anticipated missions were 
strategic reconnaissance and exploitation. Sharp disagreements arose be-
tween those who wanted more division cavalry and those who wanted to 
form more and stronger formations in the army cavalry.130

In 1898 the army established two additional cavalry inspections and a 
Generalinspektion of cavalry to oversee peacetime training.131 Beginning in 
1909 the army conducted large cavalry exercises annually, usually with five 
or six ad hoc divisions, despite the general inspector’s urgent argument 
that only the peacetime establishment of both divisions and corps would 
allow proper training. In theory, a full-strength cavalry division would 
have had 1,000 to 1,200 rifles (about the same as an infantry battalion), 
twelve guns of light artillery, and one mounted machine gun battalion. 
But because so many regiments remained with the divisions, the branch 
lacked the forces to fill up even the ad hoc formations in 1914.132 Some 
regiments thus entered the war with only four squadrons rather than the 
six that should have been available, and overall, the branch lacked the skill 
in large-scale operations that many thinkers, from Schlichting onward, 
thought necessary.133

Some of the blame can rightly be laid at the feet of the first general 
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inspector, General Edler von der Planitz, but clearly a much larger institu-
tional pathology was at work, and not even those who planned Germany’s 
future wars could overcome it.134 As it turned out, the army went to war in 
1914 with four ad hoc “high cavalry commands,” lacking the usual array 
of corps support elements and continuity of experience in training for the 
tasks anticipated. Not even this inadequate measure was available in the 
east.135

Upon mobilization in 1914, the army had 110 active, 33 reserve, and 
19 Landwehr cavalry regiments. Each active regiment took four squad-
rons into the field and left one in garrison to provide and train replace-
ments. The six exceptional regiments had six squadrons. The reserve 
and Landwehr regiments had three squadrons each. A regiment of four 
squadrons had 36 officers and 709 enlisted soldiers. In addition to its 
individual mounts, a regiment had sixty horses to pull its nine wagons 
carrying bridges, communications equipment, medical support, food, 
and fodder.136

Artillery

The third major arm, the artillery, has attracted numerous criticisms for 
its alleged unwillingness to adapt to the challenges of new technology 
and for a bureaucratic emphasis on imitating the mounted maneuvers of 
the cavalry.137 But careful scholarship has shown that such facile general-
izations, however pleasing to those who would like to find fault with the 
Prussian army, must be balanced by a recognition of the more practical 
considerations confronting a branch in which technology produced deci-
sive change and dangerous foreign competition between 1871 and 1914.

The Prussian artillery had a checkered history prior to the foundation 
of the German Empire. Scharnhorst had led the effort to revive the branch 
during the wars of unification, producing a handbook for artillery and 
establishing the Artillerie-Prüfungs-Kommission (Artillery Examination 
Commission), a fundamental innovation in the long-term development 
of the branch.138 In subsequent years the search for artillery with suffi-
cient mobility to move with the infantry led to increased emphasis on the 
horse artillery, until, as Showalter states, the so-called cavalry spirit in the 
artillery turned the guns into “useless ballast.”139

 Social factors may have strengthened this tendency. Normally, only 
noblemen could hope to have careers in the cavalry. Aspiring bourgeois 
men, able and willing to cope with the mathematical and technical chal-
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lenges that allegedly discouraged aristocrats from enlisting in the artillery, 
joined the branch and attempted to attain what was unavailable to them 
in the mounted arm. Exceptions existed, of course, and such notables as 
Prince Friedrich Karl and Count Alfred von Waldersee made their careers 
in the artillery.

The performance of the Prussian artillery in the war against Austria 
(1866) left much to be desired. Its smoothbore guns could not counter the 
Austrian rifled cannon, and its commanders frequently employed their 
guns piecemeal or saw their batteries decimated by enemy fire.140 The 
Prussian artillery was slow to deploy, slow to fire, and slow to move up 
to the battlefronts. As a whole, officers lacked initiative and exhibited an 
unwillingness to accept responsibility for action when orders were lack-
ing.141 Moltke addressed some of these problems in his 1869 Instructions 
for Large Unit Commanders, and the army modernized its artillery’s weap-
onry by 1870. The army established the Artillery Gunnery School in 1867, 
and by 1870, the field artillery’s ability to maneuver and fire had improved 
greatly.142 Even then, however, the artillery lacked a doctrinal manual to 
govern its tactical use and training.

The artillery redeemed itself in the Franco-Prussian War. Krupp’s 
new generation of rifled cannons proved superior to those of the army’s 
French opponents, while more effective deployment in massed lines con-
tributed substantially to a number of Prussian victories. Commanders 
accepted Moltke’s admonition to place their artillery among the forward 
units as their corps advanced, allowing artillerymen to employ their guns 
in a more timely manner.143 Artillery leaders concluded that long-range 
duels against the enemy were a waste of time and began to concentrate 
their efforts on direct support to the infantry, a doctrinal point that be-
came a major source of disagreement by the turn of the century. Generally 
speaking, although the artillery emerged from the war with the same glit-
tering reputation the infantry had earned in 1866, its leaders recognized 
that some improvements were necessary.144 The heavy artillery, however, 
showed little if any improvement in attacking fortresses, despite a sub-
stantial increase in numbers since the war against Denmark.145

At this point, the two preliminary lessons converged around the per-
ceived need for improvements in artillery and munitions. The Prüfungs- 
Kommission recognized that forward batteries, sometimes threatened by 
enemy small-arms fire, needed a longer-range cannon to suppress enemy 
infantry fire. Increased velocity would improve accuracy in this mission, 
but it would also assist in the engagement of enemy artillery. The artillery 
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branch decided that this mission could be more productively pursued by 
attempting to kill or wound crews than by attempting to destroy or dam-
age their guns. Thus, improved shrapnel and muzzle velocity, along with 
an improved ability to keep pace with the infantry in mobile battles, be-
came the desiderata stemming from the wars of unification. The problem 
was that better accuracy depended on better gunnery.146

The most important change immediately after the wars of unifica-
tion was the separation of the artillery into two branches. Prior to this 
separation, which took effect between 1872 and 1874, the field artillery 
and the fortress artillery had constituted a single branch.147 Henceforth 
they became separate branches for all practical purposes, and the fortress 
artillery was given the somewhat denigrating name “foot artillery.” The 
branches initially maintained a single general inspector to provide some 
lingering if minimal unity. In 1887 the foot artillery received its own gen-
eral inspector, and the last vestiges of unity disappeared. This separation 
has attracted the criticism and ridicule of historians, and although it may 
have been a mistake, given the vast changes in artillery after 1900, there 
were solid reasons for adopting this measure in 1872.148

  As artillery became more technical and sophisticated, and as siege 
artillery and field artillery equipment and methods changed, officers and 
men found it increasingly difficult to move back and forth between the 
field units and the fortresses and to master the tasks of both. Moreover, 
the Prussian siege artillery had been anything but impressive in 1870–
1871, being a mixture of amateurism and improvisation. The highly re-
spected inspector of artillery, General der Artillerie Gustav von Hindersin, 
had argued as early as 1870 for separating the branches, partly because of 
his experience at Düppel in 1864.149 In proposing a separation in a 24 Jan-
uary 1870 memorandum, Hindersin argued that the “field and fortress ar-
tillery had increasingly gone down separate paths,” a conclusion that the 
experiences of 1870–1871 seemed to validate.150 Although historians have 
concluded that the separation was a mistake, officers at the time were by 
no means unanimous in their views.151

The real problem was that Hindersin’s successor as inspector of artil-
lery, General der Kavallerie Theophilus von Podbielski, tried to convert the 
field artillery to a branch of the cavalry. Podbielski, who held the position 
until 1879, was even opposed to having a common general inspector. He 
emphasized cavalry-like formations and stressed movement over gunnery 
and fire support, even for artillery units whose crews rode wagons rather 
than horses. As a result, the field artillery lost much of its effectiveness 
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during his lengthy tenure as general inspector. He was particularly known 
for rushing the artillery into firing configurations too quickly in maneu-
vers, so even though their formations were splendid and resembled those 
of the cavalry, they were frequently in no position to provide useful fire 
support to the infantry. Podbielski’s sudden death in 1879 offered pros-
pects for improvement but did not save his reputation.152

This excessive emphasis on movement and drills over shooting contin-
ued under Podbielski’s immediate successors. The various editions of the 
field artillery regulations, which did not deal with tactics—that is, linking 
movements, firing, and use of terrain with various kinds of combat mis-
sions and support—failed to resolve the problem. The new regulations 
that appeared in 1873, 1876, and 1881 had much to say about battlefield 
movements but nothing about cooperation with the infantry or support 
of the battle, even though, in theory, support of infantry, rather than ar-
tillery duels, remained the primary mission.153 The 1887 edition began to 
incorporate tactical considerations, such as choosing firing positions that 
offered protection and using surprise in firing.154 As was frequently the 
case in Prussian history, relatively junior officers played important roles 
in gradually improving the quality of these regulations and in producing 
the important professional literature that supplemented them and pro-
vided the usual body of unofficial theory.155

In 1889 field artillery units came under the direct control of corps 
commanders. Most artillery officers welcomed this, since it meant that 
their branch would be fully integrated into the army’s fighting units on 
an equal basis with the infantry. Henceforth the inspector of field artillery 
was limited to technical questions, while corps commanders assumed re-
sponsibility for field training, exercises, and personnel matters.156

 The field artillery received its final prewar regulations in 1907, and by 
that time, the branch had begun to recover from the effects of the cavalry 
school of artillery. Ironically, the regulations adopted some of the firing 
principles of the foot artillery, particularly a return to the massed use of 
artillery, now using indirect fire from covered positions. They also drew 
on recent French developments.157 The branch vigorously updated the 
1907 regulations to keep pace with technology and the theoretical debates 
under way in the literature. The field artillery by then had also acquired 
a new version of its basic field gun to compete with the famous French 
75mm. By 1912, the regulations had undergone 152 formal modifications, 
rising to 209 by 1914. These were sent to the units individually and dis-
cussed in the military journals.158 During these years the foot artillery also 
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developed a number of technical regulations on firing, munitions, and so 
forth, but these did not deal with tactics or combined arms.159

In the meantime, the foot artillery struggled to improve its capabilities 
and standing in the army, with limited results at first. The branch’s lack 
of horses restricted it to purely defensive actions, despite the theoreti-
cal need to support sieges in offensive campaigns. Without mobility, the 
branch lost all connections with the field army, even in training. Perhaps 
the only positive development was that the branch and its regiments used 
their independence to build a more technically proficient officer corps 
than might have been possible had the separation not taken place.160

Advances in weapons and the army’s recognition of the need for mo-
bile heavy firepower to deal with enemy fortifications gradually led to im-
provements. One of the innovators, a Major Leydhecker, won the artillery 
essay prize in 1887, but when the army rejected his proposal to incorpo-
rate the foot artillery into the field artillery, he left the army. Nevertheless, 
the concept of integrating the foot artillery into mobile warfare training 
eventually took hold.161 In 1887 the General Staff began experiments to 
provide mobility to 150mm and 210mm guns. In the same year the foot 
artillery received its own general inspector, who, in contrast to his coun-
terpart in the field artillery, had direct access to the king. In 1888 batteries 
of the foot artillery took part in the autumn corps maneuvers for the first 
time.162 In 1893 the branch received horses and equipment to pull its guns, 
although it was still dependent on the logistics units (trains) for much of 
its support. In that year the foot artillery found its place in the field army’s 
mobilization plans for the first time, a development closely linked with 
Schlieffen’s strategic planning.163 Finally, in 1896, the foot artillery was 
given the name “heavy artillery of the field army,” in recognition of its role 
in mobile warfare.164 In that year it also acquired telephones, becoming 
the first branch to do so.165

By 1907, the field and foot artillery had begun to move closer together, 
as the heavy artillery became more mobile and a more integral part of 
the field army, and as the field artillery placed more emphasis on realistic 
tactics. The two branches first trained together in 1909, and exchanges of 
officers in their respective schools and units began to close the gap. The 
field artillery even started to lose some of its notoriously anti-intellectual 
image, as more officers participated in the branch’s annual competition 
for articles on the employment of artillery. In addition, General Heinrich 
von Rohne’s new journal, Artilleristische Monatshefte, encouraged both dis-
cussion and cooperation.166
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In the meantime, the heavy artillery gradually became the premier arms 
of its kind worldwide, although until 1908 it possessed regulations only 
on the technical aspects of firing. By that time, the new heavy and mobile 
guns had become an integral part of German training and campaign plan-
ning, especially for the western theater. In 1900 competitive firing on the 
maneuver area at Münster in the kaiser’s presence produced a complete 
victory for the heavy artillery over the field artillery.167 The branch had be-
come more modern than the field artillery in some respects.168

In another development consistent with its expanded role in mobile 
warfare, in 1908 the foot artillery received its first tactical manual.169 As 
one officer wrote in Militär-Wochenblatt, with this manual the foot artillery 
finally emerged from the aura of the “black art” that had enshrouded it, 
achieving parity with the field artillery. The manual clearly established the 
foot artillery’s place in mobile warfare and recognized that it had become 
part of the mainstream of combat.170 It should be noted that moving the 
heavy guns and munitions of the foot artillery, and heavier artillery in 
general, was no easy task in the days before motorization and advances in 
metallurgy came to the rescue.171

The branch’s organization, particularly upon mobilization, remained 
less than optimal. The general inspection of foot artillery supervised the 
branch as a whole, while the two foot artillery inspections functioned in 
peacetime as a headquarters for the brigades. All headquarters above bat-
talion level were dissolved in wartime, and the battalions became more or 
less independent, except for tactical employment by the corps or divisions 
to which they were assigned. As casualties mounted, these battalions ac-
quired inexperienced commanders, sometimes captains or even lieuten-
ants, who lacked experience in their branches.172

A number of artillery issues remained under discussion as 1914 ap-
proached. Artillerymen of both branches, with the field artillery more 
prominent, debated the importance of covered positions, indirect fire, 
command procedures, cooperation with infantry, the artillery duel, and 
the advantages of shrapnel versus high-explosive munitions. Some of this 
was related to the increased importance accorded artillery under Schlief-
fen, some was a result of observation of the wars in South Africa and Man-
churia, and some stemmed from advances in technology and weaponry.

The field artillery entered the final twenty years before 1914 armed with 
a single type of gun: the obsolete field cannon C73/88. It was a compro-
mise based on the need for mobility, the size of the horse team, the de-
sirability of improved range, and power. Its black-powder rounds lacked 
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sufficient explosive effects to destroy field fortifications, but increased re-
liance on shrapnel made them dangerous to enemy gun crews and infan-
try in the open. It was, of course, a direct-fire weapon, dependent on rapid 
movement to carefully chosen positions.173

A number of technical developments had made the need for a new gun 
and new tactics imperative by 1896. Cordite replaced black powder and 
removed the vast clouds of smoke that had traditionally masked batteries. 
This improved the artillerymen’s fields of vision but also their own visibil-
ity to the enemy. New mechanisms, still based primarily on springs and 
spades, had reduced recoil, although the process of getting such devices 
approved was difficult. Konrad Haussner, an engineer working for Krupp, 
devised a recoil system for field artillery pieces in 1888, but it took almost 
a decade of tests and litigation over patents before the Haussner system 
was accepted.174

To modernize the field artillery, the Prüfungs-Kommission adopted a 
new gun in 1896: the field cannon C/96. But this 77mm piece was ut-
terly obsolete by the time it arrived in the units, primarily because the 
French had introduced the famous “75,” the first truly rapid-fire gun. Its 
hydraulic recoil system allowed an unprecedented rate of fire, while its 
range offered an improved ability for massed batteries to blanket areas 
with suppressive fire. Its purpose, in fact, was precisely that, rather than 
the destruction of entrenchments. The new French gun was, in the words 
of one officer-historian, “an astonishing advance in armaments.”175 With 
the Haussner system still tied up in patent litigation, there was no im-
mediate German response. As a result, much of the army’s mobile artil-
lery support became obsolete almost overnight.176 On the plus side, a new 
light howitzer, introduced in 1898 and equipped with a recoil mechanism 
in 1909, greatly improved the artillery’s ability to conduct indirect, high- 
angle fire.177

In 1905 the German army produced its answer to the French 75, a mod-
ification of its basic gun known as the FK 96 n.A. (field cannon 96 new 
type). It was nearly equal to the French 75 in ballistics and at least equal in 
most other respects, except for rate of fire. Its protective shield was better, 
as were its fire direction equipment and its brakes, based on the Haussner 
recoil system. The FK 96 n.A., moreover, required a smaller supporting 
crew. Most scholars now agree with contemporary German artillerymen 
that by 1914, the basic German field gun was the rough equivalent of the 
French 75, giving the French at best a marginal superiority in this element 
of field artillery.178 The main advantages of the French 75mm gun over the 
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German 77mm were a slightly heavier round (16 pounds versus 15) and 
a slightly greater velocity (1,735 feet per second versus 1,525). These were 
marginal advantages, however. Direct-fire cannons using shrapnel as 
their main munitions were quickly passing into obsolescence, as indirect 
fire using howitzers and high-explosive rounds against field fortifications 
became more important.

The Germans were superior in the area of field howitzers from 1898 
onward. Discussions of the superiority of the French 75mm field gun over 
the German FK 96 n.A. should not obscure the other part of the Ger-
man field artillery in 1914—the light howitzer model 98/09. Whereas the 
75mm gun was virtually the only equipment available to the French, about 
20 percent of the German field artillery inventory consisted of howitzers, 
superior weapons for the bombarding of fortifications and indirect fire. 
After 1899, each corps and eventually each division had a battalion-sized 
unit equipped with the light field howitzer 98, 105mm caliber, with a 
range of 6,300 yards. It was particularly suitable for engaging field fortifi-
cations with high-angle, indirect fire from covered positions. Known later 
as the light field howitzer 98/09, it proved to be an excellent weapon in 
the positional war of 1914–1918.179 In 1914 the Germans went to war with 
1,260 of these howitzers, far greater than the number of similar weapons 
in their opponents’ inventories. Between 1905 and 1913 the Germans also 
improved their fire control, developed the panoramic telescope, and im-
proved their use of telephones.180

German artillery had three kinds of munitions by 1914: high explosive, 
shrapnel, and the so-called common round, which was a mixture of high 
explosives and shrapnel. The common round proved to be less useful, 
and the Germans soon found themselves with too much shrapnel and 
common rounds and not enough high-explosive ammunition.181 While 
the Germans used batteries of six guns, the French used batteries of four, 
which proved superior, particularly in the period of mobile warfare in 
1914.182

The German artillery was even more superior in the area of heavy field 
howitzers. The foot artillery began to acquire the heavy field howitzer 02 
in 1903. This 150mm howitzer had a range of 7,450 yards, an explosive 
shell of 90 pounds, and remarkable mobility for such a heavy weapon. 
With some modifications, it too proved to be a workhorse of the First 
World War. In 1914 each active army corps had sixteen of these weap-
ons organized in four batteries of four guns each. A small number of the 
heavy mortars, in calibers of 210mm, 305mm, and 420mm, were also 
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available in 1914. The Germans had 256 of the 210mm mortars available 
in 1914, with 112 available for the field army; these were organized into 
battalions of two batteries with four tubes each. The 305mm, disguised by 
the name “heavy coastal mortar,” became available in 1909, but only 12 
were available in 1914. To deal with modern fortifications of the French 
eastern defensive system, the foot artillery also developed the 420mm 
mortar, with a range of 14,000 yards, deployed by railroad; a smaller ver-
sion with a range of 9,300 yards was moved by trucks. Seven tubes were 
available in 1914, and they were one of the prewar period’s best-kept se-
crets, not even being mentioned in the classified Taschenbuch des General- 
stabsoffiziers of 1914.183

The primary debate on firing positions just before 1914 was not the 
desirability of using covered positions but whether all artillery should use 
them in every case. The prewar field artillery regulations gave open po-
sitions (direct fire) somewhat more emphasis, particularly where rapid 
fire in support of the infantry was necessary, as would be the case in a 
war of movement. Moreover, as the friendly attack advanced, the artillery 
would have to give up the advantage of its cover and move forward to open 
positions.184 Many German artillerymen questioned whether covered po-
sitions would be available and doubted that reserve artillery units would 
have the skill needed to bring indirect fire to bear quickly enough.185 Some 
corps commanders simply refused to allow their units to train to fire at 
distances greater than three miles (five kilometers). Instead, they placed 
an excessive emphasis on direct fire, mobility, and proximity to the infan-
try.186 An effort to define and develop doctrine for “almost” covered posi-
tions proved abortive, and even the most vocal advocates had abandoned 
that position by 1910.187

Those who doubted the efficacy of total reliance on covered positions, 
which included the army’s foremost artillery expert, General Heinrich 
Rohne, doubted that aerial observers would always enable the adjustment 
of fire rapidly enough to support the infantry.188 Linnenkohl is probably 
correct that many artillerymen failed to fully consider the lessons from 
the Russo-Japanese War, where uncovered artillery suffered grievous 
losses, although advocates of covered positions cited the Japanese use of 
indirect fire.189

A related issue that divided leading writers was the old one of the artil-
lery duel. As previously mentioned, most German artillerymen had con-
cluded at the end of the wars of unification that the classic artillery duel 
was a thing of the past. Considering the heavy infantry losses in 1870, they 



INSTITUTIONAL DEVELOPMENTS, 1871–1914  : 117

stressed that the artillery’s main task was to attack the enemy’s infantry.190 
The 1907 drill regulations recognized for the first time that the artillery’s 
main object was to support the infantry rather than to gain fire superiority 
over the enemy artillery.191 The classic artillery duel, in this view, was obso-
lete.192 The French army had long accepted that point of view.193

By 1910, numerous officers argued to the contrary. Even the inspector 
of the field artillery seemed to take an equivocal position, arguing in his 
1910 report on gunnery that destruction of the enemy artillery, not neu-
tralization, was the best way to assist the infantry.194 These officers cited 
the equivocal portions of the regulations and pointed to the increased 
availability of howitzers, whose indirect fire could engage enemy artillery. 
In effect, some wanted the direct-fire guns to engage the enemy’s infantry 
while the howitzers worked against his artillery.195 Their warnings—that 
the artillery must be prepared to do both—were reasonable and were not 
that far from the positions of Rohne and Bernhardi. As the war began, 
both official doctrine and actual expectations allowed commanders the 
flexibility to direct their artillery according to the local situation.196 This, 
of course, was related to the traditional Prussian reluctance to dictate to 
the local commander, but in this case, it also raised the question of who 
actually commanded the artillery in combat.

In 1899 the Germans abolished the concept of corps field artillery and 
subordinated the regiments to the divisions. This did away with any lin-
gering concept of an “artillery reserve,” which seemed to be a waste of 
assets, a view broadly in accordance with modern artillery thought.197 The 
local commander of the combat units, usually the division commander, 
thus assumed overall command of the artillery formations assigned to 
him. In effect, the division commander was supposed to assign missions 
and priorities to the artillery as he planned the battle, and he was sup-
posed to control them as the battle developed, without interfering in the 
details of their firing. Eventually, many senior officers came to believe 
that this control must become tighter in order to maintain fire on criti-
cal points.198 Many artillery officers and others maintained that once the 
battle began, the commanders of the artillery should be responsible for 
lifting and shifting fires and for moving their batteries.199 Bernhardi and 
Rohne once again found themselves on opposite sides, with Bernhardi 
demanding more independence for the artillery commanders and Rohne 
proposing to solve the problem by collocation.200 A 1912 revision of the 
artillery regulations seems to have tightened control under the infantry 
commander.201
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Technology and Modernization

Shortly after the First World War, several officers criticized the army’s al-
leged reluctance to incorporate technological advances into its weapons 
and equipment. Karl Jüstrow’s Feldherr und Kriegstechnik (The Supreme 
Commander and the Technology of War) broadened the early criticism 
into a major and enduring indictment of the Prussian army. This became 
a staple of subsequent criticisms of the army, as historians blamed the 
alleged reluctance to adapt to modernity on the aristocratic ethos of the 
officer corps, the stubbornness and bureaucratic behavior of the General 
Staff and the War Ministry, and a long-term overvaluation of moral over 
material factors extending all the way back to Clausewitz. There is an ele-
ment of truth in all these accusations, but they, too, can be taken too far.202

Two historians have convincingly argued against the stereotype, con-
cluding that the Germans were in no way inferior to other European 
armies in their willingness to embrace proven technology, particularly 
in the years during and after Karl von Einem’s tenure as war minister. 
The Germans moved somewhat more slowly than the French, but they 
were more thorough in testing and more careful in adopting expensive 
changes.203 Prussia’s leaders cautiously adopted innovations when their 
addition to the army’s combat capability was worth the cost and when 
they fit within the broad outlines of the army’s philosophy of war fighting. 
Arden Bucholz was certainly correct in his argument that the General 
Staff, with only limited authority in this area, generally favored changes 
in equipment directly related to transportation, weapons, and communi-
cations, while the War Ministry and some field commanders were “more 
reticent.”204 The following sections discuss some of the areas in which 
the Prussian army moved to adapt to technological changes prior to 1914.

During the last decade before the war, the army adopted several types of 
new equipment and weaponry to enhance its combat power, mobility, and 
ability to direct its forces over the extended battlefields of a future war. These 
included substantial advances in airplanes, a modified rifle and upgraded 
cartridge, improvements in artillery, development of the first modern heavy 
and light mortars, wire communications, radios, motorized vehicles, op-
tical devices for artillery, mobile field kitchens, improved binoculars, low- 
visibility uniforms, grenades, and light-based signaling equipment. Some 
of these innovations resulted from observations of the wars in South Africa 
and Manchuria, while others came out of the widespread discussions of 
technical developments in the military literature across the continent.205 In 



INSTITUTIONAL DEVELOPMENTS, 1871–1914  : 119

1903 the army established the Military-Technical Academy to further the 
knowledge and skills of officers from various branches. Students came from 
Prussian, Saxon, and Württemberg contingents.206 By 1914, the Militär- 
Wochenblatt had a regular section devoted to technology.207

Communications 

The Prussian army recognized the importance of communications in di-
recting the large-scale operations inherent to modern war. Even though 
the army’s theory held fast to the elder Moltke’s concepts of commanding 
by directive and trusting subordinate initiative, its substantial but deeply 
flawed communications system had been developed along the lines envi-
sioned in Schlieffen’s essay “The Supreme Commander.”

The first step toward creating modern communications for conducting 
operations and fighting battles was taken in 1896. That year the army 
converted a company of the Guards Combat Engineer Battalion into a 
telegraph company to develop that branch, which officially came into ex-
istence on 1 October 1899. The first such battalion had contingents from 
Saxony and Württemberg. The Bavarian army created its first communi-
cations unit in 1901. The branch grew rapidly thereafter, acquiring its own 
inspector in 1913. At the outbreak of the war, the communications units 
(Nachrichten Truppe) mobilized a total strength of about 550 officers and 
5,800 enlisted men. By the end of the war, these numbers had risen to 
about 4,400 and 185,000, respectively.208

In 1914 the army’s communications network had three key elements: 
telegraph, telephone, and radio.209 Its intertheater communications de-
pended on the empire’s well-developed telegraph system, a more limited 
phone system, and its six main radio stations located in Cologne, Metz, 
Strassburg, Posen, Thorn, and Königsberg. The telegraph and phone sys-
tems ended at the empire’s frontiers and were dependent on the seizure 
or repair of enemy lines and the local laying of new wires to extend their 
capabilities as the German army advanced. 

The field army was dependent on telephones and radios to bridge 
the gaps between theater and field army commanders and their com-
bat units. After years of attempting to develop specialized units to lay 
telegraph wires from headquarters to field units, continuing problems 
in maneuvers convinced the army to abandon its tactical telegraph sys-
tem in 1910.210 In its place, the army prepared to rely on field telephones 
and radios, a transition that was well under way when the war began in 
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1914. The field telephone units showed great promise, but in 1914 both 
the limitations of early technology (lack of amplifiers) and the rapidity of 
movement rendered continuous and effective communications very prob-
lematic. Prewar maneuvers, especially those between 1909 and 1911, had 
offered clear indications that the communications system could not meet 
the demands placed on it. The army realized it would have to use staff of-
ficers to deliver at least some messages in the traditional manner.211 Field 
radios suffered from limited range, marginal reliability, and cumbersome 
encryption systems. 

The communications system was lacking in quantity as well as quality 
in 1914, considering the nature of the impending campaign. Each field 
army had a radio detachment, as did each corps and division headquar-
ters. Each corps also had a telephone section of twelve sets of equipment 
and about 62 miles (100 kilometers) of wire.212 The cavalry divisions had 
a single radio station each. The army had about sixty radio sets available 
upon mobilization, a number that, in retrospect, was clearly insufficient 
but was at least the equivalent of all other European armies. Field tele-
phones had a maximum effective range of about 25 miles, while the field 
radios had ranges of 150 to 180 miles. The French and British, however, 
had the benefit of the French civilian telegraph and telephone networks.213

Conceptually, the German process of communicating from the front 
units to higher headquarters was seriously flawed. Lower headquarters 
were responsible for maintaining communications and contact with 
higher headquarters. This left the initiative in the wrong hands, partic-
ularly since the key combat leaders—the corps commanders—were fa-
mously independent and reluctant to tolerate supervision. Acting in 
a narrow interpretation of the army’s traditional principles of subordi-
nate independence and initiative, high commanders seldom welcomed 
the continuous oversight offered by modern communications systems. 
In addition, German doctrine placed too little emphasis on lateral com-
munications at the army level, where the all-powerful commanders were 
frequently reluctant to surrender any of their freedom of action. The en-
tire system required a highly capable, energetic, and strong-willed com-
mander at the top.214

Mobility

By 1900, the army had recognized the potential significance of motor-
ized vehicles for mobile warfare. The transportation units received their 
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own Inspektion in 1899 and, reflecting an increase in numbers and status, 
a General-Inspektion in 1911. The 1909 kaiser maneuvers had provided 
further evidence of the importance of both automobiles and trucks, de-
spite continuing doubts about off-road capabilities. The Germans hoped 
to solve the financial problem of prewar purchases by combining regular 
motorized transport units and private vehicles. This was the origin of the 
“voluntary automobile corps” of 1914. By that year, the army had about 
200 officers, 8,000 enlisted men, and 4,000 motorized vehicles in its 
inventory. It also hoped to use 5,000 private vehicles in case of war. The 
branch published its first modern manual in 1913. Here, as in other areas, 
the war found the army in a state of transformation, not one of blind re-
sistance to technological and industrial developments.215

Aviation and Antiaircraft Defense

The emergence of aviation as another important element of war fighting 
came late in the period before the First World War, but the pace of its 
progress between 1908 and 1918 was more rapid than in any subsequent 
period of its history. The Prussian army demonstrated its usual cautious 
pragmatism in expending limited resources on a new technological de-
velopment and moved forward decisively only when a new device clearly 
had an important place in the framework of its way of war. Although the 
German army had maintained balloon units since 1870, this equipment 
had failed to produce the spectacular results predicted by enthusiasts.216 
Nevertheless, the army maintained a small number of tethered balloon 
units for aerial observation, photography, and early experiments in radio 
telegraphy. In 1914 the army had such units available for each field army 
and one for use in Schleswig-Holstein. Eleven of the larger fortresses also 
had tethered balloon detachments.217

Around 1900, the early experiments of Count Ferdinand von Zeppe-
lin—whom Emperor Wilhelm II called the “most important German of 
the twentieth century”—seemed to offer a new solution.218 Zeppelin’s 
early designs for dirigibles offered the best prospects for improvements in 
reconnaissance and transport until 1910.219 The Prussian army invested 
moderate amounts in these “flying ships” and gave them the bulk of the 
available procurement funds until just before the First World War began. 
When the airplane emerged as a more capable instrument after 1909, the 
army placed sufficient emphasis on it to acquire a rough parity with the 
French by 1914.220
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The French were the first to acquire a military dirigible (1906), and 
the Germans soon followed suit. From then until 1914, all the European 
armies continued to improve their airships and gradually acquired more 
of them.221 The continuing German interest, sometimes an object of rid-
icule, was thus neither illogical nor backward. The Germans soon took 
the lead in developing dirigibles, but their efforts in this area had mixed 
results. The French, probably spurred by their rival’s progress, began to 
acquire airplanes and took a wide early lead in that field.222 The Germans’ 
success in improving their dirigibles probably slowed the army’s turn to 
heavier-than-air aviation, and the great popular enthusiasm for dirigibles 
in Germany may have made it difficult to interest civilian firms in air-
planes. The army thus turned to its own internal resources to design and 
develop its first aircraft.223

The dazzling French performance at the Reims air show in 1909 may 
be seen as the turning point for German interest in military airplanes.224 
Nevertheless, the army continued to develop and use dirigibles, even 
though their shortcomings became more obvious over time. In October 
1909 a General Staff report on technical developments noted the suc-
cessful performance of dirigibles in that year’s kaiser maneuvers but also 
cautioned that they could not fly above 3,000 feet, which made them vul-
nerable to ground fire and thus not ready for war. The same report noted 
the disconcerting results of the Reims air show and the French lead in 
the development of airplanes. It warned of the certainty that airplanes 
would soon have military utility but also cautioned that this should not be 
overestimated.225

Of course, the Germans were well aware, even as early as 1909, that 
the French were far advanced in fielding military aircraft. The General 
Staff followed these developments carefully and produced detailed reports 
on aviation in the French maneuvers in 1911, 1912, and 1913.226 Beginning 
at least in 1913, German observers also prepared reports on the English 
army’s aviation and kept track of other foreign developments through 
press articles of various kinds.227 In September 1912 Moltke warned the 
War Ministry that Germany could overcome the great French advantage 
in this area of “greatest importance” only through extraordinary means. 
He apparently thought the War Ministry, not the Reichstag, was the chief 
obstacle, since he expressed confidence that the latter would provide the 
funds if requested.228

Between 1909 and 1914 the dirigible and the airplane competed for 
resources, even though the unit cost of the former was several times 



INSTITUTIONAL DEVELOPMENTS, 1871–1914  : 123

that of the latter. Many factors, including the much larger ground crews 
and the other required infrastructure, further increased the costs of di-
rigibles. The long-term trend was clear in the procurement budgets for 
those years: in 1909 airplanes consumed only about 1 percent of the total 
annual appropriations for aircraft acquisitions of all types, but by 1914 
their share exceeded 50 percent of what was still a modest if rapidly in-
creasing amount.229 Additional support came from a cooperative effort by 
the government and private industry in the form of the National Aviation 
Fund. This semiprivate institution, headed by Prince Heinrich of Prussia, 
raised substantial amounts of money to purchase airplanes for the army. 
The fund provided sufficient support in 1912 to underwrite about half 
the army’s total airplane purchases. Although it may have hindered the 
development of the civilian aviation industry in the long run, the fund 
was a significant boost for the army. Another semiprivate agency, the 
German Research Institute for Aviation, assisted in answering technical 
questions.230

By the end of the autumn maneuvers of 1911, both the French and the 
Germans had come to recognize the advantages of airplanes over dirigibles 
for reconnaissance. Although dirigibles could remain aloft for much lon-
ger periods, cruise great distances, and carefully observe because of their 
low speed, they also had significant drawbacks. They were very vulnerable 
to artillery used in the antiaircraft role. Airplanes were less dependent on 
weather, especially unfavorable winds. They were cheaper to maintain and 
support and could be deployed more easily to the fighting fronts. Airplanes 
were, at the time, nearly invulnerable to ground fire and could fly very low 
over enemy positions. Finally, the airplane had strong backers on the Gen-
eral Staff. Major Erich Ludendorff, chief of the Mobilization Section, force-
fully recommended to the War Ministry in early 1913 the expansion of the 
army’s air arm. The die had thus been cast, although dirigibles remained 
in limited service through much of the First World War.231

By 1914, Prussian doctrine envisioned that the primary role of aircraft 
in warfare would be reconnaissance, a particularly important function in 
the kind of war anticipated in German theory and strategy. The doctrine 
by no means ignored other potential missions for airplanes, but these 
were realities only in embryonic form.232 Even in 1913, evidence indicated 
that dirigibles might be better than airplanes for dropping bombs. Hans 
von Beseler, one of the army’s most intellectual General Staff officers, 
raised the possibility of using dirigibles to drop bombs on vehicle parks, 
concentrations of soldiers, and harbors. According to another officer, the 
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Italian army’s use of bombing attacks by airplanes in North Africa sug-
gested that not much could be accomplished by such missions. Dirigibles 
were better for bombing, he argued, buttressing his arguments with ful-
some praise for Zeppelin and his work.233

A General Staff study of the 1911 kaiser maneuvers reported that the 
airplane had redefined deep reconnaissance (Fernaufklärung) and that 
even mediocre aerial reconnaissance was better than that conducted by 
the best cavalry.234 The 1912 Guidelines for Instruction in Tactics at the Royal 
War Schools emphasized the role airplanes would play in reconnaissance 
and enumerated their advantages over dirigibles. The same guidelines 
recognized that both airplanes and dirigibles had become more effective 
than cavalry for strategic reconnaissance.235 By 1913, the revolutionary 
possibilities of aerial reconnaissance had begun to be noted even in Ger-
many’s nonmilitary periodicals, a certain sign of its ascendance over the 
cavalry. Still, some cavalry leaders clung to their traditional if almost com-
pletely outmoded combat role.236

During the final three years before the war began, the army’s litera-
ture began to examine other roles for airplanes, as well as the need to 
develop measures to counter the effects of enemy aircraft. These roles 
included spotting for artillery fire, communications, and aerial photog-
raphy.237 Since 1912, the army’s air arm had been developing the art of 
aerial photography, and by 1914, each aviation unit attached to the major 
fortresses had cameras for this purpose.238 In the fall of 1912 the general 
inspector of foot artillery and the inspector of field artillery agreed that air-
craft would be indispensable for adjusting fire. Moltke used their reports 
to convince the War Ministry of the “urgent necessity” of permanently at-
taching airplanes to the artillery for additional research and to improve or-
ganizational arrangements.239 In the fall of 1912 the army formed a special 
command at Jüteborg for the systematic study of adjusting artillery fire 
with aircraft, an area in which the French were still ahead.240 The subject 
of aerial combat also attracted interest, but machine guns were too heavy 
for most prewar aircraft.241

The army’s key responsible institutions, the General Staff and the War 
Ministry, initially reacted very differently to aircraft. The General Staff was 
much more enthusiastic about aviation than was the usually more conser-
vative War Ministry. In 1908 Moltke established a technical section in the 
General Staff to study progress in airplanes, but he had to convince the 
War Ministry because it controlled the army’s budget.242 In 1910, possibly 
in an effort to stir the hesitant War Ministry into action, Moltke raised 
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a number of fundamental questions about the use and development of 
aircraft, including the kinds of armaments to be placed on airplanes; the 
weight of munitions that could be dropped, and with what accuracy; prob-
lems encountered in night flying and landing; and how to enable aviators 
to distinguish friendly ground units from the enemy (use of flags).243 In 
a letter to the war minister dated 2 March 1911, Moltke warned of the vul-
nerability of dirigibles to antiaircraft fire and of their persistent shortcom-
ings.244 By March 1912, the War Ministry had decided to increase financial 
support for airplanes, and from then until the summer of 1914, the Ger-
mans quickly made up ground previously lost to the French.245

In June 1913 Moltke developed a plan for the long-term development 
of the army’s air arm, with the goal of having 528 airplanes of various 
kinds by April 1914 and nearly 1,800 by April 1916. Previous plans had 
established that the following headquarters elements would employ and 
control aircraft units: field armies, corps, cavalry corps, and important 
fortresses.246 The most obvious shortcoming was the failure to provide the 
High Command with dedicated airplane squadrons for centralized strate-
gic reconnaissance. Instead, the General Staff proposed to rely on the fly-
ing units of the field armies and corps. Although this was consistent with 
the army’s customary principle of the decentralization of plan execution, 
it proved to be a serious problem in 1914, especially in light of the lack of 
communication between field armies and the High Command.247

The result of this growing awareness of the importance of airpower 
was that the Prussian army and, by extension, the German army entered 
the war in 1914 with a fully competitive air arm, approximately equal in 
number and quality to any single potential adversary. German industry 
had overcome the worst of the engine problems by 1914, although its mo-
tors were still somewhat inferior to those of the French. Prussia went to 
war with 450 airplanes, at least 250 of which were intended for active field 
service. The French had fewer pilots and aircraft available for active duty, 
but they had a better reserve system. It seems reasonable to agree with the 
most distinguished historian of early German airpower that the Germans 
and French were roughly equal in 1914.248

The army in 1914 had thirty-three tactical flying squadrons (Abteilun-
gen), with six aircraft each, assigned to the army commands and corps. 
Each squadron had fourteen officers (including seven aircraft command-
ers and six observers) and about 120 enlisted men. Most of the squadrons 
had Albatross biplanes with a speed of about 60 miles per hour, an alti-
tude limit of about 3,600 feet, and fuel for about four hours of flight.249
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On the opposite side of the airpower equation, the Prussian army did 
not neglect antiaircraft defenses. The army’s first serious efforts in this 
area began in 1905 with the employment of artillery pieces to bring down 
French observation balloons. Krupp developed a special gun, the balloon 
defense cannon, for this purpose, but by 1910, attention had started to 
focus on airplanes. As the war began in 1914, the army had plans to equip 
each field army with four such guns mounted on trucks and each division 
(active and reserve) with a battery of four horse-drawn guns. Only about 
thirty such guns were actually in the units when the war began, and the 
army assigned them to corps in particularly important areas.250 The army 
also attempted to develop antiaircraft defenses by having regular ground 
units fire their rifles and machine guns, but this was pointless and simply 
alerted enemy aircraft to the presence of German soldiers. Another factor 
in imposing fire discipline (only officers could give the order to fire) was 
the assumption that soldiers and officers generally could not distinguish 
between enemy and friendly aircraft.251 A doctrinal manual of 1913, Guide-
lines for Instruction of Units on Airplanes and Fighting against Them, laid out 
the basic principles.252

Preparations for Industrialized Warfare

The German armaments industry was a mixture of governmental arse-
nals and private enterprise. Its arsenals and shipyards produced rifles, ar-
tillery, munitions, ships, and the like. The arsenals contributed about 40 
percent of the army’s total requirements for weapons before the war be-
gan. Krupp, the largest private firm in the armaments business, was one 
of about a thousand private companies active in this sector. Such business 
enterprises were only a small part of the German economy and workforce 
and were not always particularly profitable. The unanswered question was 
whether the industry could sustain an expanded and prolonged war if that 
should come to pass.253

Concern about the economic and social consequences of a prolonged 
conflict had been the basis of Schlieffen’s doubts that modern states could 
fight protracted wars with armies of millions and budgets of billions. One 
aspect of the related “short-war illusion” that allegedly afflicted most Euro-
pean armies prior to 1914 was the lack of comprehensive preparations for 
a lengthy war. Although peripheral to the German way of fighting wars, 
this factor merits a closer look. Developments and problems in this area, 
moreover, illustrate the shortcomings of the German military system. The 
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author of the most comprehensive study of the subject argued that there 
were three broad questions about German economic preparations for war 
prior to 1914: How long would the war last? How dangerous would an 
enemy naval blockade be? What could an effectively blockaded state ac-
complish economically?254

Before addressing these fundamental questions, we must consider 
the impact of the German Empire’s constitutional structure on long-term 
planning. The empire’s fragmented state apparatus had no institution to 
coordinate either strategic or economic issues among military and civilian 
agencies. Serious as that was, it was only part of the problem. Bismarck’s 
constitutional structure was highly dependent on personalities, and af-
ter the men who were active during the years of unification were gone, 
their successors, from the emperor on down, were unable to cope with 
the bureaucratic chaos of the political system. The East Elbian base of 
the Prussian government further hindered any willingness to involve the  
Reichstag in questions that might interfere with national political or mil-
itary strategy.255 This complete lack of coordination is clear, regardless of 
which aspect of preparations is examined.

The General Staff, though allegedly a bastion of the short-war illu-
sion, was the only important military or political agency that made even 
sporadic efforts to address economic preparations. Results, however, 
depended on the War Ministry, which had sole responsibility for imple-
menting such programs.256 The War Ministry in turn had to deal with 
the practical questions of how to organize and fund various programs 
to prepare for a long war. It had to consider issues of foreign policy, rela-
tions with other government agencies, and political relationships with the  
Reichstag. All these issues made the War Ministry’s task a difficult one. 
This was particularly true because some of these government agencies 
were notoriously uncooperative and because the last war minister prior to 
August 1914, Erich von Falkenhayn, shared the confidence of many that 
any future war would be brief.257 In a state such as Prussia-Germany, only 
the emperor could have provided the impetus for coordinated and effec-
tive strategic preparations, economic or otherwise.

The military clearly recognized that an effective blockade would have 
economic and social impacts, particularly in terms of food. In 1874 Justus 
Scheibert, who had been the Prussian army observer to the American 
Civil War, noted the vulnerability of the German coast, like that of the 
Confederacy, to a naval blockade.258 After 1883 both the General Staff and, 
later, the War Ministry began to consider this potential problem. The navy, 
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however, used this fear of an effective blockade to buttress its demands for 
budget increases and to avoid alternative courses of action. In 1911 War 
Ministry reports examined the food situation and concluded there was 
no great problem. By 1913, various conferences produced a new sense of 
urgency but did not result in significant improvements. By then, the War 
Ministry and the General Staff were trying to act in concert to develop 
alternatives to overseas imports, but the Imperial Budget Office and other 
agencies (Prussian and German) declined to make preparations before 
war had actually begun. The Budget Office even dredged up an 1873 stat-
ute that seemed to make such preparations illegal. Equally irresponsible 
were the beliefs by some that Article 71 of the London Declaration on Sea 
Law would protect food supplies from British blockade.259

In the area of raw materials, it is clear that even the General Staff was 
relatively disinterested in creating war reserves, even though Moltke cer-
tainly had doubts about a short war. Germany had a two- to three-month 
supply of many kinds of raw materials on hand in August 1914, but shifts 
in production priorities, protected access to some continental sources, 
and reductions in exports meant that the crisis was not as immediately se-
rious as older accounts have portrayed. Although Moltke acted much less 
energetically on this issue than on food supplies, historians still disagree 
about whether military or civilian agencies are primarily to blame for the 
lack of preparation. In any case, the Germans went into the war with seri-
ous potential shortcomings in many materials and managed to cope with 
the blockade only by a combination of rapid scientific development of 
alternatives, production shifts, extreme discipline, and recycling.260

Finally, there is the question of financial preparations, another area in 
which the military had an important interest but only a minor direct role. 
Most observers recognized that war would disrupt the nation’s financial 
institutions and budgets, but even the most pessimistic cost estimates 
were but a fraction of real expenditures. Last-minute efforts in 1913 to 
expand cash reserves to support the first few months of war were un-
important. The empire’s gold reserves in 1913 were about 936 million 
marks, while the actual costs of the war averaged 45.7 billion gold marks 
annually.261

Concluding Remarks

As an institution in the prewar period, the imperial German army pre-
sents an interesting mixture of old and new. Although the army expanded 
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considerably over the period 1874–1913, ultimately becoming a cadre 
army capable of generating a mass force, the practices related to com-
mand echelons were quite different. The highest levels of the German 
army leadership consisted of a small group of people who were connected 
by background, marriage, and common experience. Thus the selection 
of commanders and their pairing with chiefs of staff had an almost eigh-
teenth-century quality. Since officers were well acquainted with one an-
other, the Military Cabinet could pair a commander and a chief of staff on 
the basis of compatibility and personality rather than strict adherence to 
criteria such as rank and seniority. Although this system had an almost 
archaic aspect, it nonetheless produced some of the most successful mil-
itary marriages in military history. 

In many other ways, however, the German army had to confront change 
that was proceeding at a bewildering pace. Change was also occurring in 
ways the German army had never needed to consider before, especially 
after 1890. Internally, the army’s position at the top of heap with regard 
to monetary resources was challenged. This was especially true after Wil-
helm II’s decision to pursue Weltpolitik and the rise of Alfred von Tirpitz 
as a skilled bureaucratic infighter. Although the navy’s budget never got 
beyond 55 percent of the army’s budget, the army found itself in the unac-
customed position of having to fight for its share of finite resources. 

Militarily, the combat branches of the army likewise wrestled with the 
challenges of modernity and rapid technological change. Of the three tra-
ditional branches, only the cavalry remained wedded to what were widely 
considered outmoded forms of combat. The artillery, especially after 1890, 
found itself involved in an arms race with the French, while also dealing 
with arcane patent procedures that slowed the development and fielding 
of new weapons systems. Ultimately, the artillery lagged slightly behind 
the French in field artillery, while forging well ahead in heavy artillery. 
The infantry also embraced technological change. Adopting a bolt-action 
rifle did not separate it from other European armies, but the German 
army’s embrace of the machine gun put it well ahead of its most likely 
opponents.262

With regard to the emerging technologies of the early twentieth cen-
tury, the army took an approach marked by reasonable caution, making 
it no different from its continental rivals. The Russian Second Army in 
the Tannenberg campaign, for example, had 350 miles of telephone wire 
available for its five corps, or an average of 70 miles of wire per corps; 
this was comparable to the 62 miles for a German corps.263 It is fair to 
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say that while the German army recognized the potential of both the tele-
phone and the radio, it had not yet figured out how to fully exploit that 
potential. The army took the lead in the development of aircraft, and both 
Moltke and Ludendorff, then a rising star in the officer corps, were pre-
scient in recognizing the possibilities. The airship, however, was already 
a successful technology, and it was not apparent in 1914 that the airship 
had reached its apex as a technology. The most accurate appraisal of the 
possibilities and limitations of these emerging technologies would come 
through the experience of combat. Absent that, a certain degree of plausi-
ble speculation was a necessity. 

As the German army wrestled with these developments, it also ex-
panded to three times its size in 1870. This had impacts far beyond those 
of testing, production, and fielding. The German army, like its European 
counterparts, had to figure out what war would look like while using these 
new weapons systems on a mass scale. This led to extended arguments 
among officers, conducted both in private and in public. These arguments 
are examined in the next chapter. 



chapter four
german theory and doctrine  
to 1914

The imperial German military establishment inher-
ited a rich intellectual tradition from its Prussian predecessor. The work 
of the reformers of the Napoleonic era and its aftermath, spearheaded by 
Gerhard von Scharnhorst and especially Carl von Clausewitz, had pro-
vided the Prussian army with a comprehensive theory of war. The intel-
lectual torch of Clausewitz was taken up by Count Helmuth von Moltke, 
whose intellectual productivity continued into the first two decades of the 
imperial period. As time marched on, however, two things were certain—
namely, that the pace of technological changes was having a considerable 
impact on the conduct of warfare and that the aged Moltke and his con-
siderable intellect would soon pass from the scene. 

The towering figure and teachings of Count Alfred von Schlieffen 
dominated Prussian military strategy during the period between Molt-
ke’s retirement (1888) and the outbreak of the First World War. Schlieffen 
served as the chief of the General Staff from 1891 until his retirement at 
the end of 1905. The fulsome praise of his admirers after 1918 has found 
its opposite counterpart in the criticisms leveled by recent historians.1 
Also of great importance, however, was Schlieffen’s great rival, Sigismund 
von Schlichting. While Schlieffen left his mark on the history of strategic 
planning, Schlichting was crucial to the long-term development of mod-
ern military theory. Both of them substantially shaped German military 
thought throughout the period of this study.2 Schlichting, known only to a 
few specialists today, was the most creative Prussian theorist in the years 
after Moltke’s retirement.3 Schlichting’s work in revising Prussian tactics 
set the framework for the discussion of that basic problem throughout the 
decades between 1880 and 1914, while his theories on strategy formalized 
Moltke’s teachings on the broader conduct of war.4

Alfred von Schlieffen

Count Alfred von Schlieffen came into the world on 28 August 1833 in 
Berlin. His father had risen to the rank of major in the Prussian army 
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and was a landowner in Silesia. His credentials of eligibility for a com-
mission, presented to the Second Guards Uhlan Regiment in 1853, were 
impeccable. His paternal grandfather had been a Prussian officer, while 
his mother’s father had been a civil servant. The Schlieffen clan, raised 
to the rank of count in 1812, was a distinguished Uradel family whose 
original title, of Danish origin, dated to at least 1444.5 The military tradi-
tion dominated Alfred’s generation as well as those of his predecessors. 
Two brothers became Prussian generals, and a third was killed in the 
Franco-Prussian War. His wife, a cousin, was the daughter of a Prussian 
officer. The Schlieffen family retained its membership in the Lutheran 
church, which may have been significant in shaping his personality. Re-
maining outside the official Evangelical church apparently did no harm 
to his career. As some historians have noted, his background of Hutterian 
Pietism may have had a major impact on his personality.

Schlieffen received his early education in a private school in Niesky 
and then attended a well-known humanistic Gymnasium in Berlin and 
the University of Berlin, rather than joining the cadet corps, which pro-
vided so many officers for the army.6 He entered the army as a one-year 
volunteer, possibly out of a reluctance to face any future war as an officer 
in the Landwehr. Even after receiving his commission, he doubted his 
prospects for a military career, in part because of his shortsightedness and 
in part because such careers were too dependent, as he put it, on luck and 
personality. Nevertheless, he persisted, perhaps because he had no en-
thusiasm for the legal profession, which seemed the only alternative for a 
person of his social class and background. He attended the War Academy 
(1858–1861) and gained regular admission to the General Staff. 

Although his early career was reasonably typical for a cavalry officer in 
the Guards Corps, Schlieffen had some interesting experiences during 
the wars of unification. He was within ten miles of Vienna when the 
cease-fire was signed in 1866.7 In the Franco-Prussian War he served as 
a General Staff officer with the Grand Duke of Mecklenburg. The duke’s 
mediocre performance resulted in the relief of his General Staff chief, an 
episode that temporarily cast a long shadow over Schlieffen’s own per-
formance and raised questions about his initiative and ability to make 
difficult decisions.8 In his official evaluations of Schlieffen’s performance, 
Moltke repeatedly noted that although Schlieffen was an excellent officer, 
he lacked the initiative and ability to make decisions. This, according to 
Moltke, made him unfit for high General Staff service and more suited for 
duty in the units. By 1875, Moltke had reversed his position, concluding 



GERMAN THEORY AND DOCTRINE TO 1914  : 133

that Schlieffen was entirely acceptable for high positions in the General 
Staff.9

Following the death of his wife in 1872, Schlieffen turned his full at-
tention to his military duties with a relentless determination that was re-
markable even for General Staff officers.10 Most contemporaries agreed 
that Schlieffen became fanatically devoted to his work, that he drove his 
subordinates to the limits of their abilities, and that he showed no regard 
for the finer aspects of life such as family and holidays. Schlieffen be-
came equally famous for his keen intelligence and memory, his biting sar-
casm, and his vicious intolerance of shortcomings in officers unfortunate 
enough to be subjected to his critiques after maneuvers or exercises.11 
Gerhard Ritter’s image of Schlieffen as a narrow military specialist, in-
terested only in the technical details of his profession, ignorant of the 
broader political issues, and devoid of other aspects of culture, has dom-
inated the scholarship.12 Others, particularly Schlieffen’s admirers, have 
attempted to modify this one-sided image by pointing out Schlieffen’s 
tenderness toward his daughters and his readings in philosophy (espe-
cially Nietzsche).13 Nevertheless, even admirers in the old General Staff 
sometimes unwittingly reinforced the stereotype while defending their 
former chief.14

In most respects, Schlieffen’s concepts of preparing the Prussian army 
for what he saw as the inevitable conflict with France and Russia were 
consistent with the principles of Moltke and Schlichting, even though 
the latter became one of Schlieffen’s most vocal critics. Schlieffen’s writ-
ings paralleled the course of his life following his appointment as chief 
of the General Staff. Prior to his retirement, Schlieffen’s main products 
were campaign plans and staff training exercises of various types, none 
of which were published until later. After his retirement, he produced a 
number of historical studies designed to prove the correctness of his the-
oretical views.15 Most of these studies represented his efforts to convince 
the officer corps, and perhaps posterity, to accept his ideas on strategy, 
although some served more mundane and immediate purposes.16 Ironi-
cally, Schlieffen left no theoretical work on strategy. Instead, his writings 
focused on practical problems and specific cases. Schlieffen clearly ac-
cepted Clausewitz’s view that war must serve the goals of strategy, but he 
apparently agreed with Moltke that military necessity had to take priority 
in campaign planning and execution.17
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Encounter Battles and Flanking Attacks

German theory under Schlieffen accepted the traditional Prussian view 
that warfare consists of two basic types of battles: the large-scale meet-
ing engagement (Begegnungsgefecht), in which advancing armies move di-
rectly and immediately from the march into large battles, and the battle 
against an enemy that had had time to deploy and develop a defensive 
position.18 Schlieffen thus also accepted (perhaps excessively) the concept, 
originated by Moltke and refined by Schlichting, that the entire process 
of the conduct of war—mobilization, deployment to the campaign area, 
initial large-scale movements (operations), and battles—should be linked 
in a single concept of the campaign.19 Schlieffen sometimes used the po-
tentially misleading term Gesamtschlacht (whole or all-inclusive battle) to 
characterize his concept of a single integrated campaign.

During the years he was formulating his ideas on flanking attacks and 
turning movements, Schlieffen drew his inspiration and examples pri-
marily from the experiences of Frederick the Great. Frederick’s brilliant 
victory at Leuthen seems to have been his primary historical inspiration.20 
In 1909, long after his retirement, Schlieffen encountered the first vol-
ume of Hans Delbrück’s History of the Art of War. He seized upon the 
Battle of Cannae as the perfect example of annihilation and shifted his 
emphasis from the single to the double envelopment. During the last 
years of his life, the old general cited this maneuver as the universal se-
cret of victory, even though he recognized that such a victory required a 
brilliant commander and a mainly incompetent opponent.21

The goal of all major battles—a point that Schlieffen constantly em-
phasized—is the annihilation of the enemy’s field forces. Only this, in 
Schlieffen’s view, could prevent the enemy from regrouping and forcing 
additional costly struggles. Unlike Schlichting, Schlieffen regarded the 
great Prussian victory at Königgrätz as only an “ordinary” victory because 
large parts of the Austrian army had escaped destruction and might have 
fought another day.22

Turning Movements and Annihilation

Schlieffen used the term “annihilation” in the Clausewitzian sense of de-
struction of the enemy army’s ability to continue to resist. Merely defeating 
the enemy army was not enough; its fighting strength had to be eliminated. 
Schlieffen argued that two elements were essential to achieve this goal. 
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The first was a deep strategic envelopment of the enemy’s flank or flanks 
and rear. The second, frequently overlooked, was immediate and aggres-
sive exploitation of tactical victories. He sometimes argued, based on his 
experiences in 1866, that only exploitation could assure the annihilation 
of a defeated enemy. Much of Schlieffen’s historical writing was an effort 
to prove that all great commanders sought this goal with these methods.23

Schlieffen does not entirely deserve the harsh criticism he has received 
for his allegedly excessive emphasis on battles of annihilation and his ex-
aggerated emphasis on flank attacks.24 While stressing turning movements 
and flanking attacks, Schlieffen also warned that breakthrough battles 
would sometimes be necessary to create conditions for maneuver and mo-
bile warfare. He particularly recognized that the extended battle lines that 
characterized the Russo-Japanese War showed that breakthroughs were 
both necessary and possible under some circumstances. Although Schlief-
fen warned that commanders must conduct their battles according to the 
dictates of local circumstances, his didactic exercises and his subsequent 
writings sought to train Prussia’s officer corps to look for what he regarded 
as the ideal solution: assaulting the enemy’s flanks. This was not as one-
sided as it might seem. He stressed that successful attacks usually required 
frontal assaults to fix the enemy so that flanking attacks could be successful. 
Despite Schlieffen’s emphasis on the turning aspects of his great plan, it 
would be a substantial injustice to conclude that he thought the army could 
entirely ignore other forms of campaigning and fighting battles.25

Schlieffen’s emphasis on strategic turning movements (Umgehung) 
and tactical flanking attacks (Umfassung) reflected his recognition of the 
clear superiority of defensive firepower and the likely costly failure of 
frontal attacks.26 He agreed with Schlichting that the extended nature of 
the modern theater of war required the commander to keep his reserves 
on the flanks, where the decision was expected, rather than in a central 
position, as conventional wisdom, with its strong emphasis on interior 
lines, required.27 Schlieffen and others were trying to avoid the bloody 
frontal attacks of 1870–1871. In all fairness, they can hardly be blamed for 
eschewing the very types of frontal attacks that proved so costly and futile 
between 1914 and 1918. 

Frontal Attacks

Although Schlieffen’s view of the conduct of a campaign was more rigid 
than that of Moltke or Schlichting, the Prussian army did not entirely 
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ignore the breakthrough battle or frontal assault. On the contrary, frontal 
assaults to fix the enemy’s center were always a feature of the army’s the-
ory on flanking attacks.28 Nor, contrary to popular opinion, did the army’s 
training of junior officers ignore the difficult problems of frontal attacks 
when they proved unavoidable.29 The Prussians, particularly Schlieffen, 
were convinced (probably correctly) that the French placed too much em-
phasis on frontal attacks in the alleged style of Napoleon.30 Schlieffen rec-
ognized that if both sides attempted to outflank the other, fronts would be 
extended and thinned out, making a breakthrough possible. The army’s 
manual for large-unit commanders concluded that breakthroughs were 
possible if fronts became too extended. Nevertheless, Schlieffen’s main 
point—that any attempt to achieve a frontal breakthrough should be a last 
resort and that frontal attacks were unlikely to be decisive—was a sensible 
one.31

Command and Control

In devising a solution to the challenges of commanding the large armies 
fielded by industrialized nations, Schlieffen at first accepted the position 
of Moltke and the long Prussian tradition of independent subordinate 
commanders, but he eventually adopted a different position, at least for 
large units. In his concluding remarks to the 1899 eastern General Staff 
ride, Schlieffen said the great expanse of a modern theater of war would 
prevent a commander from directly controlling his subordinates with 
“calm orders,” as was the case in war games. “The execution of move-
ments thus rests largely in the hands of subordinate commanders. They 
therefore have the duty to understand fully the intention of the supreme 
commander and to consider the entire situation not just that of their own 
units. They must conform and subordinate their decisions and orders to 
the higher intent.” He concluded that independence was necessary in de-
cision making and action, but subordinates could carry out their tasks 
only if they subordinated their actions to the higher intent.32

In his famous and controversial essay “Der Krieg in der Gegenwart,” 
published after his retirement, Schlieffen predicted that the supreme 
commander of the future would control his campaign in a well-appointed 
headquarters far in the rear, where he would use modern means of com-
munication to monitor developments and issue orders for battles as they 
developed.33 Schlieffen thus jettisoned Moltke’s faith that subordinate 
commanders could be relied on to keep their actions within the overall 
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plan of a campaign. He felt that the many misunderstandings and cases 
of outright disobedience that had occurred in 1866 and 1870–1871 would 
ruin a campaign in the modern age. Historians and some contemporaries 
have thus stressed his desire to limit subordinate initiative rather than 
regard it as an asset to be exploited.34 It should be noted that these limita-
tions applied primarily to commanders at the field army level. There is no 
reason to believe that Schlieffen wanted to limit subordinate initiative on 
the part of tactical commanders. Indeed, throughout his time, army doc-
trine and the writings of the General Staff continued to stress the need for 
subordinate initiative in conducting battles and engagements. 

Schlieffen’s views apparently became more rigid as time passed. In his 
closing remarks on the General Staff ride in the east in 1894, he said that 
modern conditions would require local deviations from the overall plan in 
the absence of orders from the supreme commander. In such cases, the 
responsibility for “an independent decision” rested on the subordinate 
commander, who nevertheless had to remain within the overall frame-
work of the operation.35 But as his plan continued to take shape, Schlief-
fen gradually became more critical both of Moltke’s methods and of his 
subordinates, and he eventually came to fear the potential failures of his 
subordinates as much as the actions of the enemy.36 Indeed, the strategic 
situation that had given birth to the plan seemed to provide an absolutely 
compelling reason to prevent modern subordinate commanders from act-
ing as Moltke’s had done.37

Two factors should be noted on this point. Schlieffen blamed some of 
Moltke’s problems on the fact that he was merely the chief of the Gen-
eral Staff and not a supreme commander (Feldherr) and thus lacked full 
authority. Schlieffen, moreover, did not concern himself with such ques-
tions in discussions with senior commanders. He did little if anything to 
restrict the independence of commanders at the lower levels, a principle 
deeply if perhaps imperfectly embedded in the army’s doctrinal manuals 
during his years as chief of the General Staff and one that has been largely 
overlooked. 

Schlieffen’s somewhat ambiguous teachings on subordinate indepen-
dence reflected the difficulties in reconciling conflicting views at a time 
when radios could not provide reliable and timely communications. Al-
though many have seen his “plan” as demanding rigid adherence to strict 
guidelines, Schlieffen often spoke of the necessity of encouraging inde-
pendent-minded subordinate commanders and even repeated Moltke’s 
admonition that no campaign plan lasted beyond the first encounter with 
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the main enemy force. German doctrinal manuals published during and 
after Schlieffen’s tenure as chief of the General Staff consistently called 
for independent action at all levels, not just in tactics.38

The problem, seemingly an impossible one to solve, was how to allow 
subordinates freedom to react to changing local situations and to exploit 
momentary advantages without endangering the larger plan. In this re-
spect, both Schlichting and Schlieffen warned that Moltke’s demand that 
commanders always march to the sound of the cannon thunder no longer 
applied. German doctrine in 1914 thus relied on commanders to use their 
judgment in adhering to their assigned tasks (Aufträge) while remaining 
within the overall intent of the directives or orders of their superiors.39 
This was entirely consistent with the long tradition of relying on the judg-
ment of senior officers, which went back at least to Scharnhorst.40 The 
problem, as Prussian theorists stressed, lay in execution and in educat-
ing commanders to reconcile conflicts as local conditions and individual 
situations demanded. Although many historians have harshly criticized 
Schlieffen’s emphasis on central control, his views and the theory of the 
Prussian army in 1914 were less restrictive than the doctrines of most 
modern armies. His views on campaign planning were certainly less de-
tailed and prescriptive than those held in current practice. 

Although Schlieffen is most famous for his strategic campaign plan of 
1905, he by no means ignored developments in weapons and tactics. The 
General Staff carefully studied the wars of German unification and sub-
sequent conflicts and recognized that great changes had occurred since 
Moltke’s writings on the power of the defensive form of fighting. Schlief-
fen fully understood that the growth of armies and the range of modern 
firearms had extended battlefronts substantially since the days of the wars 
of unification. He recognized that tactics would have to become more 
open than ever before and that merely sending out large numbers of skir-
mishers in front of closely packed columns would be of no avail. Although 
not directly responsible for tactical manuals and training, Schlieffen’s role 
as chief of the General Staff meant that he had considerable influence, 
and he generally supported reform efforts. Some of Schlieffen’s oppo-
nents, particularly Friedrich von Bernhardi, argued that Schlieffen’s ideas 
on tactics were outdated and too mechanical. This was a dubious proposi-
tion. Schlieffen’s ideas on campaign concepts in particular rested on the 
most realistic appraisal of modern tactical issues available prior to August 
1914.41

Historians should not be deceived into thinking that a single “Schlief-
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fen school” dominated military thought, tactics, command methods, or 
other aspects of the Prussian army between 1891 and 1914. Although a 
Schlieffen school composed of his adherents definitely existed both be-
fore and after the war, this group was by no means dominant.42 Schlieffen 
knew that not all Prussian officers accepted his ideas on strategy, com-
mand methods, or tactics. This knowledge undoubtedly influenced his 
growing dogmatism and his concern that the officer corps lacked the sin-
gle vision of war necessary to implement his concepts.43

Opponents there were between 1891 and 1914, but they by no means 
formed a unified or entirely progressive group. Many of their works re-
ceived serious study in the army, and many of their ideas were present in 
official German theory in 1914. In the realm of strategy and operations, 
the most influential of these rivals was Sigismund von Schlichting, a man 
whose name is largely unknown today but whose significance in the area 
of military theory has far outlived that of Schlieffen.44

Sigismund von Schlichting

Born in Berlin on 3 October 1829, Wilhelm Lorenz Sigismund von 
Schlichting had a nearly ideal background for a nineteenth-century Prus-
sian officer. The scion of a Silesian Uradel clan, Schlichting’s noble an-
cestry was traceable at least as far back as the year 1280. His father and 
grandfather had been Prussian officers, the former a general. His mother, 
Emilie von Warburg, was the daughter of an East Elbian landowner, and 
his wife, Marie Countess von Zieten, was the daughter of a distinguished 
civil servant. Only in its religion did the Schlichting family show any 
variation from the typical background of Prussia’s imperial-era generals. 
Schlichting belonged to the branch of the Lutherans that had refused 
amalgamation with the official Evangelical church of Prussia early in the 
nineteenth century.

Educated in the cadet corps, Schlichting joined the elite Seventh 
Grenadier Regiment as an officer candidate in 1847 and, after being 
commissioned in 1848, saw combat against Polish insurgents. He later 
commanded a company in the Third Guards Grenadier Regiment for five 
years, including the campaign against Austria in 1866. He served as a 
battalion commander in the Franco-Prussian War and received the Iron 
Cross Second Class. He later commanded a regiment, a brigade, a divi-
sion, and, finally, XIV Corps (1888–1896). During those years he was also 
a General Staff officer and one of the leading intellects of the army.45
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After the war against Austria, Schlichting’s career took a turn when he 
was assigned to a General Staff position in the newly formed 18th Divi-
sion in Flensburg. His selection to the General Staff without having at-
tended the War Academy was somewhat out of the ordinary, but he was by 
no means unique in this regard.46 However, assignment to a position with 
the Truppengeneralstab (General Staff of the units) without a probationary 
period with the General Staff in Berlin was most unusual. 

Schlichting’s career followed the normal pattern for General Staff of-
ficers, with alternating assignments between General Staff positions in 
Berlin or with units and command at the level appropriate to his advanc-
ing rank. He had the opportunity to observe the great Russian maneuvers 
near Warsaw in 1875 and later did the same in Italy. He attended lectures 
at the University of Berlin and read widely in the classics; he was familiar 
with Shakespeare and Goethe.47

Schlichting eventually became widely recognized in the General Staff 
for his incisive and elegant reports, and his views became known to wider 
audiences through his presentations to the Military Society in Berlin. 
Schlichting’s reputation was sufficient to allow him to withstand a criti-
cal report by Generalquartiermeister Count Alfred von Waldersee, who dis-
agreed with some of his views on military issues.48

Schlichting’s contributions to the history of the Prussian army were 
manifold. His lengthy efforts to reform combat procedures reached a 
successful conclusion in 1888 with the publication of the Prussian ar-
my’s first modern infantry regulations.49 Schlichting was thus one of the 
fathers of tactical flexibility and initiative on the part of junior leaders, 
which, rightly or wrongly, became one of the most respected hallmarks 
of German combat performance in both world wars. He later extended 
his views to the sphere of strategy and sought to explain how command-
ers should conduct warfare under modern conditions. Between 1879 and 
1909 he emerged as the chief spokesman for a substantial group of of-
ficers who sought to address the changes wrought by technical advances 
and the growth of mass armies. 

Most Prussian theorists realized that fundamental changes had oc-
curred at least since midcentury and particularly since 1871. Despite the 
continuing hope for a short war, most writers recognized that massive 
armies could not be defeated in a single battle. The criticism that Prussian 
officers failed to accept that the single decisive battle was no longer feasi-
ble has some foundation in the army’s theory, but it should not be taken 
too far. Many realized that decisive battles would have to give way to ex-
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tended and lengthy campaigns with many engagements and battles.50 The 
1910 manual for large-unit commanders made that point quite clear.51 
Armies of millions had replaced the preindustrial armies of Frederick, 
Napoleon, and even Moltke. From Goltz to Schlieffen, the question of the 
Millionenheer dominated discussions on the nature of warfare. This was 
also the essence of Schlichting’s writing on strategy. 

The Distributed Battlefield

Schlichting insisted that the Prussian army must abandon its reliance 
on the study of Napoleon and earlier commanders. Instead, he said, the 
study of war should turn to the campaigns of Helmuth von Moltke, who, 
in Schlichting’s view, had overturned the Napoleonic model entirely.52 
Moltke had seemingly resolved the twin problems of improvements in 
weapons and the growth of armies by a series of theoretical breakthroughs 
that he then successfully put into practice in the wars of German unifica-
tion. Moltke had linked mobilization, strategic deployment, and the initial 
moves toward the anticipated point of battle, combining all three fun-
damental elements into a single strategic concept. Of equal importance, 
Moltke had developed the idea of separate and largely independent armies 
whose movements (operations) would effect the final strategic deploy-
ment during the course of the major battle rather than before it. Although 
Moltke’s methods seemed to violate the basic principle of concentration, 
subjecting the separated parts of the army to defeat in detail, Schlichting 
argued that they had created a new paradigm of warfare.53

Tactical envelopments (Umfassung) had become much more difficult 
during the nineteenth century as the range of weapons increased and the 
size of armies grew. As Moltke had written, conducting a flanking move-
ment and a resulting flank attack within the range of modern weapons 
was exceedingly difficult. Extension of fighting fronts, caused by both 
the greater tactical width of formations and the increase in the number 
of units, created an additional barrier to traditional flank attacks. Large 
armies using weapons with extended ranges were able to extend their 
fronts into long defensive lines and thus avoid being outflanked or encir-
cled. The result was that battles had lost much of their decisiveness. Even 
if defeated in a frontal battle, the defender could usually retreat in good 
order to another defensive position. There, the attacker might have to pay 
the same steep price for yet another partial victory. 

The purpose of annihilating the enemy force was to reach a rapid de-
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cision and avoid subsequent costly battles. To achieve this, Prussian the-
orists were willing to take great risks and suffer substantial casualties, 
which would likely be fewer than those suffered in a second battle or a 
series of battles. As noted earlier, this concept of annihilation, which had 
its roots in Frederick the Great and Clausewitz, did not imply destruction 
of the enemy state.54

Schlichting argued that Napoleon, maneuvering with much smaller 
armies and fighting on more limited battlefields, had nearly always con-
centrated his forces before the battle and outside the immediate reach of 
the enemy. As had normally been the case with Frederick the Great, move-
ments to the battlefield and conduct of the battle itself were quite different 
and separate acts in Napoleon’s day, according to Schlichting. Relying on 
Napoleon’s own writings and careful analyses of his campaigns, Schlicht-
ing skillfully argued that regardless of how Napoleon moved his armies 
through the theater of war to the battlefield, he always tried to unite his 
forces before the battle began. This frequently enabled him to defeat the 
enemy in detail and avoid suffering the same fate himself.55

Schlichting believed that several factors had rendered this approach 
to movement and combat obsolete. The improved range, accuracy, and 
rate of fire of modern weapons had expanded the battlefield and made 
flanking movements within the range of enemy fire extremely costly or 
impossible. Schlichting concluded that frontal assaults had little prospect 
of success against an enemy that had deployed his forces, and even if they 
were successful, as in 1870, the attacker would suffer excessive casual-
ties. At the same time, expansion of the armies on both sides, combined 
with widening frontages of individual units, had extended the battlefield’s 
breadth and depth to an extent undreamed of in Napoleon’s time or even 
in the days of Moltke. This produced the problem of what Schlichting 
called the “parallel battle,” in which long lines of units on both sides 
fought indecisively for days or even weeks, producing heavy casualties 
and indecisive results. 

Schlichting concluded that, by combining the strategic movement of 
the separated parts of the armies with the initial engagements, Moltke’s 
methods offered the prospect of making battles decisive again. Moltke, 
in arguing against concentrating the army prior to the battle, had con-
cluded that the armies of the late nineteenth century could neither move 
effectively nor provision themselves if they were concentrated before the 
decision was at hand. A premature concentration, he said, was a disas-
ter in and of itself. Instead, Moltke had developed his idea of “separated 
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armies,” in which the original mobilization led to an initial deployment 
of widely separated parts of the entire field army. These parts, usually 
consisting of field armies of two or more corps, used different roads and 
railroads to converge on the enemy from different directions. This final 
concentration was completed only during the battle, not on the prior day 
or at some earlier time. A properly executed campaign, using wide sepa-
rations between independently moving field armies, allowed the attacker 
to engage the enemy in the flanks and rear, thus forcing him to fight with 
reversed fronts under disadvantageous circumstances. By avoiding purely 
frontal attacks against the enemy’s chosen line of defense, such a proce-
dure could achieve quick and decisive results.56

Schlichting attempted to turn this concept into a new and more clearly 
defined system than had Moltke, who was always reluctant to create any 
kind of formal theory. This concept differed from what many Prussians 
regarded as those of Napoleon in two fundamental ways, both of which 
seemed fraught with danger. First, a conscious decision not to concentrate 
one’s entire army was both new and risky. An army attempting such a ma-
neuver without substantial numerical superiority could be outflanked or 
have its weak center crushed by a counterattack. Second, because of the 
great distances involved and the primitive nature of communications, the 
separated field armies were beyond the direct control of the High Com-
mand. The latter therefore had to entrust the fate of the campaign to the 
field army commanders. This raised Schlichting’s demands for tactical 
independence to the highest levels of large-unit command. Since Moltke, 
not Schlichting, originated the basic idea, perhaps it would be more accu-
rate to say that Schlichting’s theories extended Moltke’s ideas on strategy 
to the lowest tactical unit—to the individual rifleman. 

Schlichting took his analysis to its logical conclusion by arguing that 
these methods reflected fundamental changes in the nature of war itself 
rather than the personal concepts of an individual that might be accepted 
or rejected by others. He argued that some of these characteristics had 
been obvious as early as Solferino, even though neither party had recog-
nized what was really taking place. Since these changes were inherent in 
the nature of warfare, Schlichting concluded that the antiquated picture 
of battle based on Clausewitz’s interpretation of Napoleon should be dis-
carded.57

Schlichting combined these ideas into a sketchily outlined view of 
war in which large field armies, moving separately and with only limited 
contact with one another and with the High Command, met the enemy 
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in a series of encounter battles. He placed great faith in the telegraph 
as a means of communications with these far-flung armies, but he was 
also quite willing to trust local commanders’ ability to win their battles 
while remaining within the framework of the overall concept. Europe’s 
improving road network gave commanders more flexibility to move di-
vided and fight united at the end of concentric movements. Schlichting’s 
theory maintained the Prussian army’s traditional division of war into 
two kinds—positional (Stellungskrieg) and mobile (Bewegungskrieg)—but 
he warned that an army conducting mobile warfare might encounter new 
problems in the modern era.58

Schlieffen accepted much of Schlichting’s interpretation of the rela-
tionship between individual battles and the campaign as a whole, but 
his terminology has misled many subsequent writers. Because German 
theory had not developed the modern concept of “levels of war,” Schlief-
fen used the dual idea of the “entire battle” (Gesamtschlacht) to charac-
terize the large campaign (operational) framework and “partial battles” 
(Teilschlachten), where actual combat took place. The former, in essence a 
campaign concept, gave meaning and direction to the latter.59

Schlichting argued that an army conducting a war of movement un-
der modern circumstances had to be prepared to make two very different 
kinds of attacks. Usually, he thought, armies would encounter each other 
in a series of meeting engagements in which advance guards would fight 
the opening round while commanders rushed one or more columns for-
ward in such a manner as to strike the enemy in the flank or rear, while 
fixing his front with another column. This type of combat would typify 
battles in which neither side had an opportunity to prepare extensive de-
fensive positions. 

Schlichting warned that a second kind of combat was also possible, 
even likely, under modern conditions: attacks against prepared positions. 
Such attacks would be fundamentally different from those resulting di-
rectly from the strategic movement of armies. A prepared defense could 
be overcome only by a prepared attack. Schlichting warned against exces-
sive haste in attacking prepared positions and cautioned that a success-
ful attack would require careful preparations, a gradual reduction of the 
strength of the defense, and an assault theory quite different from the 
constant search for rapid action that was desirable under other circum-
stances. He further predicted that wars between armies of approximately 
equal size, skill, and leadership would produce many such battles, since 
both sides would maneuver and position themselves to counter hostile 
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flanking movements. The Prussian army, he argued, should study the “par-
allel battle,” because this type of combat was very likely in the congested 
areas of the potential front along Germany’s western border.60 Whereas 
an encounter battle united the attack with the strategic deployment and 
movement, an attack against a prepared position required a division of 
these two acts into separate undertakings. Schlichting criticized Schlief-
fen for the General Staff’s excessive emphasis on turning movements and 
flanking attacks and frequently cited the massive “parallel battles” of the 
Russo-Japanese War in support of this argument.61 Schlichting, joined on 
this issue by Friedrich von Bernhardi, argued that Schlieffen’s one-sided 
views had distorted both his and the General Staff’s writings on military 
history and its studies of war and training exercises.62

Schlichting rejected Schlieffen’s idea that the commander should re-
main in his headquarters far to the rear of the advancing armies. Instead, 
he argued, the commander should go forward to the decisive point of the 
campaign. Schlieffen had feared that the commander would lose control 
of the larger course of events if he moved away from the army’s com-
munications center. Schlichting argued that the commander could best 
remain in control and prevent arbitrary action by subordinates by going 
forward with the advance elements. Both realized the danger of field army 
commanders departing from the overall intent of the campaign plan if left 
entirely on their own.63 Schlichting, reflecting Moltke’s earlier statements, 
had less faith in the telegraph and telephone, fearing that they would re-
duce subordinates’ initiative. His views were entirely in line with those of 
Moltke, who was both suspicious of modern means of communication 
and willing to tolerate the independence of subordinate commanders if it 
were not taken to excess.64

Several of the Prussian army’s most distinguished writers challenged 
Schlichting’s strategic theory with great vigor. The ensuing debate, which 
lasted into the First World War and beyond, reveals the complexities 
that confronted military men everywhere during those decades of great 
change and conflicting evidence. Opposition to Schlichting came first 
from another now-forgotten Prussian general, Albert von Boguslawski.65 
A respected thinker and commander, Boguslawski denied the existence of 
any fundamental differences between Napoleon and Moltke.66 He insisted 
that the basic foundations of strategy had remained unchanged from the 
time of Frederick the Great to the modern day. He denied that Napoleon 
had always tried to unite his forces before beginning a battle and argued 
that Napoleon’s campaigns of 1813–1815 were quite similar to Moltke’s 
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of 1866.67 He argued that Schlichting’s view was too one-sided, an inter-
esting accusation against the officer who was primarily responsible for 
creating the less formal procedures of the Prussian infantry regulations 
published from 1888 to 1914.68

Soon others joined the fray. The illustrious Colmar von der Goltz 
agreed with Schlichting that Moltke’s methods were quite different from 
Napoleon’s, but he denied that they reflected any fundamental change in 
warfare. Instead, Goltz argued, either method might be used with mod-
ern armies, an ironic position for the man whose book The Nation in Arms 
did more to popularize the mass armies of the late nineteenth century 
than any other single piece of literature.69 Goltz’s second book, which at-
tracted much attention just before the turn of the century but is largely 
overlooked today, contained his own theories on the conduct of war.70 
Goltz made few if any references to the dispute over Schlichting’s views, 
but he consistently illustrated his theoretical hypotheses with examples 
drawn from Napoleon. In his section on the planning of operations, Goltz 
assumed in passing that an army would effect “concentration prior to 
battle.”71 In a subsequent chapter on offensive action, Goltz argued that 
either method, Napoleon’s or Moltke’s, could produce favorable results in 
modern war, depending on the circumstances.72

Friedrich von Bernhardi and Baron Hugo von Freytag-Loringhoven, 
who otherwise had little in common, entered the ranks of those opposed 
to Schlichting on this issue.73 Some of those who had previously objected 
to Schlichting’s reform of the army’s infantry tactics now argued that 
his concepts at all levels destroyed discipline and reduced the battlefield 
to confused chaos, a criticism of Moltke later made popular by J. F. C. 
Fuller.74 Schlichting’s views, they argued, created a formalism and rigidity 
in the same measure as the alleged methods of Napoleon, whom Schlicht-
ing had so strongly criticized. General Wilhelm von Scherff, one of the 
Prussian army’s most prolific and illustrious theoreticians, had previously 
criticized Schlichting’s insistence on open-order infantry tactics, and he 
now strongly attacked Schlichting’s strategic views as well.75

Command and Initiative

In constructing his interpretation of Moltke’s methods of conducting op-
erations, Schlichting had extended his tactical concepts of subordinate 
independence and initiative to the commanders of field armies. Rely-
ing on the writings of Clausewitz, Moltke, and Scharnhorst, Schlichting 
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stressed that modern command required general directives rather than 
detailed and inflexible orders in the execution of plans. Too much detail, 
he argued, was dangerous, since circumstances could not be foreseen.76 
Indeed, in a view that became commonplace before the First World War, 
he argued that the independence of subordinate commanders at all levels 
was the noblest German characteristic in war. No one, he stated, would 
want to return to the practices of strict control that had typified the meth-
ods of Frederick and Napoleon.77

This point proved to be less controversial than the issue of separated 
armies. Even Freytag-Loringhoven, critical of Schlichting on other issues, 
endorsed the view that the encouragement of initiative in commanders, 
which Moltke had made the basis of tactics and strategy, was a vast im-
provement over Napoleon’s failure to develop his subordinates.78 Despite 
some reservations expressed by people such as Goltz and Boguslawski, 
the principle of independent subordinate commanders had become one 
of the fundamental pillars of the Prussian approach to war by 1914.79 Al-
though one can argue the merits of this idea in either its past or its pres-
ent application, it was definitely a major step toward modern warfare as 
it evolved in the West. Few slogans have become more generalized in 
modern armed forces than that of the decentralized execution of broad 
directives.80

One must consult a number of official and semiofficial sources to find 
this theory in any detail. No single document set it forth, and no combi-
nation of official regulations or publications was intended to be sufficient 
for officers to learn the theory and understand it.81 The army taught its 
officers that they must read the tactical and historical studies of many 
privately published authors to develop proficiency in this area.82 Among 
those books required for reading at the War Academy were Schlichting’s 
Taktische und strategische Grundsätze der Gegenwart. The key challenge was 
commanding the far-flung field armies in a manner that would keep them 
within the framework of the theater-wide campaign yet allow them to con-
duct local battles as circumstances required.

Origins of Tactical Theory

Turning to the Prussian army’s system of tactics and command going into 
the First World War, one must bear in mind that three related but distinct 
streams of tradition and thought had come together by 1906. The first 
was based on Moltke’s theories of strategy and large-scale movements 
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(operations). The second was the emerging tactical thought as outlined 
in the evolving infantry manuals, which sought to create a tactical system 
within the larger framework that was consistent with developments in 
warfare since the wars of unification. The third was the more narrow and 
specific military strategy developed by Schlieffen and continued by the 
younger Moltke. 

The first drew on the traditions of Scharnhorst and Clausewitz, as mod-
ified by changes in firepower and army size. It was essentially a broad the-
ory of the nature of war. The second was an extension of the first, reflecting 
not merely the tactical implementation of the larger theory of war but also 
the education and training of the officer corps, the army’s force structure, 
and the ethos of the entire army. The third reflected a vision, perhaps too 
narrow, of the strategic requirements of the German Empire under the 
political circumstances created by the emergence of the two great power 
blocs in Europe after 1895. No single doctrinal manual or official publica-
tion laid this out in the manner of some modern Western manuals. In-
deed, the German army assumed that its official regulations were a mere 
starting point, an introduction to the theory of war; officers had to study 
on their own in order to apply their judgments in the great varieties of war. 
Reproducing that theory today is a very complicated matter.

At the outset, it is important to note that the Prussian army considered 
the issues of tactics and command to be inextricably linked. The Prussian 
army thus did not develop a separate theory of leadership, which has been 
so firmly established in modern practice. Indeed, Prusso-German theory, 
from Moltke through the Second World War, defined tactics as the art of 
commanding units in battle (Truppenführung), and it defined command as 
the art of conducting battle.83 In a broader sense, the German definition, 
which went back to Bülow and Clausewitz, defined tactics as the conduct 
of battles, as opposed to strategy, which was the art of leading armies or 
conducting war.84

The Prussian army’s system of command and tactics rested on three 
fundamental pillars: the perceived realities of the battlefield, Prussia’s 
(and later Germany’s) strategic situation, and the army’s preferred style 
of war. The last was closely related to the structure of the army, the social 
composition and ethos of its officer corps, and a host of other consid-
erations. Although the Prussian army emerged victorious from its wars 
against Austria in 1866 and France in 1870–1871, its more insightful lead-
ers realized that the tactical system of those wars, founded in part on the 
infantry regulations of 1847, had outlived its usefulness. Those regula-
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tions had provided more flexibility than earlier manuals and had defined 
the company column preceded by skirmishers as the primary tactical for-
mation.85 Many commanders were unwilling to use the more dispersed 
formations called for in the regulations and to risk the accompanying loss 
of control.86 Changes ordered by Prince Wilhelm (later King and Emperor 
Wilhelm I) in 1853 and 1854 made the first efforts to allow individual in-
fantrymen and squads to adapt to the requirements of the needle gun and 
subsequent improvements in rifles, but they were in fact a retreat from 
the most progressive notions of the regulations.87

The great losses suffered by Prussian infantry regiments in the victo-
ries of 1870–1871 provided the impetus to adapt the army’s tactics to the 
firepower of modern weapons, which Moltke had advocated many years 
previously. Little real progress was made, and the Prussian army spent the 
next seventeen years clinging to the outmoded forms of 1847. Thought-
ful officers recognized that the army’s training suffered, as even the best 
commanders had difficulty adapting their tactical training to the demands 
of the old regulations.88

Schlichting became the chief (but by no means the only) spokesman for 
those who wanted to make radical changes in the army’s offensive tactics. 
He wanted to abolish the battalion column and other standard formations 
and allow commanders at all levels to rely on their own judgment in de-
termining the forms to use in any given attack. He warned that the costly 
attacks of 1870–1871 could not be repeated and feared that any frontal 
attack that depended on the attacker’s infantry firepower would fail, espe-
cially against entrenched defenders. He wanted to require infantry com-
manders to prepare their attacks carefully by adapting their plans to the 
infinite varieties of terrain and other circumstances, rather than to attack 
immediately in a manner predetermined by regulations. He also stressed 
a careful search for vulnerable flanks. Schlichting trusted relatively junior 
officers to determine the methods to be used on the battlefield. Tactics, he 
wrote, are determined by commanders, not by regulations.89

Because this approach empowered, even obligated, commanders to 
adapt their tactics to their assigned tasks (Aufträge), it acquired the now- 
famous term Auftragstaktik.90 The army’s regulations rarely used the term, 
while private and semiofficial writings used it only occasionally. Giving 
small-unit commanders a substantial degree of freedom of action in the 
tactical realm was a new concept for the Prussian army. It sprang not 
from the army’s long-established principles of initiative for subordinate 
commanders leading large units but rather from reformers’ reactions 
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to the improved firearms and extended battlefields that emerged in the 
mid-nineteenth century. 

The opposing tactical concept also acquired a slogan, Normaltaktik 
(standard tactics). Its most prominent advocates were Albert von Bogu-
slawski and, above all, Wilhelm von Scherff, both prominent writers and 
generals. Neither wanted to retain the outdated formations of the pre-
1870 infantry manual. Instead, they advocated a greater reliance on the 
infantry’s offensive firepower (as opposed to the shock of the traditional 
infantry charge), reliance on company (not battalion) columns in move-
ments to the front line, and masses of riflemen in extended formations 
for the firefight and close assault.91 Scherff and his supporters wanted to 
establish a few standard formations to achieve fire superiority for frontal 
attacks against both prepared and unprepared enemy defensive positions. 
Boguslawski and Scherff were less concerned with a commander’s ex-
ploiting terrain than with his maintaining control over his men.92

The common ground shared by the two schools of thought was the 
recognition that firepower, either offensive or defensive, would dominate 
future battlefields and that, as a result, the army would have to improve 
its individual training and change its infantry tactics. The two most im-
portant differences involved whether the defender (in Schlichting’s view) 
or the attacker (in Scherff’s view) would actually have the fire superiority 
that both regarded as essential, and the feasibility of extending the princi-
ples of initiative and independence of action to junior infantry command-
ers. One author characterized this debate as a contest between reformers 
and “old Prussianism,” which stressed the army’s traditional reliance on 
authority and discipline.93 For nearly twenty years, the army’s official and 
semiofficial literature brimmed with discussions of these and related 
questions. 

Finally, in 1888, Emperor Friedrich III ordered the corps commanders to 
submit proposals for changes, a clear recognition of their potentially deci-
sive role in training. He subsequently commissioned a committee headed 
by Schlichting to produce the final product. Following Friedrich III’s un-
timely death after a reign of only ninety-nine days, Wilhelm II (1888–1918) 
came to the throne and continued to support the reformers. Wilhelm’s 
introduction to the manual warned the officer corps against resisting the 
new procedures and threatened retirement for those who did. The new 
manual was particularly timely, since it appeared in the same year that the 
introduction of smokeless powder and smaller-caliber rifles increased the 
need to adapt tactics to the evolving weaponry of the battlefield.94
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1888 Infantry Regulations

The central feature of the 1888 infantry regulations was the abolition of all 
drills not directly relevant to tactical situations and all preordained forms 
(described with the pejorative term Schema).95 The manual became the 
first to define the differences between meeting engagements and planned 
attacks against a deployed enemy force. It extended freedom of tactical 
action and form through the companies and platoons down to the individ-
ual soldier. This became a permanent feature of the army’s theory (lasting 
until the end of the Second World War), and many came to see the mobile 
warfare described in the manual as the unique preserve and specialty of 
the Prussian army. This confidence became the basis of a variety of con-
cepts and of a willingness to embark on campaigns even in the face of 
undoubted enemy numerical superiority. 

The regulations required open-order tactics at all levels, as had previ-
ously been the case for skirmishers, and this became the first of the ar-
my’s regular infantry manuals to apply to Jäger and Schützen battalions.96 
The regulations stressed fire superiority rather than massed assault as 
the basis for attacking the enemy’s defensive position. In the attack, a 
battalion deployed a strong forward line of skirmishers, followed by com-
panies in column until further directed by their commanders. Reserves 
followed to strengthen the forward line of riflemen as it deployed for the 
final assault. The regulations recommended flexibility in the density of 
the infantry firing line, with a company front of about 100 yards (or me-
ters) in the attack. A company, however, should not deploy its full strength 
along its front; it should keep one or more platoons in reserve.97 Infantry 
formations, then, would be much less dense than a simple comparison of 
company or battalion fronts with total manpower strength might suggest. 

On the question of command, the regulations applied Moltke’s prin-
ciples of large-unit command to the smallest tactical elements.98 The 
sections on regimental combat instructed commanders to assign individ-
ual tasks to battalions and leave the type and form of combat to them. 
Recognizing that the battalion commander lacked both the time and the 
means to control individual companies as they moved into combat, the 
regulations directed him to give the companies clear tasks (Aufträge) but 
to leave the means of accomplishing them to their commanders. Com-
pany commanders were thus responsible for deciding the place and time 
of the final phase of an engagement, neither of which could be deter-
mined in advance. Within the dispersed tactical formations, companies, 
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platoons, and even squads must be capable of the independent execution 
of assigned tasks. Within this framework, the regulations recognized the 
problem of control and the possible contradictions between maintaining 
effective control and allowing independent action. The solution lay in for-
mulating clear orders, immediately restoring unit cohesion and control 
after the confusion created by combat, and keeping the common goals in 
mind. Such problems were the price of tactical success in modern battle. 
The regulations adopted Moltke’s older wording in the 1869 Instructions 
for Large Unit Commanders in admonishing leaders that omissions and 
neglect were graver errors than mistakes in the means chosen.99

The new infantry regulation did not find universal favor within the 
officer corps. Scherff, continuing his criticism of Schlichting’s approach, 
condemned the 1888 manual for its excessive grant of freedom of action 
to lower-ranking commanders. Boguslawski criticized the lack of stan-
dard forms. Scherff and others demanded a renewed emphasis on the 
concept of a “normal attack,” which would provide a few basic procedures 
as frameworks for engagements. They criticized the “individualized at-
tack” of 1888 and claimed it would not bring decisive strength to bear at 
the proper time and place. Some senior commanders stubbornly clung 
to the tactics of 1870 and refused to adopt the provisions of the new reg-
ulations. By 1891, serious opposition had become apparent, even in the 
emperor’s maneuvers.100

Various high-ranking officers joined in the defense of preordained 
standard tactical formations.101 Some feared that the army’s junior officers 
would simply be unable to master the complicated tactics outlined in the 
regulations and pointed out that great differences arose even with a single 
corps.102 Others, including such luminaries as Baron Hugo von Freytag- 
Loringhoven and August Keim, objected that the new regulations did not 
go far enough in liberalizing tactical forms.103 This debate reflected the 
essential issues that endured in 1914: conducting battles with extended 
tactical formations and maintaining control of subordinate units and 
commanders by brigade and battalion commanders. Schlichting’s retire-
ment in 1896 gave his opponents renewed opportunities to return to the 
older, more formalized tactics in use before 1888.104 

Over the next eighteen years, the Prussian army grappled with the 
changes in warfare and the continuing contradictions outlined above. 
Gradually, a loose and uneasy consensus developed on many of the points 
at issue, and the arguments began to center around the increasingly dom-
inant question of defensive firepower and the “crisis of the battle”—that 
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is, how the attacker was to advance the final 300 yards or so to a final close 
assault on the enemy’s defensive positions. Eventually, the Prussian army 
had to face the prospect of reconsidering the 1888 regulations.

Accordingly, in 1905 King and Emperor Wilhelm II authorized a new 
commission to revise the army’s infantry regulations. The royal order 
establishing the commission instructed it to improve infantry combat 
training by considering (1) previously approved changes to the 1888 regu-
lations, (2) progress in weapons, and (3) lessons of recent wars and peace-
time experiences. The commission was led by a former commander of the 
Guards Corps, General Max von Bock und Polach, and two officers who 
later achieved prominence in the First World War, Karl von Bülow and 
Emil von Eichhorn.105 All three were General Staff officers, and two (Bock 
and Eichhorn) were graduates of the War Academy.

Ascertaining the main lessons of the two most recent conflicts, the 
Boer and Russo-Japanese Wars, was no simple matter, as the conclusions 
seemed to be in conflict. The commission rejected the most extreme form 
of open-order swarms of skirmishers, the so-called Boer tactics, in favor 
of the more formal and drill-based methods used by the Japanese in Man-
churia. Many German officers favored this approach because the Japanese 
had relied on Jacob Meckel’s interpretation of the German regulations of 
1888 and because their attacks usually possessed sufficient energy and 
self-sacrifice to succeed. Bülow was the driving force behind this view. 
He favored more drill in tactical training than did some of the others, al-
though he was less committed to prescribed formations than were Meckel 
and others.106

The commission drew a number of basic lessons from the Russo- 
Japanese War. These included reliance on the infantry as the main arm, 
cooperation of infantry and artillery as a prominent feature of combat, 
attacking prepared positions only after greater preparation than had previ-
ously been prescribed, making reconnaissance an unconditional require-
ment, shedding of soldiers’ backpacks before combat, use of sandbags by 
attacking infantry for protection under some circumstances, and finding 
more effective ways to fight in built-up areas.107 In 1906 these and many 
similar concepts found their way into the new regulations.

1906 Infantry Regulations

The new infantry regulations were something of a landmark, in that they 
combined elements from the 1888 version with topics normally reserved 
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for the field service regulations, the instructions for large-unit command-
ers, and the marksmanship regulations. There were also new sections on 
combined arms within the framework of the infantry attack.108

Like its predecessors, the 1906 regulations stressed offensive warfare 
in broad terms and devoted the bulk of tactical discussions to the attack. 
They identified three basic forms of the tactical offensive: encounter en-
gagements, attacks on an enemy deployed for defense, and attacks on 
fortified positions, either field positions or fortresses. In all cases, the 
regulations strengthened the 1888 prohibition on preordained templates 
for tactical action with the oft-quoted conclusion of the section on the 
attack: “Every schematization of the methods of attack is forbidden.”109 
Paraphrasing Clausewitz and Moltke, the manual cautioned that only the 
simple produced success, and it forbade all artificialities (Kunsteleien).110 

Numerous prewar handbooks stressed this need for tactical flexibility, cit-
ing both the 1888 and the 1906 regulations.111

On the critical issues of extended formations, advances by small 
groups, and command, the 1906 regulations continued in the tradition 
of the 1888 regulations and may be seen as a victory by the disciples of 
Schlichting over those of Scherff.112 In the infantry firing line, the reg-
ulations allowed the commander to establish intervals according to cir-
cumstances but defined firing lines with intervals of two paces or less as 
“dense” and those with intervals of more than two as “loose.”113 In open 
formations, the regulations established the platoon as the basic unit for 
fire and movement but gave the commander the flexibility to move his 
unit forward in half platoons or squads if necessary, and they called for an 
advance by individual crawling when circumstances warranted.114 A more 
complete change from the formal tactics of 1812 and 1847 could hardly 
have been envisioned. Above all, in a clear if subsequently disregarded 
presaging of the 1918 regulations, the 1906 manual recognized that the 
platoon, rather than the company or the battalion, would usually be the 
unit responsible for movement and fire in open-order formations.115

On the issue of command and subordinate initiative, the regulations 
emphasized both discipline and independence, while extending the prin-
ciple of initiative down to the platoon, the squad, and even the individual 
rifleman.116 The Prussian system of orders stressed brevity in content, 
speed in transmission, and flexibility in form. Orders below division level 
were to be verbal and were supposed to reflect the same flexibility allowed 
commanders in choosing their tactical formations.117 The Prussian ap-
proach stressed speed in evaluating situations and the rapid transmission 
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of very brief orders, a principle inculcated into officer training from the 
War Academy downward. At the lower levels, therefore, the army’s com-
mand system was entirely consistent with its tactical doctrine.118

The publication of the 1906 regulations did not end the debate on in-
fantry tactics.119 Critics soon objected to the new regulations, sometimes 
on opposite grounds. General Gottlieb von Haeseler, one of the army’s 
most illustrious corps commanders, criticized the new manual because 
its definition of the three kinds of basic attacks marked a retreat from the 
more flexible approach of its predecessor. He warned that training to that 
model would leave the army unprepared for the myriad variations a real 
war would produce.120 Bernhardi, ever the critic, attacked the manual for 
its underlying emphasis on flanking attacks and warned that its meth-
ods would not work against an enemy that knew the German methods.121 

Others, continuing in the tradition of Meckel and Scherff, criticized the 
manual on the grounds that it relied too heavily on free forms and fire-
power and not enough on prearranged maneuvers and the moral power 
of the massed use of the bayonet.122 Freytag-Loringhoven also warned that 
the imagined encounter battles simply would not develop in the manner 
the regulations predicted.123

Others, then and later, have defended the 1906 regulations because 
they attempted to eliminate drill-like movements from the battlefield, 
spread out the firing lines, and incorporate the results of the recent wars 
in South Africa and Manchuria.124 General Friedrich Freiherr von Falken-
hausen, one of the army’s more prolific writers on training, defended the 
manual against its critics on the unintentionally prophetic grounds that, 
like all modern regulations, it was meant to be a general set of guidelines 
to be adapted, like orders, to prevailing local circumstances. He stated: “A 
simple literal following of a regulation no longer suffices. That would be 
like blind obedience. Just as an order must be understood by its sense, 
and its execution undertaken in accordance with the situation, so is the 
case of the regulation’s Bestimmungen und Ausführungen.”125 Freiherr von 
Gayl was no doubt correct that the regulations were a continuation and, 
indeed, a triumph of Schlichting’s ideas in the realm of infantry tactics. 
Controversy over details continued in the pages of the German army’s 
literature until the eve of war in 1914. Nevertheless, the manual signaled 
the emergence of a broad consensus on the nature of future combat and 
the most reasonable approach to mastering its problems. Even Freytag- 
Loringhoven quickly embraced much of the 1906 infantry regulations.126

Some historians have criticized the regulations because they dropped 
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some of the warnings in the 1888 manual stressing the defensive effects 
of modern firepower. The 1906 manual instead stressed flexible tactical 
forms and ruthless aggressiveness on the part of the attacker. Some con-
sidered its emphasis on attaining fire superiority a poor replacement for 
the more moderate approach of 1888. Certainly, the regulations of 1906 
extended tactical freedom down to the platoon or even squad and stressed 
subordinate initiative in the sense of Moltke and Schlichting. It placed 
greater emphasis on the training responsibilities of battalion and higher 
commanders, thus allowing variations and mistakes. Modern historians 
have not reached a consensus on the true value of the tactical methods 
outlined in the 1906 manual, even though some contemporaries re-
garded it as ending the confusion over tactics.127

Theoretical Foundations of Prussian Warfare

Concentrating on the related issues of tactics and command, the follow-
ing were the most important fundamental principles of the German ap-
proach down to 1914, although it must be emphasized that the army’s 
literature was rich in alternative viewpoints and commentary, both posi-
tive and negative:

1. Annihilation of the enemy army (defined in Clausewitzian terms) is 
the military goal of war, both on offense and defense.

2. Germany’s strategic situation is consistent with this and requires a 
rapid decision.

3. Only offensive action produces a decision, both in tactics and in 
strategy. 

4. Decisiveness and risk taking are characteristics of successful offen-
sive warfare.

5. An army trained for attack can also defend.
6. The objective of defense is to create favorable conditions for coun-

terattacks and counteroffensives.
7. Maintaining the initiative is the key to success.
8. Enabling subordinate initiative is the basis for all timely action in 

warfare.
9. Orders and directives must preserve this initiative by leaving execu-

tion to subordinates, as long as they remain within the framework 
of the higher commander’s intent.
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10. Delay is worse than mistakes, which are the price of having aggres-
sive local commanders.128

11. Local commanders must sometimes (though rarely) act in disre-
gard or even in violation of outdated orders.

12. Maneuver is still possible in strategy and tactics—that is, in move-
ment to and on the battlefield.

13. Defensive firepower has the potential to dominate the attacker.
14. The attacker can achieve fire superiority over the defender through 

concentric fire and the use of combined arms.
15. The attacker will succeed at heavy cost through a combination of 

frontal and flanking attacks.
16. The army must be trained and educated for offensive warfare.

This approach has attracted substantial criticism from historians for de-
cades and from scholars in security studies over the last twenty years or 
so. The central question is whether this approach was a blind and unrea-
sonable cult of the offensive or a rational calculation of the circumstances 
in the years from 1906 to 1914.129

Despite all the criticism of offensive doctrines in 1914, the Prussian 
army emphasized offensive action for reasons that appeared to be well-
founded at the time and with which most military organizations in the 
modern era have agreed. The oft-repeated arguments that the German 
army, as well as most of its contemporaries, emphasized the offensive 
in a mindless enthusiasm for past glories and intentionally overlooked 
lessons from previous wars are without foundation. As one historian has 
noted, most European armies expected, despite their observations of the 
Russo-Japanese War, that highly capable and motivated infantry could 
capture trenches defended by barbed war and machine guns.130

Most Prussian generals accepted Clausewitz’s dictum that only the of-
fensive form of war would allow the army to achieve the nation’s political 
goals. They further believed, perhaps wrongly, that Germany’s strategic 
situation demanded rapid offensive action to end any war quickly. They 
held this belief on the sensible grounds that only a rapid decision would 
prevent repetitive and costly battles and that the fabric of German society 
might not withstand a prolonged war. Indeed, much of the emphasis on 
offensive action was based on fear of the results of a long war rather than 
blind faith in the feasibility of a short one. 



158 : CHAPTER FOUR

Prolonged War

Contrary to what is commonly thought, in the years before 1914 the Ger-
mans were fully aware that a future war might be prolonged and that it 
could lead to social and economic ruin along the lines laid out in Bloch’s 
The Future of War. It was for this reason (though not for it alone) that Eu-
ropean military thinkers so assiduously sought ways to end wars quickly. 
This meant, of course, aggressive actions in both strategy and tactics.131 
Not all German officers believed that a short war was possible, particularly 
against Russia, but they all agreed that the only rational means of waging 
a war was to seek a rapid decision, since a long war might be tantamount 
to defeat.132 Certainly the perceived necessity of avoiding a protracted war 
if at all possible was one of the foundations of Schlieffen’s thought.133

In the realm of tactics, this required an army that was prepared to make 
aggressive attacks and willing to accept short-term losses to avoid greater 
losses in the long run. All the European armies accepted the necessity of 
suffering great losses. They knew the power of their weapons. The Ger-
mans frequently reminded themselves of their great losses in 1870–1871 
but also insisted that their forces could take such losses and continue 
until they achieved victory.134 German tactical doctrine thus made good 
sense, in that it was well integrated into the army’s view of warfare and 
into Germany’s overall strategic situation.135

This belief in the necessity of fighting offensively led the army to em-
phasize aggressive and independent action in commanders at all levels. 
The aim was to recognize and exploit opportunities before the enemy 
could react and thus maintain the initiative—in Clausewitz’s words, to 
“set the law of the transaction.” The fragile state of communications, both 
between higher headquarters and the scattered units and within units 
at the battalion and even company level as combat developed, logically 
led to a system of command that, in theory, allowed commanders great 
latitude in interpreting their orders and adjusting their assigned tasks to 
local circumstances. Speed and aggressive action in combat allowed no 
other approach before the era of effective tactical radio systems.

Auftragstaktik

Auftragstaktik is a much misunderstood aspect of the Prussian command 
system. Under this concept, the commander gave his subordinates clear 
orders or directives that contained specific tasks (Aufträge). The subordi-
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nate commander in turn decided how to carry out these tasks within the 
framework of the commander’s intent. The emphasis was on giving the 
subordinate commander the freedom to act according to local circum-
stances, which would frequently be beyond the knowledge of higher head-
quarters or outdated orders.136 Otto von Moser’s widely read handbook 
(reprinted in four editions) contained one of the clearest statements of 
the purpose and method of this approach: “I term ‘Auftragstaktik’ that 
command method, first stated in full clarity for junior commanders in 
the Infantry Regulations of 1888 and maintained in the same sense in 
the Regulation of 1906, by which the higher commander gives the lower 
commander not a binding order, but more a selection of his own train of 
thought in which he requires a common mental effort in fulfilling the 
combat assignment.”137

Moltke’s writings had consistently encouraged subordinate command-
ers to disregard their assigned tasks if the overall situation warranted such 
serious and potentially dangerous decisions. Numerous doctrinal manu-
als, semiofficial publications, and private works on military theory had 
repeated this point over the years.138 The 1906 infantry regulations specif-
ically stated that it was the duty of a subordinate commander to change or 
disregard his orders if events had rendered them obsolete. Of course, this 
was a serious matter not to be taken lightly, and the commander who did 
so had to assume full responsibility for his actions.139

German doctrine faithfully reflected this philosophy of command, 
even though it carried the danger, recognized decades earlier in Moltke’s 
writing, that subordinates who exhibited excessive zeal or poor judgment 
might act contrary to the overall framework. Nevertheless, as previously 
noted, the army’s doctrine and theory accepted that risk as the necessary 
price for encouraging commanders to act aggressively and to maintain 
the initiative in battle. Delay, after all, was worse than inaction for what-
ever reason.140 Act, said Moltke, lest the enemy dictate “the law of the bat-
tlefield.”141

Some military writers eventually came to see subordinate indepen-
dence as the basis for the past success of what they regarded as a uniquely 
Prussian system.142 In the years prior to 1914 numerous authors stressed 
the need for initiative at all levels of the army, from staff officers in the 
headquarters to the lowest combat levels.143 In tactics, this came to be 
linked to what many authors argued was the inborn offensive spirit of the 
German soldier and his system.144

At the same time, of course, authors recognized that independence and 
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initiative could be dangerous if they disrupted the overall plans of cam-
paigns and battles. Examples from the experience of Frederick the Great 
(Manstein at Kolin) and Moltke (Steinmetz in 1870) illustrated the pit-
falls of excessive independence. The army thus sought to strike a delicate 
balance between strict obedience to orders and the need to react quickly 
and decisively at all levels of command.145 Schlieffen was well known to 
be suspicious of the entire concept, although he was primarily concerned 
with strategy rather than tactics.146 All this brings the discussion back to 
the question of Prussian tactics on the eve of 1914. The basic assumption 
was that the German army, regardless of how the war began or the strate-
gic situation on either front, would conduct offensive mobile warfare and 
attack whenever possible, even if on the strategic defensive, as anticipated 
in the east. The most essential tactical issue, therefore, was execution of 
the tactical offensive. As previously noted, the major European armies 
were, in most cases, politically committed to rapid offensives and unable 
or unwilling to wait passively for their enemies to take the offensive. Thus 
they shared the essential assumptions of Prussia’s military leaders. 

The Prussian army’s doctrine clearly recognized that the power of the 
defender presented a difficult problem. Nearly all the major military writ-
ers cited previously, as well as the army’s training literature, recognized 
that neither the mere weight of the attacking force nor the power of its 
enthusiasm would overcome modern defenders.147 The Boer War had 
emerged as an example of how even thin defensive lines would probably 
prevail against traditional attacks or would at least inflict terrible losses.148 
Yet that conflict also offered evidence that advances in thin lines offered 
some protection against defensive firepower. Experiments with various 
densities and formations produced no conclusive results, except that 
Schlichting’s flexible tactics had given way to excessive reliance on rela-
tively dense skirmish lines and lengthy, unified rushes.149

The Prussian army taught its commanders that the power of the de-
fense could often be overcome by a combination of factors that favored the 
attacker, as well as by linking a frontal attack with flanking attacks once 
the defender was pinned down. The main point was to use movement 
to bring superior numbers and combined-arms effects to bear against a 
portion of the enemy’s front.150

The Prussian army’s alleged assumption that a flanking attack was 
always possible was a major feature of the most extreme criticisms of 
prewar doctrine. If true, such an assumption would have been a major 
weakness in prewar theory. Prussian doctrine, however, made no such as-
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sumption. The official and semiofficial literature recognized that flanking 
movements were not always possible. However, it is true that a number 
of dissenters within the officer corps had warned for many years that the 
army, particularly during Schlieffen’s tenure, placed too much emphasis 
on flanking attacks to the exclusion of considering the frontal attack or the 
breakthrough battle (Durchbruch).151 

The other problem, noted by both Jacob Meckel and Wilhelm Balck, 
two writers on the opposite poles of many tactical issues, was that at the 
lower end of tactics all attacks were frontal. Enemy corps and divisions, 
even if forced to fight with reversed fronts, could usually turn at least a 
portion of their forces to face the enemy. The attacker would then have to 
confront companies and battalions deployed in hastily prepared defensive 
positions.152 Virtually all of the Prussian army’s thinkers recognized that 
the infantry would ultimately have to make such frontal attacks, regard-
less of the overall situation. By 1911, even the official literature had begun 
to reflect this realization.153

Confusion over this point is one of the reasons that so many writers 
have condemned the army for failing to devote sufficient time to studying 
the breakthrough battles that became the basis for all offensive action on 
the western front in 1914. It is true that the Germans devoted little space 
in their literature to breakthrough battles under that rubric, but it is false 
to conclude that they never studied the problems of the frontal attack. As a 
matter of fact, many German authors discussed the problems of attacking 
prepared positions.154

The 1906 infantry regulations discussed four types of attack situations, 
three of which were assumed to be primarily frontal: (1) attacks from the 
march, the “encounter engagements” anticipated in mobile warfare; (2) 
attacks against a deployed enemy; (3) attacks against prepared positions; 
and (4) attacks against an enemy flank. Regardless of the overall strate-
gic situation, an advancing unit might stumble into battle against any of 
these situations without knowing in advance the extent to which such a 
situation prevailed. The basic procedures would be the same unless the 
attacker knew in advance that the defender was well dug in. The prewar 
semiofficial literature took this seriously. Most discussions of infantry 
tactics and combined arms centered on frontal attacks conducted under 
difficult circumstances.155

The Germans believed—wrongly, as it turned out—that these frontal 
attacks would be the product of a war of movement, not an insuperable 
barrier to mobile warfare. The German army’s tactical literature probably 
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devoted more effort and space to this issue than to any other. The problem 
is that too many historians and others have accepted the clichés rather 
than carefully examining that body of writing. Goltz had outlined this 
view of battle a number of times, most recently in the 1906 edition of his 
widely read The Nation in Arms.156

Simply stated, the German army hoped to deliver successful frontal 
attacks by means of combined-arms action, fire and movement, infantry 
fire superiority, aggressive and independent commanders, offensive use 
of machine guns, speed of execution, and finding and exploiting weak 
points in the enemy’s defensive lines. The army’s thought was in many 
ways surprisingly modern, although the execution in 1914 was frequently 
very deficient. Numerous handbooks, relying on the first section of the 
1906 regulations, stressed combined-arms actions. As Moser’s handbook 
on tactics from battalion to brigade stated, the three arms—infantry, cav-
alry, and artillery—fought shoulder to shoulder, and their tactics stood in 
the closest relationship to one another. One means to improve mutual 
understanding and cooperation was the summertime exchange of officers 
among the arms. Another general, writing in 1910, warned that the army 
had not yet done enough of this cross-assigning.157

One finds in both the doctrinal manuals and the supporting literature a 
strong emphasis on combined arms, especially cooperation between artil-
lery and infantry. Paragraph 443 of the 1906 infantry regulations pointed 
out that infantry “will seldom be so placed that it must carry on combat 
alone.” The next paragraph stated, “in battle the actions of the infantry and 
of the artillery must be exercised conjointly.”158 Goltz argued that the es-
sence of the art of command was to bring about effective combined-arms 
action.159 Meckel, frequently cited for his conservative views on modern 
tactics, was also in the forefront of those advocating cooperation among 
the various arms.160 Balck concluded that while combined-arms action in 
a comprehensive sense had originated in fortress warfare, in the modern 
era (1908) it required equal emphasis in a war of movement.161 The chal-
lenge was to coordinate infantry and artillery on a confused battlefield 
where time was of the essence and communications both to the side and 
to the rear were difficult. Most European armies recognized this on the 
eve of 1914; the problem was achieving effective coordination in the days 
before radios made this feasible in mobile warfare.162 A General Staff re-
port of 1912 warned that combined-arms cooperation was inadequate.163

The regulations produced after 1900 contained sections on coopera-
tion among the various branches of the army.164 This was not limited to 
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the main manuals—the field service regulations and the infantry regula-
tions.165 The 1906 manual on field fortifications stressed infantry coop-
eration with artillery, while the manual for the training of junior officers 
at the war schools also emphasized cooperation between these arms.166 
In the years before the war, numerous lesser-known writers in Militär- 
Wochenblatt called for more practice in this area in peacetime training. 
In an attack, the infantry planned to rely on its own firepower, machine 
guns, and mobile light and heavy artillery.167 By 1913, all corps command-
ers who were not artillerymen by career were able to attend an annual 
course at the artillery gunnery school.

The army’s heavy field artillery, the best and most numerous in the 
world, seemed to offer the greatest chance of breaking the enemy’s ability 
to resist at specified sections of the front and thus enabling the infantry 
to assault the enemy’s defensive lines.168 The 1906 infantry regulations 
termed the artillery “the skeleton of the battle” on which all else de-
pended.169 Confidence in the ability of the attacker’s artillery to suppress 
defensive fire was widespread in Europe in 1914.170 Indeed, one respected 
author argued that developments in artillery had actually improved the 
attacker’s prospects.171

The army undertook some efforts to encourage better cooperation in 
training, with mixed results. On occasion it encouraged officers to serve 
in branches other than their own and granted corps commanders the au-
thority to make such temporary transfers within the units under their 
command, but few officers were willing to do it. Ironically, the Guards 
Corps may have been the most progressive in this regard.172 Commanders 
sometimes tailored their maneuvers to stress combined-arms exercises.173 
Freytag-Loringhoven argued that the subordination of much of the field 
artillery to division commanders in 1899 was an important step in fur-
thering effective cooperation. Eventually, the divisions acquired a single 
commander of artillery to integrate fire planning into the scheme of ma-
neuver.174 Many shortcomings remained in 1914.175

The 1906 infantry regulations’ picture of future attacks was straight-
forward and relatively simple. Every attack should begin with the deploy-
ment of skirmishers, who should not open fire until they were as close 
as possible to the enemy position. The manual recognized that many 
defensive positions would require the attacker to pass over broad tracts 
devoid of cover, in which case reconnaissance would be difficult, and the 
deployment of large forces might be impossible. In that situation, the at-
tack should proceed with loose, unconnected firing units (not dense lines 
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of infantrymen, as so often cited in subsequent criticisms). Reinforce-
ments should come forward as possible. In the attack itself, no method 
could be prescribed in advance, as terrain and conditions would vary too 
greatly. Infantry combat exhibited “varied formations” at different points 
of the battlefield. Any unit, squad, section, platoon, or company should 
advance at every opportunity. Regularity should be avoided. Subsequent 
paragraphs stressed cooperation with the artillery. Companies attacking 
on a front with a breadth of 150 yards (a recommended norm) should 
usually deploy no more than one and a half platoons at a time along their 
sectors of the front. Units must act on their own initiative, rather than 
waiting for “nonsensical” orders from the rear, as long as they did so in 
accordance with the plan of the higher commander. The manual specifi-
cally cautioned against peacetime training conducted with unrealistically 
excessive speed.176 

Exploitation of weak points in the enemy’s line was another way the 
Prussian army hoped to overcome the firepower of the defender. The 
army planned to rely on its reconnaissance units—cavalry divisions at 
the field army level and regiments at lower levels—to locate such weak 
spots. Each active infantry division had a cavalry regiment for local recon-
naissance. The army also had a fully developed method of constituting 
combined-arms advance guards while moving. They had the mission of 
developing the tactical situation and assisting the commander in decid-
ing where to make his main effort. In most cases, this would be at the 
enemy’s weakest point or where friendly fire could most effectively be 
brought to bear.177

Overall, however, the army’s practice probably lagged behind its theory 
and doctrine; it is almost always possible to do more than is actually ac-
complished.178 The anticipated speed of infantry attacks and the require-
ment that lower commanders act quickly and independently meant that 
synchronization in the modern sense, which relies on highly capable 
communications and enormous staffs, was contrary to the Prussian ar-
my’s capabilities and method of waging war. Ironically, when it became 
very good at this synchronization in 1918, the circumstances of war had 
substantially, though temporarily, changed.

Frontal Attacks

In the realm of tactics, all these questions came together on the issue of 
frontal attacks against a deployed defender. One school of thought argued 
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that the attacker could use the effects of his artillery and massed infantry 
fire, supported by machine guns, to achieve fire superiority at the point 
of attack. Under cover of this fire superiority, the attacker would use suc-
cessive rushes by entire companies or platoons to close with the enemy 
and seize a section of his forward lines.179 This would pave the way for 
disruption of the enemy’s front and would enable the attacker to roll up 
the enemy lines and destroy enemy units by exploiting the breakthrough 
against an enemy forced to fight with reversed fronts or while in retreat. 
This concept required relatively dense firing lines (one- to two-yard inter-
vals) so that a large number of riflemen in the attacking units could bring 
their fire to bear against the defender.

The opposing school of thought argued that the attacker should use 
extended front lines with greater intervals between riflemen to minimize 
losses to the defender’s fire. The debate that took place between 1906 
and 1912 in the pages of Militär-Wochenblatt illustrates the complexities 
of these issues, even though both sides accepted the proposition that the 
attacking infantry might suffer losses of up to 40 percent without sacri-
ficing its ability to execute the assault.180 It should be pointed out that the 
army did extensive testing on marksmanship and the probabilities of hits 
at various distances. It expected, for example, that an average rifleman had 
a 70 percent probability of hitting a man-size target at 200 yards and a 25 
percent probability of hitting a prone target at that distance. The question 
was how to overcome this rifle fire, which the Prussians respected, even 
though they thought their marksmanship training was superior to that 
of other armies.181 Between 1906 and 1914 this led to an extensive debate 
over measures to deal with infantry fire when moving up to the final as-
sault positions and making the final assault (Sturm). 

Major Walter von Hülsen, a battalion commander in the Third Foot 
Guards Regiment, opened the debate by arguing that fire superiority as 
usually understood was not a proper goal for the attacking infantry. In-
deed, he argued, the attacker could not achieve fire superiority at all, given 
the advantages of the defender in fighting from stationary, protected po-
sitions. He argued that fire superiority, though critical for the defender, 
was not a main objective of the attacker. The latter’s primary effort, he 
said, should be maintaining forward movement of the assaulting infantry 
until it closed with the defender’s front line. This required relatively thin 
lines of attackers and movement by platoons, squads, or even individual 
riflemen. Hülsen and others stressed that the attacker’s best chance was 
to make the advance as rapidly as possible; this was the only way to reduce 
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losses and bring the assaulting infantry into the enemy’s position.182 Halt-
ing to engage in a protracted firefight would merely increase the attacker’s 
losses and play into the defender’s hand, since a lengthy exchange of rifle 
fire worked to the latter’s advantage.183 Indeed, that was exactly what the 
defender hoped for.184

Hülsen’s proposal on the close assault stressed short rushes by small 
units to reduce the time and the number of targets available to the de-
fender. This movement, rather than the attacker’s rifle fire, would neu-
tralize the defender’s firepower. This was clearly at odds with the 1906 
infantry regulations, which recognized that short rushes by small units 
might be necessary but preferred long rushes by platoons.185 The key 
difference, perhaps, was that the regulations still linked individual ad-
vances, even by platoons, with fire superiority, whereas Hülsen stressed 
rapid movement over fire superiority. The challenge of balancing fire and 
movement was a serious problem in peacetime training and became a 
critical point of failure in 1914, even before trench warfare gripped the 
western front.

Other officers, defending a narrow interpretation of the 1906 infan-
try regulations, took issue with Hülsen. They argued that the attacking 
firing line must be as dense as possible (one-yard intervals); that in an 
infantry firefight, two riflemen were better than one; and that it would 
be foolhardy to intentionally attack with inferior numbers. These authors 
were willing to concede that denser lines would suffer heavier losses but 
concluded that only dense firing lines could create enough firepower to 
overcome the enemy’s advantages.186 This, of course, assumed that the in-
fantry would be able to call in effective artillery fire and that commanders 
would wait for the effects of a combined-arms firefight that would eventu-
ally provide the attacker with fire superiority.

Defensive Concepts

The 1906 infantry regulations devoted a relatively brief section to defen-
sive tactics, but even this was an improvement over the 1888 manual, 
which virtually ignored the defense. These defensive concepts were quite 
modern and did not, as is sometimes assumed, call for the mindless hold-
ing of every foot of ground along a single linear position, regardless of 
costs.187 The regulations stated that defenses should be arranged not in 
continuous lines but in groups, with reserves ready for counterattacks. It 
stressed using the firepower of the defense, including artillery and ma-
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chine guns, to allow the placement of fewer soldiers in defensive posi-
tions, thus making them available for counterattacks and flank protection. 
The point was to use the power of the defense to contain the enemy attack 
while preparing for a defensive counterattack. Holding ground as a mat-
ter of principle was not part of this scheme.188

This view of defensive combat was in accord with German theory in 
both tactics and strategy from Clausewitz forward, in that it saw offense 
and defense as inherently linked and held that a good defense should aim 
at annihilating the enemy with successful counterattacks. The supposedly 
innovative manuals of 1917 and 1918 (discussed in chapter 10) were, in 
actuality, a return to basic Prussian theory and to the concepts of the 1906 
infantry regulations. 

Concluding Remarks

From this brief overview, it should be clear that the Prussian army had a 
coherent and comprehensive view of infantry tactics going into the First 
World War, despite imperfections on some points and disagreements 
within the officer corps on others. The army’s literature provides ample 
evidence of a lively debate on important issues of tactics and command, 
probably more so than any other army of the day, and certainly more so 
than the official and semiofficial literature of today’s American military 
forces. Active and retired officers participated in freewheeling debates in 
the pages of publications that were available to the public.189

Perhaps the most critical development was recognized only tacitly. 
Given the size of the forces relative to the maneuver space available in the 
day of Clausewitz or Moltke, a tactical success anywhere could have oper-
ational or even strategic consequences. An examination of the opening 
phases of the Franco-Prussian War suggests that Moltke, taking advan-
tage of some initial tactical victories and aided by abysmal French decision 
making, turned them into operational and strategic success. 

The German army expanded considerably after Moltke’s retirement. 
Although the size of the cavalry component remained relatively static, the 
number of infantry battalions increased by about 75 percent between 1874 
and 1893. Likewise, the field artillery, foot artillery, and other ancillary 
parts of the army increased in size by varying amounts (see table 2 in 
chapter 3). By 1913, the German army had 200 more infantry battalions 
than it had in 1874, and there had been an almost exponential expan-
sion of both field and foot artillery branches, not to mention logistical 
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elements. With the available maneuver space being filled up, the relation-
ship between the tactical and higher levels of war changed. Although, as 
argued above, Schlieffen was not as dogmatic as he is often portrayed, 
his approach to the relationship among tactics, operations, and strategy 
was different from that of Clausewitz and Moltke. For Schlieffen, tactical 
success had to occur at a specific point or points, which would enable the 
plan of campaign to unfold. For Schlieffen and for the younger Moltke 
(at least initially), tactical success had to be attained on the right flank of 
the German army’s advance into the Low Countries and France. Warfare, 
however, has a way of confounding doctrines and plans, and there is no 
disguising the fact that the Prussian army’s theories bore limited and bit-
ter fruit in 1914, at least on the western front. It is to the issue of strategic 
planning that we now turn. 



chapter five
the schlieffen era strategic 
planning, 1890–1905

In an address to the assembled officers of German 
army headquarters on 19 May 1919, the army’s First Generalquartier-
meister, Wilhelm Groener, began the process of building the legend and 
counterlegend of Schlieffen and his grand concept for war. Of all those 
who came after Bismarck, Groener claimed, only Schlieffen had seen 
Germany’s continental situation clearly.1 This theme, extended to argue 
that Germany had lost the war because various persons and agencies had 
failed to follow Schlieffen’s strategic concept or had failed to execute it 
properly, became a staple of the post-1918 military literature in Germany.2 
General Hermann von Kuhl revealed some of the details of the 1914 con-
cept of operations in his book The German General Staff in the Preparation 
and Execution of the World War (1920), which was among the first into 
print, and he soon found strong support. Over the next decades, works 
by Wilhelm Groener, Wolfgang Foerster, and others denounced Schlief-
fen’s successor for abandoning the plan, for watering it down so much 
that it could not succeed, or for simply performing so poorly in 1914 that 
certain victory gave way to certain defeat. Even harsh critics of the prewar 
army concluded that Schlieffen’s masterpiece should have led to victory 
in the west. This, as one author wrote after the Second World War, was 
the “Schlieffen legend.”3 This discussion was clearly tied to the desire 
of various generals, scholars, and official historians to avoid blame or to 
insulate the General Staff from responsibility for the failures of 1914. The 
best summaries of this labyrinth of accusations and rationalizations are 
Terence Zuber’s provocative study Inventing the Schlieffen Plan and the 
chapters in Hans Ehlert’s edited volume Der Schlieffenplan (2006), which 
is now available in English.4

After the Second World War, as historians undertook a more critical 
examination of Schlieffen’s concepts and impact, a new sort of anti- 
Schlieffen legend developed.5 This began in earnest in 1956 when the 
distinguished historian Gerhard Ritter published the text of Schlieffen’s 
1905 memorandum and concluded that it was the basis of the German 
war plan of 1914.6 Ritter and a host of other scholars identified a wide 
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range of shortcomings in the plan, from its political weaknesses to its 
failure to appreciate logistics problems and the tactical superiority of the 
defense. Others linked the plan to Germany’s aggressive drive for “world 
power” and attributed its alleged narrowness to the increasingly technical 
orientation of the General Staff, which could not cope with the demands 
of industrialized warfare. The plan and its author came to represent the 
larger shortcomings of German strategy, and at least one distinguished 
author attempted to extend Schlieffen’s responsibility to the failures of 
the Second World War.7 All in all, these scholars mounted an impressive 
and convincing attack on Schlieffen’s ideas and methods, while more 
moderate views found little favor.8 Ultimately, the plan came to symbolize 
the much criticized and allegedly irrational “cult of the offensive” that 
some believe characterizes most military organizations.9

One of the most important events for students of World War I was the 
collapse of the Soviet Union and its satellite governments in eastern Eu-
rope in 1991. The disintegration of the East German communist regime 
meant the opening of the East German archives. What emerged was a 
veritable treasure trove of documents regarding World War I that were 
long thought to have been destroyed. From the standpoint of the conflict 
over Schlieffen’s plan, the most important was an analysis written by Wil-
helm Dieckmann, an archivist in the German Reichsarchiv. Fragments of 
deployment plans and some maps were also recovered.10

Armed with new sources, Zuber touched off a fresh round of contro-
versy by claiming that both views of Schlieffen’s “plan” were wrong be-
cause they rested on a fundamentally flawed assumption. Zuber argued 
that the “Schlieffen Plan” is a myth, as the first public accounts of plan-
ning for the 1914 campaign made no mention of any such specific plan.11 
He alleged that a few former General Staff officers created the concept 
to absolve that institution of responsibility for the failures of 1914 and to 
transfer the blame to those who had allegedly failed to execute the plan 
properly. Their chief targets were three deceased men who had played 
central roles in 1914: Helmuth von Moltke, the chief of the General Staff; 
Karl von Bülow, the Second Army commander; and Lieutenant Colonel 
Richard Hentsch, a General Staff officer.12

In challenging the entire historical approach to Schlieffen and the cam-
paign of 1914, Zuber has called into question nearly a century of historical 
writing and much of the interpretive basis of both subjects. He has also 
used this line of analysis to reduce Germany’s responsibility for starting 
the First World War, concluding that the Germans planned counterattacks 
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rather than the aggressive invasion of neutral states. Critics have rushed 
to challenge his arguments, which sometimes seem as tendentious as 
those he rejected.13

The Elder Moltke’s Strategy for a Two-Front War

In the years after 1871, Moltke’s approach to the problem of a two-front 
war stressed a balanced effort between east and west, use of the advan-
tages of defense, and moderation in objectives. He doubted that wars 
between industrialized powers could be decisive in the same way they 
had been in the days of Napoleon or even in the limited manner of 1870–
1871. He thus hoped to defeat French and Russian field armies but made 
no plans for deep exploitation or decisive advances to achieve a dictated 
peace. With only a single exception during the Balkan wars of 1876–1877, 
he steadfastly relied on the defensive in the west, using the favorable ter-
rain Germany had acquired in Alsace and Lorraine, and he was prepared 
to retreat to the Rhine if necessary. In the east, he hoped to use limited 
offensives in cooperation with Austria-Hungary to defeat Russia’s main 
armies without lengthy advances into the interior of the country.

In both cases, he intended to rely on negotiations to restore the status 
quo. He sought decisive battles as quickly as possible, but only within the 
framework of limited goals and a defensive overall conduct of the war. He 
feared excessive dependence on Austria-Hungary and hoped to use sub-
stantial German forces in the east both to conduct mobile warfare and to 
ensure an active Austrian participation.14 Although his overall concept an-
ticipated Schlieffen’s logical conclusion that a nation with inferior forces 
faced with a two-front war must defeat first one foe and then turn the bulk 
of its forces against the other, he declined to adopt a one-sided or extreme 
emphasis on offensive warfare on either front. Thus, those who argued a 
basic similarity between his approach and Schlieffen’s were substantially 
off the mark.15

Moltke influenced German war planning in another, often forgotten 
way. He had written on several occasions about the limits of long-term 
campaign planning, concentrating instead on a careful deployment 
(Aufmarsch) for the opening movements of the first battle. Campaign 
plans, he argued, did not survive the first major encounter with the en-
emy. From this he derived the proposition that strategy is a system of 
expedients, and although the commander should have a general concept 
of the war, he cannot follow a single detailed plan throughout the entire 
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campaign. Only a layman, he said, believed that to be possible. This tradi-
tion of doubting the value of detailed, long-term planning went back to at 
least Grolman’s time as chief of the General Staff and continued to 1914, 
with the limited and partial exception of Schlieffen.16

Moltke’s final plans (1887–1888), accepted with only a few changes 
during Waldersee’s short tenure, sent about two-thirds of the German 
army to the west in a defensive stance, while the remainder would be 
conducting a limited offensive against the Russian positions in the Polish 
salient.17 These alterations reflected the influence of Waldersee, changes 
in political circumstances, and the calculation that even with a deployed 
force of about 350,000 German soldiers, Austria-Hungary and Germany 
would have only a slight superiority over the Russians. Some have seen in 
these memoranda a precursor of the later massive western deployments 
by Schlieffen.18 This is true in terms of the division of Germany’s forces, 
but not in the underlying concepts of campaigns that followed opening 
deployments. In these sketchy concepts and in a series of subsequent 
memoranda, Moltke continued to think of a western campaign based on 
a strategic defense, culminating with massive counterattacks primarily in 
the area around Nancy. 

Schlieffen’s Early Concepts, 1891–1892

Schlieffen became chief of the Prussian General Staff on 7 February 1891, 
succeeding Count Alfred von Waldersee, who had served in that capacity 
since the retirement of Count Helmuth von Moltke in 1888. Most histo-
rians regard Schlieffen’s accession as a watershed in German strategic 
planning, concluding that his views of strategic problems and planning 
were so fundamentally different from those of Moltke and Waldersee 
(who made few significant changes) that he ushered in a new era.19

The sources available for the study of Schlieffen’s concepts of strate-
gic planning are numerous yet disappointingly incomplete. The army 
published a substantial amount of material from his staff rides and war 
games. Many of his contemporaries produced accounts of their experi-
ences working with him. His surviving papers in the German Military 
Archives contain much useful material, most of which is also available 
on microfilm. Numerous studies, some very dubious, were based on ar-
chival materials before they were destroyed in the Second World War, and 
some of these are considered close to primary sources today. The most 
prominent source from the former East German archives is known as 
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the “Dieckmann manuscript” (described below). In addition, historians 
have recently found relevant material in a variety of state archives in Ger-
many.20

Schlieffen at first accepted the broad outlines of Moltke’s cautious ap-
proach to a two-front war, but he soon began to question his predeces-
sor’s basic assumptions, in large part because of changes in the military 
situation in the east and a desire for more decisive action. Schlieffen’s 
memorandum of April 1891, cited by Ritter, expressed regret that the ex-
isting deployment deprived the Germans of a choice between offense and 
defense in the west, and it clearly indicates that he would have preferred 
even then to make the major effort in the west rather than against Rus-
sia.21 Given the strong Clausewitzian belief in the German army that only 
the offensive can produce a decision, Schlieffen’s reluctance to surrender 
the initiative to the French is understandable.22 In the same memoran-
dum Schlieffen noted that a decision in the east had become much less 
likely because of improvements in Russian fortifications. Nevertheless, 
he apparently made no significant changes to the deployment plans and 
continued to rely on deployments leading to counteroffensives to achieve 
a decision against the French. 

In an August 1892 memorandum Schlieffen returned to the basic 
question of a two-front war and began to seriously consider making the 
primary effort in the west. He raised the possibility that the Germans 
could bring the French to a decisive battle before the Russians (or the 
Austrians, for that matter) could complete their deployments. Schlieffen 
doubted—correctly, as we now know—that the French planned an early 
offensive, the lack of which would upset the fundamental premise of the 
plans of Moltke and Waldersee.23 In these years the General Staff had ex-
cellent intelligence on French deployment plans but not on their concepts 
for subsequent operations.24

In a second memorandum in December 1892 Schlieffen noted that 
intelligence reports on the Russian deployment had rendered the Gen-
eral Staff’s old plan even more obsolete. According to “certain reports,” 
the Russian army’s main effort would be against Germany rather than 
Austria-Hungary, and its deployment would be farther to the northeast, 
rendering the old General Staff plans ineffective. A decisive battle against 
the Russians seemed highly unlikely under these circumstances. This 
memorandum was not directly linked to a change in the deployment 
plans, and it did not mean that a shift of the main effort to the west 
would lead to abandoning all offensive action in the east. On the con-
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trary, Schlieffen wanted to undertake offensive action even while on the 
strategic defensive, both for military reasons and for the political-military 
objective of ensuring active Austrian participation.25

Deployment Plans, 1893–1897

Schlieffen produced memoranda on the strategic problem of a two-front 
war at irregular intervals throughout his time as chief of the General Staff, 
but the first actual deployment plan that reflected his ideas was that for 
mobilization year 1893–1894, which, according to the regular schedule, 
was prepared by 1 April 1893 and remained in force until the end of March 
1894.26 This deployment plan sent about three-quarters of the German 
army to the west, a slight increase over the two-thirds allotted to that front 
by Moltke’s final plan. While Ritter was correct in saying that the bulk of 
this force was on the right wing, identifying this as a prefiguring of the 
1905 memorandum is misleading. None of these forces were north of the 
Metz-Diedenhofen area, and there were no units north of the Mosel River 
or in the Aachen area. It was, as Zuber argues, merely a continuation of 
the last plans of Moltke and Waldersee, the primary difference being a 
greater concentration for a more immediate and more powerful counter-
attack against the expected French attack on the German right.27

As was normal, the deployment plan was designed to move the field 
armies and corps to their positions of readiness for operations, but it 
did not contain a detailed design for the campaign. Schlieffen prepared 
a memorandum in July 1894 in which he discussed several options for 
a German offensive. The memorandum concluded that any flanking at-
tack north of Verdun would be dependent on a successful breakthrough 
between Toul and Verdun and another around Nancy, which would be 
beyond the army’s strength. The Germans, Schlieffen concluded, “must 
renounce any turning movement north of Verdun.”28 The key to any ac-
tion, Schlieffen wrote, was a successful attack on the fortifications around 
Nancy. In discussing French options, Schlieffen decided to meet the ex-
pected French advance south of Metz with a preemptive German attack. 
He thus shifted the emphasis from a purely defensive approach followed 
by a counterattack to a version of Moltke’s offensive-defensive approach.29 
Schlieffen, however, doubted that the Germans could depart from their 
essentially defensive plans unless they could be certain that their mobili-
zation and deployment would be completed before that of the French, a 
doubtful proposition in 1894 and 1895.30
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The 1894 memorandum, like all other deployment plans, was not a 
campaign plan. Its purpose was merely to deploy the army, which the 
High Command could then employ according to circumstances. The 
memorandum was important because it considered the necessity of an at-
tack on Nancy, which was part of the basis of Schlieffen’s interest in trans-
forming the army’s foot artillery into a mobile arm to deal with enemy 
fortresses in a timely manner. Schlieffen apparently made few changes 
for the 1894–1895 mobilization year, although definitive information is 
no longer available.31

Schlieffen’s eastern deployment plans for the mobilization years 1894–
1895 and 1895–1896 continued the earlier concepts involving strength 
allocation but also demonstrated the fundamental questions raised by 
national policy considerations and coalition planning. The 1894–1895 
deployment divided the eastern force (increased slightly from fifteen to 
eighteen active and reserve infantry divisions) into two field armies, with 
eleven divisions deployed to cooperate with the Austro-Hungarian forces 
in an attack from Silesia and south of Posen and four divisions (plus one 
cavalry division) deployed to defend East Prussia. The following year, 
Schlieffen prepared two entirely separate deployment plans. The first 
(Aufmarsch A) deployed the entire eastern-front force in the north into 
West and East Prussia, with a force of four reserve divisions to cover the 
right flank. This would allow movement either to the east to defend East 
Prussia or to the south to cooperate with the Austrians, but it was essen-
tially a compromise. Schlieffen’s actual intentions are no longer known. 
The second (Aufmarsch B) sent the main body of the eastern force to Sile-
sia and Posen to advance into Russian Poland in cooperation with the 
Austro-Hungarians.32

The eastern deployment for 1896–1897 reflected renewed conversa-
tions and Schlieffen’s attempt to cooperate with Feldmarschall Friedrich 
Baron von Beck-Rzikowsky, the Austro-Hungarian chief of the General 
Staff. Schlieffen prepared a single eastern deployment plan, with a total 
of fifteen infantry divisions. The army was to assemble on the southern 
frontier of East and West Prussia for a flank attack against the Russian 
forces in the Warsaw area. This was a clear return to the plans of the elder 
Moltke and Waldersee and a major concession to the principle of cooper-
ating with Germany’s alliance partner.33

During the years 1895–1896 and 1896–1897 Schlieffen apparently 
made no major changes to the western deployment and left no memo-
randa indicating any change in fundamental thinking about a campaign 
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against the French.34 During those years, therefore, Schlieffen’s planning 
reflected a compromise solution to the problem of a war on two fronts. 
The deployments for 1895–1896 and 1896–1897 sent sixteen and eighteen 
active corps to the west, respectively. The eastern front was to have three 
active corps in each year.35 For political reasons, Schlieffen considered an 
offensive strategy in the east to be necessary, but he did not believe it 
could be decisive. In considering the western front, Schlieffen feared and 
resented leaving the initiative to the French. However, he was unable to 
find an offensive solution beyond a flanking counterattack against French 
forces advancing either north or south of Metz. The prospects, therefore, 
were for lengthy campaigns in both theaters rather than decisive action 
against either major opponent. The essential western dilemma remained 
that of Moltke’s day: even a successful counterattack would allow the 
French to retreat behind their fortifications and avoid a decisive defeat.36 
Leaving the initiative to the French was equally unattractive, particularly 
since they might disrupt and divide a German army weakened by major 
deployments to the east, where the prospects for decisive action seemed 
slender regardless of the size of the deployed forces.

These difficulties emerged in an important memorandum that came to 
light only through Dieckmann’s manuscript—the Köpke memorandum 
of August 1895. Its author was Generalmajor Ernst Gustav Köpke, then an 
Oberquartiermeister in the General Staff. Köpke was a fairly typical General 
Staff officer, largely unknown outside the army but very experienced in 
both staff and unit assignments.37

Köpke warned of the dangers that an attack on the fortifications around 
Nancy would entail. Further, he cautioned, even a successful assault on 
Nancy would lead nowhere. At best, such a partial victory would produce 
only a “slow, laborious, and bloody advance, at times in the manner of 
siege warfare.” Even a gradual victory could not be counted on with cer-
tainty, and rapid victories of decisive significance could not be expected. 
He further warned that the Germans must conduct a “positional war on a 
larger scale, a battle along lengthy fronts with fortified field positions and 
the besieging of large fortified areas.” There was, he argued, no other way 
to achieve victory over the French. Hopefully, he concluded, the Germans 
would not lack the intellectual and material preparations for such an ac-
tion, and they would be trained and equipped for this form of combat.38

Köpke’s memorandum shows that a recognition of the problems inher-
ent in attacks against fortified field positions, so prominent in the German 
army’s literature on infantry tactics, had found its way into the strategic 
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thinking of the General Staff. Within a few years, as previous sections 
of this study have shown, this discussion came to dominate a substan-
tial portion of the army’s literature. Although a direct link between Köp-
ke’s memorandum and a basic change in Schlieffen’s concepts cannot be 
proved, the possibility of a connection cannot be dismissed. Regardless, 
the memorandum is important in clarifying the General Staff’s under-
standing of the nature of war around the turn of the century. Schlieffen’s 
developing concepts should be seen as a recognition of these problems 
and as a search for both a tactical and a strategic answer to the problems 
of a two-front war.

The Concept of Invading Belgium, 1897

Schlieffen apparently first expressed his belief that the German army must 
consider enveloping the entire French fortress system by going through 
Belgium in a memorandum of August 1897.39 This is a pivotal document 
in understanding both Schlieffen’s evolving thought and the nature of the 
General Staff’s campaign planning. The memorandum, known in detail 
only from the Dieckmann manuscript, shows that Schlieffen began to se-
riously study great flanking movement in 1897, but it also illustrates that 
there was no necessary or immediate connection between Schlieffen’s 
memoranda and the wartime deployment plans.40 The 1897–1898 deploy-
ment plan, completed in April 1897, prohibited any violation of Belgian 
territory and sent no large forces to the north of Luxembourg.41

The memorandum, in contrast, was more aggressive. It began with 
the premise that any German offensive had to avoid French fortifications 
and concluded that this was possible only north of Verdun. The problem 
was that the five roads leading through France and Luxembourg between 
Montmedy-Longwy and Verdun (to the south) were insufficient to move 
the forces needed to cut off Verdun and support a powerful offensive. 
Any force that moved beyond the Meuse River would be insufficient to 
achieve important results. The result was that “an offensive that wishes 
to go around the flank must not fail to violate the neutrality, not only of 
Luxembourg, but also of Belgium.”

The memorandum then proposed a right flank envelopment with two 
field armies (First and Second) of eight corps moving between St. Vith 
and Diedenhofen, using the latter as the base of its turn. An additional 
force of six reserve divisions would assemble around Aachen to protect 
the turning movement against the Belgian army on its north (right) flank. 



178 : CHAPTER FIVE

Another field army (Third) of eight reserve divisions would cross the Mo-
sel River between Diedenhofen and Metz and invest the fortress of Ver-
dun from the north and northwest on both sides of the Meuse.

The memorandum envisioned that the two right-wing armies would 
swing sharply south and engage the mass of the French army on the 
heights of Verdun. At that point, the Germans would be in dire need of 
assistance. This would be provided by Fourth Army’s four corps, which 
would cross the Meuse between Verdun and Toul. In doing so, Fourth 
Army would have to take at least two important forts, overcome French 
resistance on the heights on the far bank of the river, and cope with pos-
sible threats to its left flank from forces coming from Toul and Nancy. To 
deal with this threat, and to tie down any French forces that might other-
wise be sent to the French left flank, Fifth Army’s four corps would move 
through Pont-a-Mousson and advance on both sides of the Mosel against 
Nancy. To assist this force, and to further immobilize other French forces, 
Sixth Army would attack between Nancy and Luneville. Finally, Seventh 
Army, consisting of five active corps and three reserve divisions, would 
defend the left flank and then join Sixth Army when Nancy was taken. 
One of the active corps and the reserve divisions were to defend upper 
Alsace and join Seventh Army when it advanced.

These armies constituted more than the entire force actually available 
to the German army and included three additional ad hoc corps to be 
formed from various supernumerary formations upon mobilization. The 
memorandum also foresaw the creation of one or two reserve armies con-
sisting of reserve divisions formed from ad hoc reserve divisions and the 
deployment of all available Landwehr units to protect lines of commu-
nication, primarily in the rear of the two right-flank armies. The east-
ern frontiers would be left almost entirely undefended, a possibility to be 
embraced only if Germany could avoid the long-anticipated war on two 
fronts.

Schlieffen’s memorandum gave no explanation for its disregard of the 
eastern front. Dieckmann, who had wide access to Schlieffen’s writings, 
suggested that Schlieffen thought the recent accession of Nicholas II  
(1894–1917), coupled with Russia’s shifting emphasis to the Far East and 
the Ottoman Empire, offered the prospect of improved relations between 
Germany and Russia. If this were the case, a two-front war was, at least 
temporarily, no longer certain. This speculation may be correct, or it 
may be that Schlieffen’s thinking had an entirely different foundation. 
If Dieckmann is correct, Schlieffen was once again basing his strategic 
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calculations on the Reich’s political circumstances rather than, as usually 
alleged, on “technical” military considerations.

Schlieffen took two other actions to accommodate his plans to political 
circumstances and perhaps even to support the German government’s 
efforts to improve relations with its eastern neighbor. While he was work-
ing on the memorandum, Schlieffen dropped his insistence on improved 
defensive measures in the eastern provinces, which included arming the 
civilian population for local self-defense. He was careful not to inform the 
Austrians that he had abandoned all cooperative efforts for an offensive 
in the east, and he virtually cut off contact with his Austro-Hungarian 
counterpart.42

 Regardless of the reasons for its one-sided assumptions, the August 
1897 memorandum, like many of Schlieffen’s memoranda, had little if 
any immediate impact on his deployment plans. The 1897–1898 plan, 
prepared before the memorandum was written, was nearly the same as 
that for 1898–1899, which was prepared about eight months later. In 
1897–1898 the deployment plan sent forty-eight infantry and six cavalry 
divisions to the west and sixteen infantry and five cavalry divisions to the 
east.43 The 1898–1899 deployment plan called for forty-six infantry divi-
sions in the west and twenty-two infantry divisions in the east; cavalry de-
ployments remained the same.44 The 1898–1899 plan thus increased the 
eastern deployment, whereas the memorandum had considered stripping 
the east of all large forces.

The first of Schlieffen’s memoranda on the invasion of southern Bel-
gium and the swing behind Verdun was thus a purely academic exercise 
and largely unrelated to the actual war deployment plan. Both mobiliza-
tion plans forbade any violation of Belgian neutrality, and in neither year 
would the army have been in a position to perform a turning movement 
through Luxembourg and Belgium.45 Instead, it would have been in a po-
sition to counterattack a possible French thrust south of Luxembourg and 
deal with a possible French attack south of Metz.

Planning for a Two-Front War, 1898

Schlieffen’s memorandum of October 1898 returned to the question of 
a two-front war with renewed vigor. By then, it was clear that the army 
increases proposed by Schlieffen but opposed by the war minister would 
not take place. Worse, Russo-German relations would not obviate the 
need to prepare for war against both France and Russia, which in any case 
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had continued to be the basis for all mobilization and deployment plans.46 
Another fact remained unscathed by recent developments: French mo-
bilization and deployment required only about three weeks, while that 
of Germany required four weeks. In this memorandum Schlieffen once 
again assumed that the French would take the offensive immediately. 
Combined, these two factors rendered an early German advance beyond 
the line of the Saar River “inadvisable,” in Schlieffen’s words.47

In this same memorandum Schlieffen examined the likely French 
courses of action.48 He concluded that a French attack on the German 
left flank was doomed to failure, but the French might advance through 
Luxembourg and Belgium to attack the German right flank. This meant 
that the Germans should be prepared for a French attack north of Die-
denhofen, south of there, or even south of Metz. The last option would be 
best for the Germans, as it would give them an opportunity to make “an 
extremely favorable counterattack in the flank of the enemy.” Schlieffen 
concluded that the Germans must therefore “make our right flank strong 
and extend it to the west as far as possible. This would not be possible 
without violating the neutrality of Luxembourg and possibly that of Bel-
gium.” The main thrust of the memorandum thus continued Schlieffen’s 
long practice of relying on an offensive-defensive approach in the west to 
deal with the French, especially in the case of a two-front war.

If the French declined to attack, the memorandum went on, the Ger-
mans would make an inexcusable mistake if they did not seize the initia-
tive and instead waited inactively until the enemy decided to advance. The 
danger in the east, moreover, worked against such a waiting strategy, just 
as waiting for the Italians would be an illusion. The solution, then, was 
a turning movement through Luxembourg and Belgium. This turning 
movement, however, “must not be too extended,” since it had the “double 
task” of being a counterattack in case of an enemy advance and an offen-
sive in case the enemy remained behind his fortifications.49

An annex to the memorandum gave further details on the concept of 
operations associated with this plan. Schlieffen discussed two concepts—
one assuming that the French would launch an early offensive, and the 
other assuming that the French would not attack at all. In the case of 
a French offensive, Schlieffen argued that the right-wing armies should 
immediately counterattack the French left, while Sixth Army, deployed as 
stated above, would do the same against the French right. If successful, 
this would produce a widely separated pincer movement supported in 
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the center by Third, Fourth, and Fifth Armies, which would stand on the 
defensive to engage the main French attack.

If the French remained behind their fortresses, the October 1898 
memorandum called for the two right-wing armies (First and Second) to 
advance through Luxembourg and the southernmost finger of Belgium 
and to cross the Meuse River between Donchery (about three miles west 
of Sedan) and Stenay (about nine miles to the west, southwest of Mont-
medy). This force would then turn south to advance against the rear of the 
French fortifications from Verdun southward. Seventh Army, consisting 
of six reserve divisions, was to cover the southern flank of the turning 
forces, while Third Army (four active corps and two reserve divisions) was 
to cover the left flank of the crossing and then follow over the Meuse once 
the turning movement had succeeded. 

Three field armies would then attempt to envelop the entire French 
left flank, forcing the French to turn and fight with reversed fronts and 
separated from their main lines of communication. This was a concept of 
maneuver and combat that had long dominated German theory. The re-
maining armies were to make supporting attacks to the south, overcome 
the French positions around Nancy, and advance in the direction of Toul 
and Epinal. The memorandum apparently contained no phase lines or 
day-to-day objectives, although this is not certain.50 Overall, the memoran-
dum discussed a concept of operations consistent with both the August 
1897 memorandum and Schlieffen’s belief that the Germans would ulti-
mately have to attack by going around the French fortresses, either as part 
of a counterattack or on their own initiative.51

Multiple Deployment Plans, 1899–1900

Uncertainties in the political situation caused Schlieffen to prepare sev-
eral deployment plans for mobilization year 1899–1900. The first two 
were finished in April 1899, thus following the October 1898 memoran-
dum just discussed. Case I assumed a war against only France and sent 
the entire German army to the west. Case II prepared for a two-front con-
flict.52 According to Dieckmann, the surviving archival material provided 
no information on where the western-front forces would have been de-
ployed, but there was much information on a two-front war. This dual 
deployment sent forty-five infantry divisions and five cavalry divisions to 
the west and twenty-three infantry divisions and five cavalry divisions to 
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the east. The western deployment (with two-thirds of the German army) 
remained largely as it had been in the days of Moltke and under Schlief-
fen’s earlier deployment plans. It thus abandoned the turning movement 
through Belgium and reverted to the old idea of an attack against Nancy. 
The units that would have formed First and Second Armies in the event 
of a single-front war were deployed to the east under case II. Schlieffen 
apparently planned to adopt a largely defensive stand in East Prussia.53

The 1899–1900 deployment planning illustrates several problems in 
analyzing the development of German concepts. Friedrich von Boetticher, 
who had access to much of the archival material used by Dieckmann, de-
scribed the deployment concept using the memorandum of October 1898 
and thus included details that were not actually part of the deployment 
plan. His account entirely neglected case I (a single-front war), making 
both the memorandum and the deployment plan more one-sided than 
they actually were. Worse, the large-scale sketch he used to demonstrate 
the strength of the various armies implied a movement north of Luxem-
bourg and through a large portion of Belgium south of the Meuse. But 
neither case I nor case II suggested such a northern movement. In fact, it 
is not certain that either deployment would have violated Belgium at all.54 
Dieckmann, in discussing the memorandum and the deployment plan, 
concluded that, like the 1897 memorandum, neither document would 
have led to a wide right-wing movement.55 Boetticher, who provided the 
most detailed published account of the 1899–1900 concepts, confused 
the memorandum with the deployment plan and failed to mention that in 
the event of a two-front war, the General Staff planned to revert to the old 
concept of attacking around Nancy.

As Russian-German relations worsened over the issue of German pol-
icy in Turkey, Schlieffen modified the 1899–1900 deployment.56 This new 
deployment plan, which became effective on 1 October 1899, modified 
case I (war against only France) and assumed that Russia might adopt 
a hostile attitude that required measures beyond protecting the eastern 
frontier. This would make it impossible to send the entire army to the 
west. The new deployment sent ten infantry divisions and three cavalry 
divisions to the east, with the mission of defending the area beyond the 
Vistula.57 The right-wing armies retained most of their front-line strength, 
while the center grew stronger and the left-wing armies (Alsace-Lorraine) 
became weaker. Schlieffen apparently planned a close turning movement 
along the lines of his October 1898 memorandum, an aggressive coun-
terattack but not a wide envelopment.58 The northernmost army (First) 
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was to deploy between Malmedy and Dasburg, with its cavalry initially as-
signed to Second Army in the Bitburg-Wasserbillig area. The deployment 
instructions forbade any movement into Luxembourg until the French 
had done so, and they made no mention of Belgium.

If the Russians actually participated, and if the Germans expected a 
Russian attack, the modified deployment plan sent an additional twelve 
divisions to the eastern front. These reinforcements came at the expense 
of the German right flank on the western front and would have meant the 
end of any turning movement. As Dieckmann concluded, this indicated 
that Schlieffen had not reached a final decision about a turning operation 
by the end of the century.59 This contingency planning retained a largely 
defensive stance on both fronts if they both saw active hostilities.

In November 1899 Schlieffen produced a new memorandum address-
ing possible German courses of action in the case of a two-front war. He 
discussed sending the majority of the army to the east, apparently assum-
ing that the French would not take the offensive as war began. In this 
scenario, the war in the west would consist of mutual “observation,” with 
the Germans unable to take the offensive because of the limited forces 
available. A second discussion addressed the results of a French offensive, 
which Schlieffen thought would come north of Metz or Diedenhofen. He 
proposed massing the limited German forces on the German right to 
counterattack the French left. If the French main effort was south of Metz, 
Schlieffen proposed holding the main forces back and making prepara-
tions to move them to the area between Prüm and Saarbrücken, presum-
ably for a counterattack against the left flank of a French attacking force.60

A few months later Generalmajor Hans Beseler, an Oberquartiermeister 
in the General Staff, prepared another memorandum proposing a solu-
tion to the problem of the western deployment. In its own way, Beseler’s 
memorandum was as radical as Schlieffen’s consideration of sending the 
bulk of the army to the eastern front. Beseler, one of the leading intellec-
tuals of the prewar army and later a controversial figure for his activities 
during the First World War, submitted his memorandum on 18 January 
1900, too late for full consideration in developing the 1900–1901 deploy-
ment plan.

Beseler argued for a turning movement through Luxembourg and Bel-
gium. Because he recognized that the French would learn of the massing 
of the main German strength on the Belgian-Luxembourg frontier, he 
stressed the use of all available strength in a rapid offensive to achieve a 
decisive victory in the first battles.61 Beseler’s memorandum was extreme 
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in both its proposals and its optimism, but it produced no immediate 
results. 

Deployment Plans, 1900–1901 and 1901–1902

The deployment plans for mobilization year 1900–1901 illustrated the 
often tenuous relationship between Schlieffen’s memoranda and the ac-
tual plans for war.62 They also showed another example of a deployment 
alternative based on the assumption of greatly changed political circum-
stances, rather than military factors considered in isolation from the in-
ternational environment.

Case I for mobilization year 1900–1901 was a continuation of the ba-
sic concepts in the revised deployments prepared in October 1899, with 
the major effort in the west. A total of fifty-eight infantry divisions were 
scheduled to be sent to the western front, and ten to the east. According 
to Dieckmann, case I assumed that Belgium and England would join the 
French. The plan was essentially the same as the October 1899 deploy-
ment plan, except that the turning flank included Third Army, which had 
abandoned the attack across the Meuse between Verdun and Toul. This 
did not mean a wider swing to the north; on the contrary, the turning 
flank extended farther to the south, with Diedenhofen becoming the pivot 
point.63 This increased the turning flank to encompass a total of twelve 
corps, although its task remained the same as in previous years: passing 
through southern Belgium and Luxembourg, crossing the Meuse north 
of Verdun, and attacking in the rear of the line of French fortifications. 
Although the deployment directive did not mention Belgium, the north-
ernmost army could have advanced through the southernmost tip of Bel-
gium. First Army was to deploy with its right flank moving along the road 
from Montjoie to Malmedy. This deployment plan lacked the previous 
order not to violate Luxembourg’s territory until the French had done so. 
The left wing was reinforced at the expense of the center armies (Fourth 
and Fifth), which probably signified abandonment of the attack on Nancy 
beyond a demonstration to fix some French forces. The deployment under 
case I did not assume a substantial Italian presence on the far right wing 
of the German forces. The eastern deployment under case I remained 
that of previous years. A total of ten infantry divisions and three cavalry 
divisions were entrusted with defense of the eastern provinces. 

Case II (two-front war) for mobilization year 1900–1901, unlike pre-
vious plans, made the major effort in the east, sending forty-four divi-
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sions there and retaining only twenty-four in the west.64 This represented 
a major new alternative, allowing the army to choose major offensives 
in either theater, depending on circumstances. Although the deployment 
plan lacked a definite outline of operations, Dieckmann assumed from 
the units’ positions that the 1900–1901 deployment prepared for simulta-
neous offensives toward the Narew and Niemen Rivers.65

The western deployment for case II sent four field armies with ten corps 
and twenty-four active and reserve divisions (plus five cavalry divisions) 
to the French and Belgian borders for a strategic defensive. Dieckmann’s 
manuscript indicates that this would probably be conducted offensively, 
with a counterattack against an anticipated French attack. This is not cer-
tain, however, since the deployment plan did not address this directly, 
and Dieckmann relied on Schlieffen’s memorandum of November 1899, 
discussed above.66

The German deployment plans for 1901–1902 were based on the same 
assumptions as in 1900–1901. Case I assumed a two-front war with the 
main effort in the west and with Belgian and British participation. Case II 
also assumed a two-front war, but with England in alliance with Germany 
and the main effort against Russia. The case I deployment was basically 
the same as in 1900–1901, with a total of fifty-eight active and reserve 
infantry divisions and eight cavalry divisions ready for an offensive based 
on the limited turning movement of previous years.67 The records used 
by Dieckmann contained no indication of an Italian presence on the west-
ern front. The Ehlert documents, however, indicate a vague assumption 
that an Italian force of unknown size would assemble near Breisach and  
Strassburg.68 The eastern deployment had ten divisions, as in previous 
years, with the same assembly areas and tasks. Schlieffen created a sup-
plement to the eastern deployment of case I, outlining plans for when sub-
stantial reinforcements began to arrive from the west. The second General 
Staff ride of 1901 was based on this situation, which in turn followed the 
situation played out in the first General Staff ride of 1901. This staff ride 
abandoned an enveloping movement through Luxembourg and Belgium 
and instead assumed that the Germans would launch a counteroffensive 
and produce a decisive victory “on the left bank of the Rhine near the 
Belgian frontier.”69 The latter was expected to produce a decisive German 
victory within four weeks, allowing nine corps to be transferred to the 
eastern front. In the meantime, the weak German forces would withdraw 
to Königsberg and behind the line Allenstein-Osterode-Rosenberg. The 
war games ended without a decisive outcome.70 Here, it should be noted 
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that Schlieffen recognized that even a decisive defeat of the French would 
not end the war and that thirteen corps would have to remain in the west. 
If there was any illusion in this memorandum, it was that of a short initial 
campaign, not a short war.

Case II for 1901–1902 sent about forty divisions to the east for the 
major effort, but a substantial twenty-seven would be sent to the west. 
The mission of the western armies was to stand on the defensive until 
they had an opportunity to counterattack one of the flanks of the attacking 
French army.71 As a result, the western forces would not be deployed in 
forward areas until the direction of the French offensive became clear. 
The western armies had their initial headquarters far to the rear, in Jü-
kerath, Koblenz, and Mainz.72 The precise intentions for the eastern front 
are no longer available, but the assembly areas indicated a major effort 
first against the Russian Niemen Army, with a holding attack against the 
Russian forces on the Narew River.

Deployment Plans, 1902–1903: Counterattack

The flexibility that remained in both Schlieffen’s thought and his planned 
deployments becomes clear when one considers mobilization year 1902–
1903. No memoranda exist for the fundamental operational concepts be-
hind the deployment plan for that year, but the Dieckmann manuscript 
contains detailed information on the deployment. The overall concept 
assumed a two-front war. As was normal, the General Staff prepared two 
cases, both of which now assumed a two-front war. 

The overall deployments in case I remained as in 1900–1901 and 1901–
1902 (major deployment in the west, with English and Belgian participa-
tion), and this discussion considers only the western plan.73 It sent sixty 
divisions to the western front but contained important variations from the 
previous year’s plan. Field armies two through six (eighteen corps) were 
to deploy close to the Luxembourg-French frontiers between Echternach 
(about eighteen miles northeast of Luxembourg City) and Champeny (in 
Alsace, about thirty-one miles southwest of Strassburg). First Army (four 
corps) was deployed between Eupen (about eleven miles south of Aachen) 
and Neuerberg (opposite central Luxembourg and about twelve miles 
north of Echternach). Second and Third Armies were deployed north of 
Diedenhofen, with the remaining four to the south. The right flank thus 
had slightly more strength in the north than had been the case in previous 
plans. Schlieffen apparently assumed that the French had learned of the 
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planned German turning movement and would deploy strong forces on 
the French left and thus be the first to invade Belgium and Luxembourg. In 
that case, German First Army would be in a position to envelop the French 
left flank as it moved against the normal position of the German right flank.

According to Dieckmann, Schlieffen expected the German left wing to 
launch an offensive between Verdun and Toul. He thus hoped to entice 
the French into attacking the right flank of this group of German armies. 
The German right wing would then attack these outflanked French forces 
as they advanced. Such a concept was “an exceedingly surprising alter-
ation of his operational intents” and was “in strong contradiction to his 
previous views.”74 This would have produced a classic illustration of the 
old Prussian military saying: he who would outflank can be outflanked.75

A General Staff ride of 1902, probably conducted before the 1902–1903 
deployment plan was completed, considered the possibility of a French at-
tack in anticipation of movement of the German right wing. The General 
Staff ride posited that the Germans had obligated themselves (through a 
treaty with England?) not to enter Belgium and Luxembourg unless the 
French had already violated their neutrality. The study also concluded that 
the Germans would defeat the mass of the French army deployed between 
Metz and the Vosges Mountains but that much of it would retreat behind 
the line of fortifications. The Germans would thus be faced with a costly 
campaign to attack the French fortress system.76 First Army’s separated 
deployment south of Aachen would put it in a position to move against 
the flank or rear of a French force deployed to defeat the German right 
wing if it were deployed according to previous years’ plans. 

Accordingly, the scenario of the staff study provided that three of the 
armies positioned along the Lorraine frontier south of Diedenhofen 
(Fourth, Fifth, and Sixth) were to attack the Maas front along the line 
Verdun-Toul. Schlieffen had apparently reversed his previous view that 
the fortified French positions between Toul and Epinal could withstand a 
German attack, concluding that such an attack, if linked with the turning 
movement north of Verdun, could succeed.77 These deployments, which 
had a foundation in the French plan XIV, thus considerably altered the 
options open to a western-front commander by splitting the right flank, 
anticipating two flanking actions on the right, and assuming that the turn-
ing movement would improve the chances for making frontal assaults on 
the French center positions. As the study developed, the Germans met 
the main French forces in the Vosges and Lorraine and failed to achieve 
a decisive victory.78
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The information on case II for 1902–1903 is somewhat contradictory. 
The Ehlert documents suggest that the eastern forces would have fourteen 
active corps, two reserve corps, and seven reserve divisions (thirty-nine to-
tal). This case also sent First Army to the Rhine province, where it would 
be in a position to attack a French army that tried to outflank the German 
right wing as it turned around Verdun.79 According to Dieckmann, case II 
for 1902–1903 planned for forty-four divisions to be sent to the west and 
twenty-four to the east. Case II in 1901–1902 had sent only twenty-seven 
divisions to the west.

The decrease in the strength of the eastern force from four armies with 
forty-four infantry divisions to three armies with twenty-four active divi-
sions allowed for only a limited offensive against the Russians. Although 
Dieckmann lacked documentary proof, he surmised from the concentra-
tion areas that one army would make the major attack toward the Niemen 
River, supported by a second army; meanwhile, the third army would at-
tempt to fix the Russian forces deployed along the Narew.80

These relatively small eastern deployments in both cases for mobili-
zation year 1902–1903 did not mean that Schlieffen had finally decided 
against any major offensive in the east. A memorandum of December 
1902 addressed an eastern deployment of thirteen corps, with nine mak-
ing the major effort consisting of an attack toward the Narew in conjunc-
tion with an Austrian attack from the south. The remaining four corps 
were to advance toward the Niemen River to fix the Russian forces de-
ployed in the north and thus protect the flank of the main effort. Count-
ing reserve divisions, the total forces sent to the east under this scenario 
would have been thirty-six divisions.

The deployment plan of 1902–1903 and the related memoranda are 
a further indication of the difficulties in identifying a single approach 
to warfare on either front in Schlieffen’s thinking. His memoranda and 
deployment schemes reflect a flexibility of approach usually denied him 
by historians. The question remains whether his basic concepts became 
more one-sided and rigid in the last years of his term as chief of the Gen-
eral Staff, as is often assumed, and whether his legacy of apparent inflex-
ibility was his creation or that of his postwar admirers.

Deployment Plans, 1903–1904 

The 1903–1904 deployment plans reverted to the old formula of two very 
different cases: one sending the greater part of the army to the west, and 
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the other sending a large majority to the east. In case I, the western forces 
would have sixty-five active and reserve divisions and the eastern forces a 
mere ten, along the lines of the plans from 1899 and 1900. The major dif-
ference from previous western plans was that Sixth and Seventh Armies 
on the western front were stronger, reflecting the increasingly obvious 
probability that Italian forces would not be available to defend the upper 
Rhine River area. The deployment also abandoned the separation of First 
Army and returned to the traditional close massing of the turning wing 
on the German right flank.81 First Army would be deployed substantially 
to the north, with its original headquarters located at Montjoie rather than 
at St. Vith, about eighteen miles to the south. The 1903–1904 deploy-
ment thus placed three armies north of Metz and one north of Luxem-
bourg. This deployment clearly anticipated an advance through southern 
Belgium, although the deployment instructions forbade any violation of 
Belgian territory without an explicit order of the High Command. Ger-
man units could cross into Luxembourg only after the French did so, and 
then only to cover the German deployment. The eastern forces, reduced 
to their traditional ten divisions, also returned to the basic concepts that 
had prevailed in previous years.

No reliable information is available for the case II deployments. The 
documents in Ehlert’s The Schlieffen Plan suggest that the General Staff 
never fully developed case II because it seemed “the less likely case.”82 
Dieckmann surmised, on the basis of the first General Staff ride for 1903, 
that about half the forces would go to the west and be deployed for an 
attack on the French left, but aiming for only a partial victory. In this staff 
ride the weakened western armies attempted to overcome a French flank-
ing attack through Belgium or Luxembourg by transferring forces from 
those deployed south of Metz. Dieckmann also surmised, based on the 
December 1902 memorandum cited above, that the major effort of the 
thirty-six active and reserve divisions would be against the Russian forces 
along the Narew River in conjunction with an Austrian offensive from the 
south.83 Not too much should be made of this, however, since virtually no 
directly applicable documentation is available from either Dieckmann or 
other sources.84

For reasons unknown, the Dieckmann manuscript ends with this 
sketchy information on the 1903–1904 deployment plan. The historian is 
thus on less certain ground from this point forward.85
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Deployment Plans, 1904–1905: No Right-Wing Sweep

The 1904–1905 deployment plan had the usual two variants. Case I as-
sumed a war against France alone. It sent the entire force of twenty-six 
active corps to the west, leaving only two cavalry divisions and four reserve 
divisions in the east. Case II assumed a war against France and Russia. It 
sent twenty-three active corps, nine cavalry divisions, and fifteen reserve 
divisions to the west. The forces available in the east were limited to three 
active corps, two cavalry divisions, and four reserve divisions. The west-
ern armies had the same general deployment areas in both deployment 
schemes. The three active corps sent to the east in case II came from First, 
Third, and Fourth Armies. 

These western deployments of 1904–1905, which varied substantially 
from a General Staff ride in 1904, limited the deployment’s northern flank 
to the Bitburg area.86 No field armies deployed the bulk their strength 
north of Luxembourg. This meant the German right would sweep south 
of the Meuse as it passed through Belgium, posing no threat to Namur, 
Liege, or Brussels. Ritter agreed that, under this plan, the right wing 
would pass through only the southern tip of Belgium, toward Mezieres 
and Stenay, with an anticipated battle near Verdun. Overall, the forces on 
the right flank were weaker than those in Lorraine. This reflects Schlief-
fen’s continuing concern about holding attacks in the Nancy area, but it 
also raises the possibility that Schlieffen was again considering a genu-
ine counteroffensive breakthrough around Nancy if the right wing were 
successful in drawing large French forces away from that sector.87 In that 
case, of course, the fabled sweep through Belgium and northern France 
would have been a secondary undertaking, a large-scale supporting attack. 
Even Zuber’s critics recognize that this plan is an illustration of the con-
tinuing flexibility in Schlieffen’s thinking.88

The 1904–1905 deployment plans were not consistent with the deploy-
ment tested in the 1904 General Staff ride mentioned above. That exercise 
sent First Army across the Meuse around Liege; it then turned south as it 
passed between Namur and Charleroi and prepared to move against the 
flank of a major French attack toward Cologne. The staff ride also played 
out a major French advance between Metz and Strassburg. The result was 
an eventual German double envelopment of the French in Alsace and an 
indecisive battle on the German right. Apparently, Schlieffen was satis-
fied with this result, as Zoellner concluded that throughout the course 
of the exercise Schlieffen “sought to produce proof that an attack against 
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the flank of the German army marching through Belgium was not to be 
easily executed.”89 This may be true, but in the staff ride, First Army was 
in a very different position than it would have been in according to cur-
rent or past deployment plans. It seems that Schlieffen anticipated that 
the French left wing would move directly against the German right wing 
south of the Meuse but would be outflanked itself if First Army advanced 
near Namur.90 What is most interesting is that Schlieffen accepted a result 
that was inconsistent with any desire to achieve a decisive envelopment of 
the French right flank if the French attacked north of Metz.91

Ritter tried to make this consistent with prevailing ideas by arguing 
that Schlieffen did this to illustrate that the Germans could “strengthen 
the right wing without undue concern for the left.”92 That is possible, but 
the results could also be seen as confirmation that the main battle would 
be in Lorraine and the choice of location might not be up to the Ger-
mans. The explanation may rest in the fact that Schlieffen, at least up to 
this time, regarded the great turning movement not as an end but as a 
means. The real goal, consistent with German theory and with the con-
tent of nearly all his studies and exercises, was destruction of the enemy’s 
main force. The 1904 General Staff ride produced this on the German left 
flank rather than on the right, but the strategic result would have been 
the same. In any case, this instance underscores the difficulties of directly 
linking the General Staff exercises, which had both educational and test-
ing functions, with any particular deployment plan.

Final Deployment Plan, 1905–1906

Schlieffen’s final deployment plan, for mobilization year 1905–1906, is 
known only by documents recently discovered and published in Ehlert’s 
The Schlieffen Plan.93 Case I sent the entire army to the west, while case II  
sent thirty-three corps to the west, as in the previous years. The minor 
differences allow a common discussion based on case I.

This scheme sent a large part of the western army farther north than 
any previous plan, and it clearly laid the basis for an invasion of Holland 
as well as Belgium. The plan did not automatically produce such a re-
sult, however. It forbade violations of Holland and Belgium until the High 
Command (Oberste Heeresleitung, or OHL) had given the order, until the 
enemy had entered those nations, or until those states had engaged in 
hostilities. Cavalry reconnaissance in those countries was to begin only “if 
the advance into Holland and Belgium takes place.”
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The opening deployment of the armies, which reflected both campaign 
decisions and the requirements of railway movement, reflected this shift 
to the north and a stronger turning movement on the right flank. Five field 
armies would be deployed north of Metz, three north of Luxembourg, and 
one to the north of Aachen. This deployment clearly envisioned a move-
ment of at least three field armies (eleven active and seven reserve corps) 
through Belgium and Luxembourg and an additional two through south-
ern Luxembourg.

The surviving information concerns the usual case I, a single-front war 
in the west, with virtually the entire army deployed there. The plan sent 
fifty-two active and eighteen reserve divisions to the west; these would 
be deployed in six armies between Diedenhofen and Aachen, a seventh 
around Metz, and an eighth between Metz and Saarburg. It is not clear 
whether the right wing was prepared to advance across Holland or north 
of Liege, but it was clearly in a position to sweep across Belgium south of 
Liege along the southern bank of the Sambre. No forces were deployed in 
the far north position where First Army began in August 1914.94

Exercises and General Staff Rides

Beyond the various memoranda and deployment plans discussed above, 
there were two other kinds of General Staff activities relevant to this dis-
cussion. The first, mentioned briefly above, were the annual General Staff 
rides, usually two in number. These took groups of officers to the eastern 
and western frontiers, where they participated in large-scale map-based 
exercises. The second were the tactical and strategic problems presented 
to General Staff officers during the winter.95 These exercises had no direct 
connection to war plans but served the purposes of training young Gen-
eral Staff officers in large-unit operations and testing concepts related to 
the General Staff’s strategic concerns.96 Of course, these bore the stamp 
of Schlieffen’s intentions and, though useful from his perspective, were 
subject to manipulation and distortion to support the emerging orthodoxy 
of flanking attacks and turning movements.97

Schlieffen conducted staff rides primarily for the education and train-
ing of his General Staff officers. They were not designed to familiarize 
future army commanders with Schlieffen’s campaign concepts. Indeed, 
he refused to conduct any war games to prepare future field army com-
manders for anticipated campaigns because he thought they would resent 
any such efforts and because he doubted their ability to keep secrets.98 
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As it has been pointed out, staff rides were widely distributed within the 
General Staff (in Berlin and in the units) and were classified merely as 
“secret,” not “top secret” (streng Geheim). In the interests of secrecy, the 
General Staff routinely destroyed old versions of deployment plans but re-
garded the results of staff rides as entirely different kinds of documents.99

Overall, the surviving records of Schlieffen’s exercises portray his early 
commitment to a combination of frontal holding attacks and flanking at-
tacks in tactics and turning movements in strategy, yet they reveal sub-
stantial flexibility in strategic situations and concepts. In his 1892 western 
General Staff ride Schlieffen allowed a German advance through Belgium 
and Luxembourg only after an initial French violation of these countries’ 
neutrality. In 1894 and 1898 the eastern General Staff rides closely re-
sembled the actual situation in 1914; the latter even involved two of the 
key German commanders of 1914—Hindenburg and Prittwitz.100 In 1895 
Schlieffen noted in his closing remarks that both French and German 
players had limited their advances through Belgium to the area south of 
the Sambre, thus avoiding the crossings around Liege and Namur. In the 
1897 eastern staff ride (which was not based on the 1897–1898 deploy-
ment plan) Schlieffen’s scenario had the Germans driving the French 
back to their line of fortifications. The Germans then moved four corps 
and reserve divisions temporarily to the eastern front, where the staff 
ride took place. Meanwhile, the war with France continued. The scenario 
recognized that France had not been defeated and that the eastern army 
would soon have to send units back to the west.101 Even in 1898 the Ger-
man commander waited for the French to violate the neutrality of Bel-
gium and Luxembourg.102

In the western General Staff rides of 1901 and 1902 Schlieffen con-
tinued to stress counterattacks as the solution to the problem of dealing 
with the French. In 1901 the ride concluded with a decisive battle along 
the German-Belgian border. Likewise, in 1902 the decisive battle was a 
German counterattack on the left wing of the French forces advancing to 
the west of Metz. Schlieffen, in effect, also defined what he meant by a 
decisive battle, since at the conclusion both staff rides he transferred only 
nine corps to the east, leaving thirteen active corps and twelve reserve di-
visions in the west, where the war against France would continue. These 
scenarios, as Zuber points out, had the advantage of allowing the Ger-
mans to eliminate the immediate French threat (but not the entire French 
army) close to the German railheads, thus facilitating the rapid transfer of 
forces to the eastern front.103
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Schlieffen conducted two western General Staff rides in 1904, with the 
first probably taking place in June, although this is not certain.104 Neither 
fit into the framework of what came to be called the “Schlieffen Plan.” 
Both resulted in movements and battles far from those envisioned in the 
1905 memorandum. In the first, a German counterattack destroyed the 
French force attacking into Lorraine through a double envelopment from 
Metz and Strassburg, while other German forces fought an indecisive bat-
tle north of Metz. The German right wing entered Holland and Belgium 
(which was allied with France) but achieved little. The entire affair lasted 
only until the twenty-first day of mobilization. The most noteworthy ele-
ments of this staff ride, aside from its departure from a wide right-wing 
sweep deep into France and Belgium, were its reliance on nonexistent 
German forces, a successful major breakthrough battle, and a decisive 
battle in Lorraine.105

The second western staff ride of 1904 began with the same general 
situation, except that the opening movements were not completed until 
the twenty-second day of mobilization. The Germans in this scenario did 
not have a large number of additional forces. The French, however, had 
several hypothetical reserve and active units. The French attacked north 
of Metz and into Alsace-Lorraine. They crossed the Rhine with eight 
corps but achieved little of strategic significance. The German First Army, 
which invaded Belgium, failed to envelop the French right flank, thus 
contradicting Schlieffen’s own assumption that a broad advance would 
force the French to turn and defend the approaches to Paris. Instead, the 
German player proposed—and Schlieffen allowed it, despite his disap-
proval—a complete abandonment of the wide turning movement around 
the French left wing. The Germans instead moved south to confront the 
main French forces in Alsace-Lorraine. Due to faulty moves and the com-
mander’s failure to keep his focus on annihilating the French left wing, 
the latter defeated the German right wing north of Metz, while the French 
right wing threatened to complete an encirclement of the great mass of the 
German army. The exercise ended there, at mobilization day thirty-one.106

These two staff rides show that Schlieffen created games that con-
flicted with his emerging deployment concepts and that he allowed his of-
ficers to play the games out to unfavorable conclusions. Schlieffen’s main 
teaching point seems to have been that forces must be massed against 
one or the other wing of an opposing army in order to achieve a decisive 
victory. This principle, rather than achieving victory through a wide swing 
through Belgium and Holland, was the basis of Schlieffen’s teachings. 
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The right turning movement was not an end in itself; it was merely one 
means to achieve the goal of annihilating a major portion of the enemy 
army.107 Ritter thus missed the point when he argued that Schlieffen used 
the staff ride of 1904 to demonstrate the necessity of “strengthen[ing] 
the right wing without undue concern for the left.”108 The irony is that 
Helmuth von Moltke, Schlieffen’s successor, may have arrived at his con-
cept of the double envelopment, which he hoped to achieve in 1914, from 
Schlieffen’s exercises.109

Schlieffen’s Final Staff Ride

Schlieffen conducted a staff ride in the summer of 1905 on a scale that 
dwarfed all previous efforts. Three groups of General Staff officers devel-
oped plans for the French, while Schlieffen himself acted as the German 
player for each group. The overall scenario sent nearly the entire German 
army to the western front, since Russian participation seemed unlikely 
under the circumstances. The three French solutions were:

1. Offensive between Metz and Strassburg against the southern flank 
of the German forces in Lorraine.

2. Attack on both sides of Metz.
3. Combined French and Belgian offensive with the French left wing 

extending to Maubeuge.110

In playing against the first French solution, Schlieffen abandoned the 
turning movement through Belgium and engaged the mass of the French 
army in Lorraine. In moving against the second French player, who at-
tacked on both sides of Metz, Schlieffen executed the right turning move-
ment while retaining three field armies in the Strassburg area to strike 
the French army in the flank and rear after it advanced beyond the Saar 
River. Counterattacking a French attack north of Metz had been the basis 
of Schlieffen’s plans for years, as indicated by the previous discussion of 
his deployment plans. 

The third case, in which Hugo von Freytag-Loringhoven led the French 
side, is the most important in light of subsequent developments. In this 
case, the French, allied with Belgium, advanced from the Maubeuge area 
through Luxembourg toward Namur and Brussels. Schlieffen, after first 
determining that there was no danger of a major French attack in Lor-
raine, moved the mass of the German army to the right wing and en-
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veloped the French left flank short (east) of Paris, while a major assault 
from Metz attacked the French right. As Boetticher remarked, this final 
exercise demonstrated that even as late as 1905, Schlieffen by no means 
intended to advance to the west of Paris.111 That, indeed, was an expedient 
to be adopted only if the effort to make a shorter turning movement into 
the French flank and rear was unsuccessful. Following a discussion of 
the results, the players repeated all three scenarios, with much the same 
results. In one case, Schlieffen moved the German far right wing around 
Paris and crossed the Seine near Rouen.112

Ritter’s account of this staff ride, based on Zoellner, has misled sub-
sequent historians. Paraphrasing Zoellner, Ritter argued that Schlieffen 
“put his cards on the table for the first time, showing those taking part in 
the ride that he meant to cut through neutral Belgium in great breadth.”113 
Ritter thus ignored Schlieffen’s very different actions in the first two sce-
narios and created the false impression that the turning movement un-
der the third scenario was similar to that allegedly laid out in the 1905 
memorandum. In fact, most of the staff ride’s movements and battles 
took place far from Paris, as Zoellner’s account makes clear.114 Even Wolf-
gang Foerster, one of Schlieffen’s most prolific defenders and Moltke’s 
most bitter critics, admitted that this “astonishing” solution was difficult 
to reconcile with the 1905 memorandum. Foerster also noted that the 
records of Schlieffen’s staff rides were not among the holdings of the  
Reichsarchiv when he was researching Schlieffen and the 1914 cam-
paign.115 Foerster was wrong, however, in believing that knowledge of the 
details of the solution to the first scenario would make a great impression 
among experts and would portray the 1914 deployment in an entirely new 
light.116 Instead, the Schlieffen school continued to ignore evidence con-
trary to its dogmatic approach.

Schlieffen’s Last War Game

The final item in establishing the planning context of the Schlieffen 
memorandum of December 1905 is Schlieffen’s famous last war game 
of November–December 1905. The bulk of the material relating to this 
war game (Kriegspiel) has been lost, but Schlieffens’s concluding discus-
sion, containing many details of the action, has survived in his papers 
and is now available in a published translation.117 Only recently, however, 
has it begun to attract the attention of scholars. Interestingly, Schlieffen’s 
concluding remarks were dated 23 December 1905, indicating that they 
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were written before he finished the December memorandum, which was 
actually completed early in 1906.

The scenario placed Germany in a two-front war against Russia, 
France, and England, with Belgium, Holland, and Italy remaining neu-
tral. Schlieffen divided the army about equally between the eastern and 
western fronts and had the Germans go on the strategic defensive on 
both fronts. He stated that it was “impracticable to abandon the entire left 
bank of the Rhine and the whole left bank of the Moselle to the enemy 
and to stand by while a large area of German territory was laid waste by 
the enemy.” In this scenario—unrealistically, in light of the two subse-
quent world wars—the French and English invaded Belgium, while the 
latter allowed German forces to join in the defense of Antwerp. A second-
ary French force advanced into Germany south of Metz, while a smaller 
force advanced to the Rhine above Strassburg. While the campaign in 
the west developed, Germany’s eastern forces defeated the Russians and 
were available for redeployment by the fortieth day of mobilization. The 
Germans surrounded and destroyed the Anglo-French army in Belgium 
as well as the main French army south of Liege, with the assistance of a 
few corps from the east.118

Clearly, this war game offered little direct support for the basic strategic 
concept of the 1905 memorandum and can hardly be seen as a confir-
mation of its emphasis on the primacy of a quick defeat of the French. 
Indeed, some of its assumptions were directly in conflict with what has 
become known as the “Schlieffen Plan.” Schlieffen’s closing comments 
indicate that the real object was to show that a smaller army could defeat a 
larger one if it exploited the enemy’s weaknesses and mistakes, accepted 
risks, attacked the enemy’s flanks and rear in order to make him fight 
with reversed fronts in a confused manner, and made rapid decisions ex-
ecuted by a commander with “an iron character” and “a determined will 
to win.”119 All these factors were, as previous chapters have noted, funda-
mentals of German theory from the days of the elder Moltke forward. As 
Foley notes, Schlieffen was attempting to teach his General Staff officers 
“to fight intelligently” in a variety of circumstances.120

Likewise, the war game offers no support for those who accused Schlief-
fen of a simplistic and one-sided dependence on turning movements and 
flank attacks as the solution to every problem. The Anglo-French forces 
were defeated in large part because their own efforts to turn German po-
sitions set them up for envelopment.121 Schlieffen’s concluding remarks 
on the game’s eastern campaign were equally balanced. At one point he 
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used an example from the Russo-Japanese War to warn that excessive 
concern with flanks created the danger of defeat through a frontal break-
through.122 He warned his subordinates that in the future they would have 
to deal with “armies arrayed in long positions. The possibility of holding 
off a superior enemy from even somewhat strengthened field fortifica-
tions will result in more instances of trench warfare (Positionskrieg).” The  
Russo-Japanese War, he wrote, showed that it was possible for both sides 
to fight “for months at a time from unassailable positions.”123 At that 
point, Schlieffen repeated his frequent warning that this was unaccept-
able in Europe, where “one cannot move from position to position for a 
year or two with twelve-day battles until the combatants (Kriegführenden), 
entirely used up and exhausted, both sue for peace. We must attempt to 
defeat and destroy the enemy quickly.”124

The answer, wrote Schlieffen, lay in finding gaps and breaking through 
the long fronts. He cited the battle on the Shaho River in the Russo- 
Japanese War and one case from the war game as examples. In general, 
however, Schlieffen warned that one must rely not on mere flanking at-
tacks but on wider turning movements that threaten the enemy’s rear 
as well as flanks. Such an enveloping maneuver, Schlieffen concluded, 
cannot be conducted without a powerful frontal attack, even if the desired 
strength is not available, and it must be followed by relentless exploita-
tion.125 All these concepts had been well entrenched in German theory for 
many years.

The “Schlieffen Plan”

Following the conclusion of his last war game, Schlieffen began to write 
his most important memorandum, known to history as the famous 
“Schlieffen Plan” of December 1905.126 Nearly a century of historical writ-
ing has regarded this memorandum as the official war plan of 1914 (as 
modified in execution by Moltke), and much of the literature has equated 
it with a mobilization plan. Both these viewpoints are erroneous. The 
memorandum was not a deployment plan as conceived by the German 
General Staff from the days of Moltke onward. The Reichsarchiv’s concept 
of equating the 1905 memorandum and the subsequent campaign plans 
should no longer be regarded as authoritative or valid.127

As this chapter has indicated, the deployment plans were entirely dif-
ferent documents from the various memoranda produced by the chiefs of 
the General Staff. Moreover, there is little evidence that the 1905 memo-
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randum served as the basis for any deployment plan in any year.128 It was 
merely the last of Schlieffen’s preretirement essays on a war with France 
alone. It considered only one of the two cases usually laid out in a typical 
mobilization year. Thus the younger Moltke, who succeeded Schlieffen 
in January 1906, maintained the alternative plan for Germany’s great 
eastern deployment (Grosser Ostaufmarsch) until 1913. Nevertheless, the 
Schlieffen memorandum of December 1905 remains a fundamentally 
important document for a number of reasons.

The plan allegedly contained in Schlieffen’s memorandum of Decem-
ber 1905 has been the subject of an immense literature, beginning in 
1920 and continuing beyond its first publication by Gerhard Ritter in 
1956. The memorandum is clearly a discussion of Germany’s strategic 
situation in 1905 and of a broad operational concept that involved sending 
the right wing of the German army through southern Holland, Belgium 
north and south of the Sambre, and Luxembourg, with the hope of turn-
ing the French defensive positions that had been the source of German 
concern since the days of the elder Moltke. The academic discussion of 
alternatives and difficulties rested on a series of optimistic assumptions 
mixed with a recognition that Germany’s strength was insufficient for 
such an undertaking. It was not a mobilization plan for the entire army, 
nor did it contain, contrary to most views, any deployment or employment 
instructions for any of the field armies that were supposed to implement 
it. In 1914 each army had an individual deployment instruction (Aufmar-
schweisung) for the upcoming campaigns, but there was apparently no 
overall written concept; certainly none was contained in the 1905 mem-
orandum. A comparison with an actual deployment directive makes the 
differences clear.129

Although the broad outline of the concept contained in the 1905 mem-
orandum has been recognized for decades, a few qualifying points need 
to be made here. The memorandum assumed that, based on the circum-
stances of 1905, France would fight alone, and the French army would 
probably remain on the defensive as long as it could not count on Russian 
support. After considering the strength of the French fortification sys-
tem and the terrain along the Franco-German border, the memorandum 
clearly indicated that the German army would have to circumvent these 
fortifications by advancing through Belgium, Luxembourg, and Holland, 
although Schlieffen hoped the latter would not resist.

To execute this great turning movement, Schlieffen’s memoran-
dum proposed to send twenty-three and a half active corps, twelve and 
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a half reserve corps, and eight cavalry divisions through the three oth-
erwise neutral states. Schlieffen discussed swinging the far right wing 
as far northwest as Abbeville and enveloping Paris to the west, forcing 
the French back toward the Swiss frontier. This is the “Schlieffen Plan” 
that is known to history. A careful reading of the memorandum, however, 
reveals that there is both more and less to Schlieffen’s concept than is 
usually suggested.

Contrary to the arguments of many of Schlieffen’s defenders and crit-
ics, the memorandum did not unconditionally call for a sweep to the west 
of Paris.130 The memorandum’s assumption was that the French would 
remain on the defensive and would retire behind their river lines after 
initial battles along the Franco-Belgian frontier. The memorandum re-
ferred to a sweep west of Paris on two occasions. In the first instance, 
the memorandum stated that the French might choose to withdraw and 
defend behind the Somme-Oise line, which “would lead to a march of the 
German right wing on Amiens or even on Abbeville.”131 But Schlieffen 
doubted the French would do this; he believed they would instead make 
a stand behind the Oise between La Fere and Paris. This, too, would ne-
cessitate an advance to the south and west of Paris. The memorandum 
then went on: “One thing is clear. Unless the French do us the favor of 
attacking,” the Germans would have to move around Paris.132 The long 
turning movement around Paris was thus only a contingency, a reaction 
to the worse and less likely case.133

The memorandum did not elaborate on the other contingency—that 
the French would take the offensive—except in a single section toward 
the end. Here, the memorandum acknowledged that the French might 
choose to counterattack in the south, but it concluded that a French attack 
in the south would be acceptable to the Germans. It stated that the Ger-
mans should change their plans as little as possible and refers readers to 
maps 5 and 5A (now in the Schlieffen papers in Freiburg).134

At this point, the contradictory nature of the memorandum and 
its maps emerges clearly. Maps 5 and 5A, titled “Deployment against a 
French Offensive into Lorraine,” actually abandoned the wide sweep near 
the coast and instead depicted a right-wing turn south at La Fere, about 
seventy miles northeast of Paris. The far-right corps thus made an even 
shorter turning movement than was the case in 1914. The text hinted at 
this truncated turning movement by stating that if the French did attack, 
the Germans would advance to the line La Fere–Coblenz, with reserves 
on the right, and would attack with the right. The text and map 5A, which 
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Ritter’s book did not reproduce, make it clear that although Schlieffen 
preferred a turning movement in all the circumstances discussed in the 
memorandum, he did not unconditionally demand an advance west and 
south of Paris.135 The main point, as always in Schlieffen’s writing, was to 
bring the French army to battle in the open field under the most favorable 
possible circumstances.136 The sweep around Paris was merely a contin-
gency, not an end in itself, nor was it a requirement regardless of what the 
French did.

Even the maps, then, indicate that the 1905 memorandum, far from 
being a plan of campaign, was merely a discussion of contingencies, and 
it may have been intended for purposes other than those usually assumed. 
One historian recently argued that it was basically a paper demanding an 
expansion of the army. This argument has the merit of being based on 
the fact that the memorandum assumed a much larger army than actually 
existed in 1905–1906.137 This point is by no means new, and a number 
of authors have recognized that army expansion was at least one of the 
memorandum’s purposes.138

Another problem concerns the authenticity of the maps surviving in 
the Schlieffen papers and used as the basis for much of the traditional 
view of the 1905 memorandum. Schlieffen’s handwritten drafts mention 
a single map, while the typewritten and other later copies refer to nine 
maps at various points in the text. Ritter’s published version lists these 
references in the footnotes and prints amended versions of six maps, 
but in a different scale, thus creating an illusion of consistency in the 
originals.139 The Schlieffen papers contain twelve maps, but several of 
these are obviously later additions with no direct connection to the 1905 
memorandum.140 The single map mentioned in Schlieffen’s handwritten 
drafts had a scale of 1:300,000, but the maps in the Nachlass range from 
1:300,000 to 1:1 million. The authenticity of some of the maps is thus 
open to question.141 The maps, moreover, have different labels. Some have 
the imprint “Chief of the General Staff of the Army. Memorandum of 
December 1905.” Others, notably map 3, which depicts an advance south 
and west of Paris with an eventual advance toward Langres, have those 
same words but apparently in Hahnke’s handwriting. Other maps in the 
file have no General Staff markings at all, while two others, marked 10 
and 11 by the Bundesarchiv, are not mentioned in the memorandum.142 
According to Wolfgang Foerster, Hahnke told him that Schlieffen finished 
the memorandum in January 1906 and that he (Hahnke) prepared the 
maps at an unspecified later date.143
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Historians have assumed, largely on the basis of his other writings, 
that Schlieffen anticipated a decisive victory over the French by about the 
fortieth day after mobilization. This idea is well founded in the under-
lying reason for the plan and in the war games and General Staff rides 
conducted prior to 1905, but it has little basis in the memorandum and 
its maps. The maps concern primarily what Schlieffen expected to be a 
largely unopposed advance through Belgium to the French-Belgian fron-
tier. Schlieffen apparently anticipated that this movement, as outlined 
in the maps (but not in the memorandum), would take twenty-two days 
from the beginning of mobilization. Map 3, “Further Advance,” indicated 
an advance by the right wing to the line of Amiens–St. Quentin by day 
thirty-one of mobilization. At that rate, the swing around Paris before the 
decisive battle took place along and behind the Oise would have required 
another two to three weeks. In discussing this decisive struggle, the mem-
orandum anticipated a series of battles lasting days.144 These would be 
followed by exploitation, as the German army pushed the French army 
toward final destruction, perhaps up against the French border.

The maps, in short, are very problematic when placed in the overall 
context of the memorandum and its alleged role as a detailed campaign 
plan. The most important maps outline a campaign inconsistent with 
Schlieffen’s fundamental objective of fighting a decisive battle within the 
time available in view of Russian mobilization capabilities. Yet, contrary 
to most accounts, neither the memorandum nor the maps contain a rigid 
timetable. Indeed, the only dates and phase lines on any of the maps are 
the expected lines of the forward corps on the twenty-second and thirty- 
first days of the advance, before the main battle had begun. The maps 
provide only the most general information about the French army and are 
not nearly as detailed in forecasting the place and nature of the battles as 
were the maps for staff rides and war games. 

Concluding Remarks

The memorandum, in short, was never a campaign plan or a substitute for 
the annual deployment plan. It was merely the last of Schlieffen’s official 
academic discussions of alternatives and the first of his postretirement 
efforts to convince Moltke and others that his views offered the only hope 
for winning a brutal multifront war against superior forces. Rather than 
a new deployment scheme, it was merely one way of using the traditional 
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Aufmarsch I as a basis for the scheme of maneuver, in this case, during a 
time when the French could count on little Russian support.145 Regardless 
of their contents and intents, Schlieffen’s memoranda, including that of 
1905, did not constitute the German war plan in any of his years as chief 
of the General Staff or thereafter. Throughout his tenure, Schlieffen de-
clined to prepare even general war plans along the lines of those prepared 
by the elder Moltke. The Military History Section of the General Staff, 
writing in 1919, concluded that neither Schlieffen nor the younger Moltke 
ever prepared such a comprehensive war plan, relying instead on the de-
ployment plans prepared by April of each year. The section concluded that 
from these it was impossible to determine with any certainty the manner 
in which Moltke and Schlieffen would have conducted operations. There 
was no written planning in those years, the section concluded, only ver-
bal discussions among key General Staff sections. In 1919 the Military 
History Section specifically rejected the idea that the Schlieffen memo-
randum of 1905 was the basis of campaign planning, since the document 
could not be found in the General Staff’s records.146 It definitely found its 
way into the holdings of the Reichsarchiv at some later date.147

Later, after extensive searching, the Reichsarchiv concluded that the 
German High Command had not provided the field armies with a single, 
unified order containing its intentions for operations in 1914. It pointed 
out that the field armies had complained about this at the time.148 Her-
mann von Kuhl, one of the closest associates of Schlieffen and Moltke 
and chief of the General Staff of First Army (far right wing) in 1914, wrote 
after the war that he had never seen the Schlieffen memorandum of 1905. 
A copy of the memorandum that was given to Moltke early in 1906 re-
mained in the cabinet of his first adjutant. From there, it found its way 
into the archives. Of course, the general concept of the memorandum 
was well known within the General Staff, as Kuhl noted.149 Friedrich von 
Boetticher, a staunch advocate of the postwar Schlieffen school, admitted 
that only a few senior officers ever saw the memorandum.150

All these are indications of what should be obvious from the text itself: 
the memorandum was not a carefully prescribed and detailed campaign 
plan. It was merely a thought piece, and it never was the exclusive basis 
of any German deployment or campaign plan. In addition, it is worth 
noting that eight years passed before a mobilization and deployment 
plan was needed for an actual war—years that were marked by critical 
changes in the international situation. Thus we must now consider the 
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outlook, methods, and intents of the man who was chief of the General 
Staff when the memorandum was completed and who remained in that 
position until his dismissal in September 1914: Generaloberst Helmuth 
von Moltke, nephew of the victor of 1866 and 1870 and known in history 
as the younger Moltke.



chapter six
german strategic planning, 
1906–1914

Schlieffen was nearly seventy-three years old when 
he performed his final official duties and wrote his December 1905 mem-
orandum. The question of his successor had been percolating since 1902. 
Finding a replacement was no easy task, given his years of domination of 
the General Staff. As one officer later remembered, the feeling prevalent 
after Schlieffen’s departure was that no one could take his place: “The 
chair of the master was empty.”1 A number of possible replacements had 
surfaced in various quarters over the years.2 It was not a simple matter 
of choosing the individual most capable of shaping Germany’s strategic 
planning and leading the army into war if the need should arise. The per-
son selected had to be an experienced General Staff officer who had few 
if any enemies among the most powerful aristocrats in the army and the 
bureaucracy and who possessed the confidence of the emperor. Given the 
army’s fractured bureaucratic structure and the continuing role of aristo-
cratic and royal connections at the highest levels of the officer corps, it is 
hardly surprising that the choice was controversial. 

Schlieffen attempted to influence the decision, but with little result. 
His initial preference had apparently been Colmar Freiherr von der Goltz, 
a highly capable General Staff officer and an internationally famous mil-
itary writer. Eventually, however, Goltz’s views on fortresses and various 
tactical questions caused him to lose Schlieffen’s favor. Goltz returned to 
the “front,” served a lengthy tour in Turkey, and eventually became one 
of the more famous “mavericks” of the Prussian army.3 Schlieffen then 
turned to Hans von Beseler, another prominent General Staff officer and 
chief of the Engineer and Pioneer Corps.4 Despite the support of Count 
Dietrich von Hülsen Haeseler, chief of the Military Cabinet, Beseler found 
no favor with Wilhelm II. His many drawbacks as a candidate nullified 
his undisputed abilities. He had never been in the kaiser’s entourage, had 
come up in the engineer branch, and had influential opponents in the 
Guards Corps. In addition, Beseler’s title of nobility had been very re-
cently acquired.5 Several others were reportedly candidates at one point 
or another, including Paul von Hindenburg, but in 1906 Helmuth von 
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Moltke, a nephew of the hero of the wars of unification, became the new 
chief of the General Staff.6

If Moltke’s own account is to be believed, the kaiser had assigned him 
to the General Staff in 1904 so that he would be prepared to succeed 
Schlieffen at some future date. Schlieffen was, in one general’s words, 
“completely surprised” and not at all pleased when Moltke became a Gen-
eralquartiermeister in 1904.7 The kaiser allegedly told Moltke that he did 
not want Goltz and “did not know” Beseler. The kaiser stated that the 
position of chief required a man of character rather than genius and that 
Moltke had his full confidence. So the kaiser rendered his fateful deci-
sion, although he probably had Moltke’s traits exactly backward, since the 
younger Moltke certainly possessed more intelligence than strength of 
will.8 Moltke and Wilhelm II remained friends until the crisis of August 
1914, but they were probably not as close as some have argued.9

The decision was controversial from the start. Criticism of the younger 
Moltke mushroomed in the postwar literature, in part based on second- 
guessing and the repetition of secondhand tales, but there can be little 
doubt that many officers considered Moltke unsuited for his post from 
the outset.10 Friedrich von Bernhardi, citing a letter of 1904, said he was 
“astounded” that Moltke had been appointed Generalquartiermeister. The 
Bavarian military attaché, writing in January 1906, reported widespread 
dissatisfaction with Wilhelm’s choice. Others reported that the opposi-
tion included several prominent military leaders.11 The key issues were 
Moltke’s inexperience in General Staff work and his inability to lead the 
army under the great responsibilities of a European war, since under the 
Prussian system, the chief of the General Staff was the de facto overall 
commander of the field army during wartime. Many raised this issue, 
perhaps even with Wilhelm II. Jehuda Wallach has produced evidence 
that the chief of the Military Cabinet at one time had the kaiser’s approval 
to replace Moltke should war break out.12 Another chief of the Military 
Cabinet made no secret of his belief that Moltke was unsuitable for the 
position.13 Even some of those who remained sympathetic to Moltke after 
the war recognized the opposition to his appointment.14 Certainly a cloud 
hung over Moltke from the outset.15 Some of this criticism found its way 
into the press.16

 Moltke’s relationship to Schlieffen has remained a point of contro-
versy. Many of those who attacked Moltke after the war also argued that 
Schlieffen had recognized his successor’s shortcomings and opposed his 
appointment. As Holger Herwig has pointed out, this is difficult to rec-
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oncile with Schlieffen’s last fitness report (January 1905) on Moltke, al-
though the source is indirect.17 There is evidence that Schlieffen did not 
anticipate Moltke’s appointment and that the two did not work closely 
together. Moltke’s letters to his wife from 1904 and 1905 indicate dis-
agreements with Schlieffen about the organization of maneuvers and 
the solutions to strategic problems during a staff ride, the latter leading 
Moltke to comment that he could not imagine greater differences in 
points of view than those between him and Schlieffen.18 In 1905, while 
Schlieffen was recovering from a riding accident, he seemed very reluc-
tant to allow Moltke to conduct business and went for long periods with-
out speaking to his chief subordinate.19 Wilhelm von Hahnke, who had 
a close professional and personal relationship with Schlieffen, insisted 
after the war that the two men were never close and that that the chief 
of staff had no confidence that Moltke accepted his theories or would be 
able to implement the concept of his 1905 memorandum.20 Hahnke, of 
course, was a highly partisan participant in the attack on Moltke’s failure 
to conduct the 1914 campaign according to the semiofficial and one-sided 
version of the “Schlieffen Plan” that arose after the war. 

On one point there is agreement: the two had little if any contact after 
1906.21 Members of the postwar “Schlieffen school” derided the deceased 
Moltke for failing to consult with Schlieffen after the latter’s retirement, 
citing this as evidence of a fundamental difference in outlook between the 
two men.22 It seems reasonable to conclude that although the two men 
were not intimates, Schlieffen’s doubts about Moltke were exaggerated 
to some extent by former officers who wanted to blame Moltke for what 
went wrong in 1914.23

Moltke was an unusual officer in a number of ways and something of 
an aberration in the high officer corps. Regarded by some as a religious 
dreamer, he was inclined to doubt biblical literalism. Under the influence 
of his strong-willed wife, he became familiar with the brand of theosophy 
propagated by Rudolf Steiner, although the extent of his beliefs and their 
influence is still open to debate. He disliked Catholicism, which he re-
garded as pagan, and he saw the influence of the modern sciences, not to 
mention socialism, as a deadly threat “to the poor fatherland.” He heard 
the anti-Semitic diatribes of Adolf Stoecker on at least one occasion but 
seems to have been less hostile to Jews than many of his fellow officers 
were. His health was such that by 1914, the tall, portly Moltke required pe-
riodic visits to various clinics. The state of his physical and mental health 
thus added to the controversy over his suitability for the position of chief, 
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particularly under the stresses of war. There can be little doubt that he was 
ill suited for the great physical, intellectual, and emotional demands of 
the political and military crises of August and September 1914.24

Criticisms of Moltke’s performance have centered around four main 
issues: his personality quirks, his lack of preparation for his exalted po-
sition, his role in the 1914 crisis as an advocate of preventive war, and 
his actions in August and September 1914.25 Comments on his personal 
failings and weaknesses abound in nearly every account of prewar plan-
ning and the conduct of the 1914 campaign, although, as one historian 
has noted, the primary sources “are few in number and poor in qual-
ity.”26 Most of his fellow officers who wrote about him after the war argued 
that Moltke lacked the most essential quality of a leader in wartime: an 
iron will. Some used examples from his prewar experiences to demon-
strate this weakness.27 Although one distinguished historian has denied 
it, strong evidence suggests that Moltke was to some degree unwilling to 
become chief of the General Staff, feeling that he was not up to the task.28 
Once in office, however, Moltke worked energetically to improve the army 
in areas that Schlieffen had been unable or unwilling to address.29

Helmuth von Moltke’s career was unlike that of any of his predecessors, 
and in the eyes of many, this left him poorly prepared for the position he as-
sumed on 1 January 1906. He was the son of Count von Moltke’s younger 
brother Adam and thus had impeccable social qualifications for service in 
the Prussian officer corps. He inherited neither of the higher ranks of no-
bility (baron and count) awarded to his illustrious uncle. Born in 1848, he 
was close to sixty when he became chief of the General Staff and was a rela-
tively elderly man when he led the army into the First World War.30 He had 
spent most of his career in the guards infantry regiments and as an aide 
to his uncle, although he had also served as a personal aide to Wilhelm II  
for a number of years. He had a solid record in the Seventh Grenadier 
Regiment during the Franco-Prussian War and soon thereafter was trans-
ferred to the First Guards Regiment zu Fuss, the army’s most elite infantry 
regiment and the first unit established for royal princes. He attended the 
War Academy and was appointed to the General Staff but spent most of 
his time until 1882 in the Guards Corps. He received high praise for his 
performance as a regimental and divisional commander, but from 1882 
onward he performed few if any General Staff duties.31 While serving as an 
aide to his uncle he took little part in General Staff exercises, planning, and 
so forth. Moltke’s critics have attributed some of his alleged shortcomings 
to his privileged career path and his resulting inexperience.32
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 Equally important, perhaps, is the controversy over Moltke’s intellec-
tual outlook and its effect on his attitude toward a future war. Numerous 
authors have concluded that Moltke was by nature a pessimist, an inclina-
tion made worse by an addiction to spiritualism and a fatalism that may 
have sapped his energy in a crisis.33 At one point, in a moment of discour-
agement, he compared the German army to a rabbit that pursuing dogs 
would eventually catch. When a subordinate countered that dogs could 
not kill a lion, Moltke replied that some dogs could accomplish even that. 
This comparison of the German army with an ill-fated rabbit pursued by 
hounds was, as one officer wrote, remarkable for the chief of the General 
Staff.34 How this affected Moltke’s planning and his mental state in 1914 
remains uncertain. One of his close associates, Gerhard Tappen, wrote af-
ter the war that Moltke expected a decisive victory against France and that 
his staff exercises and war games showed this.35 But recent scholarship 
has concluded that inwardly, at least, he was very pessimistic about Ger-
many’s long-term strategic prospects and far from confident in a quick 
victory.36 As will be seen, the surviving evidence from his staff rides and 
war games shows that he was anything but excessively optimistic about 
the chances for a rapid victory.

One recent scholar has returned to the arguments of the Fischer school 
of interpretation on the origins of the First World War, claiming that 
Moltke aggressively pushed Germany toward what he and those around 
him confidently expected to be a victorious war. This argument, while not 
dismissing Moltke’s interest in the occult, reduces it to relative insignifi-
cance, at least in the 1914 crisis.37 On balance, the most reasonable judg-
ment seems to be that of Gerhard Ritter, who posits that Moltke and others 
were pessimistic about Germany’s long-term situation and believed that, 
when war inevitably came, only rapid offensive campaigns offered any 
hope for success.38 Moltke’s questionable health may have had an impact, 
but it became obvious only during the Marne campaign (discussed in the 
next chapter). The question here is Moltke’s impact on Germany’s plan-
ning for war from 1906 to 1914.

Many of his colleagues as well as historians have attributed Moltke’s 
shortcomings, both as a planner and as field commander in 1914, to in-
competence, inexperience in General Staff matters, physical ailments, or 
weaknesses of character.39 Moltke was no doubt an intelligent man with 
broad interests and considerable learning.40 Some contemporaries as well 
as a number of historians have argued that his career left him unprepared 
for his position because he had spent too many years as an aide-de-camp 
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to the kaiser and as an officer in the guards units.41 A recent scholar ex-
tended this to war games, arguing that Moltke had “only a vague notion 
of their real value.”42 This is no longer a tenable position, as the evidence 
shows that Moltke’s General Staff rides were in no way inferior to Schlief-
fen’s; in fact, they were remarkably similar.43 Hew Strachan is no doubt 
correct that Moltke lacked Schlieffen’s self-confidence and that he failed 
to “stamp his doctrine on the minds of the General Staff.”44 The problem 
with this line of thought is the assumption that Moltke’s views on the 
nature of war, its problems, and the solutions to them (doctrine) differed 
fundamentally from those of Schlieffen.

Until recently, discussions of Moltke’s role in war planning have as-
sumed that Schlieffen’s memorandum of December 1905 was the Ger-
man plan for deployment and the conduct of the campaign. Most writers 
have therefore analyzed the extent of Moltke’s changes, their bases in his 
thought, and their consequences for the war and for political-military re-
lations in the empire.45 Both those who thought Moltke adhered closely 
to the Schlieffen “plan” and those who regarded his changes as marginal 
have proceeded on these assumptions, for the good reason that the avail-
able evidence seemed to indicate their validity.46 Those who wished to 
blame the failures of 1914 on Moltke’s faulty execution of the Schlieffen 
concept reinforced this view, since it was an essential part of the cam-
paign to make Moltke the scapegoat for the failure on the Marne. But, as 
has been argued, there is now good reason to doubt that the 1905 memo-
randum was ever the basis for German deployment planning, and Molt-
ke’s own record seems to reinforce this.

 Here it is useful to distinguish between Moltke’s view of the nature 
of warfare and his planning for the conduct of the campaign he envi-
sioned in 1914. His views of tactics and operations were quite in line with 
mainstream German doctrinal thought during his period as chief of the 
General Staff. His concepts for the conduct of a campaign were different 
from those of the Schlieffen memorandum of 1905 but were well within 
the general streams of Prussian theory from the elder Moltke onward. He 
made no major innovations in the Prussian approach to infantry tactics, 
artillery employment, and so forth. His war games and exercises were 
quite similar in their broad framework to those of Schlieffen.47 He made 
significant improvements in the army’s training and preparations for a 
future war and laid more stress on adapting to technological change than 
is usually recognized. He certainly understood that breakthrough battles 
and frontal attacks would be necessary in a future war. By August 1914, 
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he had been in office long enough to have undertaken major reforms had 
he desired to do so, but such was apparently not the case. He had more 
confidence in the command methods of his illustrious uncle than had 
Schlieffen, but he was quite aware of the danger that subordinate com-
manders would stray from the High Command’s conceptual framework.48

In planning for the specific case of a war on two fronts, Moltke’s views 
varied from those of Schlieffen, but not greatly. He accepted the primacy 
of the western front and the risk of trying to defend East Prussia with 
minimal forces if Germany had to fight both France and Russia simul-
taneously. He accepted Schlieffen’s basic ideas on using an offensive de-
fense against the Russians. In the west, he accepted the possibility that 
a war with France could require an envelopment with the right wing of 
the German armies, but like Schlieffen, he studied other possibilities. He 
was, however, more willing to consider that the major battle might be on 
the German left wing, that a breakthrough against the French frontier 
fortifications might be feasible, and that a double envelopment might be 
possible.

The two streams of thought—preparing a general way of fighting and 
designing a particular strategy and subordinate campaigns—came to-
gether in Moltke’s General Staff exercises and war games. His conduct of 
these exercises was remarkably similar to Schlieffen’s approach.49 Moltke, 
however, had a highly flexible view of the western campaign and was just 
as willing to fight the anticipated decisive battle in Lorraine as on the 
German right flank.

Moltke’s General Staff Rides, 1906 and 1908

As evidence from the Dieckmann manuscript indicates, there was not 
necessarily a direct connection between the deployment plans and con-
cepts of campaigns on the one hand and the General Staff exercises, war 
games, and staff rides on the other. Nevertheless, the latter usually pro-
vides some insight into the thinking of the chief of the General Staff. The 
1906 western General Staff ride, for example, bore little resemblance to 
the recently finished Schlieffen memorandum of 1905; instead, it was 
similar to earlier deployment plans and war games. It shows that from his 
earliest days as chief, Moltke was in no way wedded to the extreme case 
outlined in much of the 1905 memorandum.

The scenario in 1906 posited a two-front war and a corresponding di-
vision of the German army, with six active corps and nine reserve divi-
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sions (twenty-one divisions total) deploying to East Prussia and twenty 
corps to the western theater.50 The scenario assumed that Belgium would 
resist a German passage through its territory and that Holland would re-
main neutral. No British participation was evident. The German player 
correctly assumed a French offensive, and the game director gave the 
French player an order to implement a Franco-Russian agreement on 
an immediate advance into Germany. The Germans deployed three field 
armies (fifteen corps) along the frontier between Diedenhofen and Mont-
joie (twenty-eight miles southeast of Liege), two armies (four active and 
three reserve corps) east of Metz (twenty-two to thirty-seven miles east 
and northeast of the city) along the Saar, and one active corps in Alsace. 
Two reserve corps were in a rear position north of Strassburg. The Ger-
man right wing was thus not deployed to invade Holland or to advance 
across Belgium north of the Sambre. Its purpose was to envelop the flank 
of the main French force and engage the French army in the open field.51

As the game progressed, both armies executed their broad concepts. 
The French advanced into upper Alsace and reached the Rhine but could 
not force a crossing. A French offensive into Lorraine drove deep into Ger-
man territory south and east of Metz, while the Belgians unsuccessfully 
attacked the northern flank of the German army. The German right wing, 
anchored on Diedenhofen, enveloped the weak French left wing and 
turned south as anticipated. The French, though defeated, successfully 
retreated to a position behind the Aisne River. The Germans defeated the 
Belgian army in a counterattack south of the Sambre, forcing the Belgians 
to retire to Namur. The major battle took place in Lorraine, since the Ger-
man right wing had failed to engage the main body of the French army. 
The German player’s actions seemed torn between the desire to adhere 
to the original plan of the right-wing envelopment and the need to aban-
don it to meet the needs created by the French offensive into Lorraine. 
The Germans therefore sent most of Third Army to Metz to assist in the 
critical battles around that fortress, but they maintained First and Second 
Armies on the right flank in an advance that failed to engage the mass of 
the enemy. The French scored a victory in Lorraine, nearly enveloping the 
weaker German forces, but by no means achieved a decisive result. At the 
conclusion of day twenty, both sides’ campaigns ended without victory. 
The war would continue.

This may seem entirely inconsistent with Schlieffen’s view of a western 
campaign.52 But this is true only if one maintains the standard and one-
sided view of the 1905 memorandum. Schlieffen’s great swing through 
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Holland and Belgium north of the Sambre and around Paris assumed 
that the French would remain on the defensive. If they attacked, the 1905 
memorandum called for a much shorter envelopment, along the lines 
of a number of Schlieffen’s previous studies. Moltke’s first General Staff 
ride was, therefore, consistent with Schlieffen’s thinking in this kind of 
scenario. It was thus inconsistent not with Schlieffen’s basic ideas but 
with the later distortions created by Moltke’s postwar critics. Kabisch, for 
example, cited Schlieffen’s idea that the primary goal is to destroy the 
enemy’s main forces, then criticized Moltke’s 1906 staff ride for doing 
precisely that in transferring forces from the right wing to Lorraine for 
the main battle. Kabisch thus ignored Moltke’s argument throughout the 
closing remarks that destruction of the main enemy force, not the right-
wing movement itself, was the critical factor. Kabisch had good knowl-
edge of the 1905 memorandum but, like most of his fellow officers, failed 
to mention Schlieffen’s alternative course of action if the French attacked 
exactly as posited in the 1906 staff ride. Foerster, in his Gedankenwerkstatt, 
managed to square the circle in his brief discussion of the 1906 staff ride; 
he cited Moltke’s reasons for approving the movement of forces to fight 
the main French army yet criticized him for abandoning the right wing, 
even though it could have accomplished little in this situation.53

Moltke stated in his concluding remarks that the results confirmed 
Schlieffen’s basic teaching that “only a grand operation with unified com-
mand” can lead to strategic and tactical pincer movements against the 
enemy and to a decisive victory. He then cited Schlieffen’s statement that 
such an operation must have central control, as in a battalion exercise. 
The problem, he stated, was that the German commander lost control of 
his forces, just as a battalion commander can lose control of his compa-
nies. “One must always seek a coherent, unified operation.”54

Little is known of Moltke’s exercises for 1907, but the German archives 
now contain a lengthy summary of the 1908 western General Staff ride.55 
It, too, had little in common with the 1905 memorandum, if one limits 
the latter to an all-out offensive by the right wing, regardless of French ac-
tions. The staff ride scenario posited a war between Germany and France 
in alliance with England and assumed that the French would launch a 
major offensive similar to that of 1914. The situation required large forces 
in the east in case Russia intervened, but the Russians played no direct 
role in the exercise. The game’s situation also delayed full German deploy-
ment by partial destruction of the Rhine bridges.

The German player’s basic plan was flexible, although the deployment 
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allowed a wider movement of the right wing than had the 1906 staff ride. 
Four armies deployed between Metz and Duisburg (fifty-six miles north-
west of Aachen), one (Fifth) in a reserve position behind Metz, one in 
Lorraine, and one in Alsace. If the French attacked through Luxembourg 
and Belgium, the German player planned to fight the major battle along 
the line Liege-Verdun, where First Army would be in position for a flank-
ing attack, with a possible breakthrough against the French line by Fourth 
and Fifth Armies attacking to the north. If the French player attacked be-
tween Metz and Strassburg or along the upper Rhine, the German player 
planned to move his forces to the south to engage the enemy as he ad-
vanced. The main effort would therefore be with field armies three to six, 
with First and Second Armies, on the right wing, covering the flank of 
the German forces as they turned to counterattack southward from the 
general direction Coblenz-Metz. If the French remained on the defensive, 
the German player planned to execute the wide movement broadly, as 
suggested in Schlieffen’s 1905 memorandum, with the right wing pass-
ing north of Liege-Namur.56 The major point was to find the French main 
forces and seek a decision in mobile battles wherever they were.

At this point in his summary of the staff ride, Moltke rendered his anal-
ysis of the German deployment and strategic concept. He stressed that 
the value of such a game was to get the commanders accustomed to han-
dling large masses and adjusting to changing circumstances within the 
overall framework. He approvingly noted that the German concept was 
simple—to seek a decision against the main enemy force. He noted that 
“a good plan of operations is usually simple.” He cited the elder Moltke’s 
1870 plan to march against Paris because the French army would have to 
defend the capital and, in doing so, would have to engage the Germans in 
the open field. He then paraphrased his uncle’s famous statement: “It is 
not possible to plan beyond the first battle.”57

 Moltke allowed the French offensives to proceed on both sides of Metz, 
forcing the German player to decide how to deal with these attacks against 
his center and left flank. The German player rapidly moved his right wing 
to the south, rather than to the west. The French drove into Lorraine and 
Luxembourg but achieved no decisive results; they were then forced to 
withdraw behind their fortifications. Moltke concluded that the Germans 
would face “a new, difficult campaign” and that the failure of the French 
attack in Lorraine, despite a substantial superiority in infantry strength, 
demonstrated once again that one could not expect victory with a purely 
frontal attack. Overall, the staff ride was an effort to teach commanders 
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the need for flexibility in planning and how to react to events during the 
campaign and to familiarize them with the problems of controlling the 
mass armies of the day.58

The relationship of the 1908 staff ride to the overall theory and doctrine 
of the German army is clear, but its relationship to the Schlieffen mem-
orandum or actual German deployment plans is less so. The game’s de-
tails were clearly based on German theory of the late nineteenth century, 
as sketched in previous sections of this study. This exercise’s scenario 
disrupted the German mobilization-deployment timetable and created a 
very active opponent in its efforts to emphasize flexibility and reaction 
to events. It stressed destruction of the enemy rather than a preplanned 
maneuver as the key to victory. It followed Schlichting’s interpretation of 
Moltke’s methods of conducting a campaign by emphasizing that com-
manders must maintain a theater perspective. The staff ride offers little 
evidence that the wide swing through Belgium outlined in the Schlieffen 
memorandum of 1905 had become strategic dogma, so it can be seen as 
being in conflict with the alleged main thrust of the memorandum. In-
deed, Moltke’s postwar critics made precisely that point in condemning 
his staff rides and exercises.59

The problem with this interpretation is that Moltke’s scenario was dif-
ferent from the one that dominated the 1905 memorandum, as had been 
true of the 1906 staff ride. In this case, the French decided to launch a 
double offensive rather than remain on the defensive, as the 1905 mem-
orandum had assumed. In condemning Moltke, advocates of the Schlief-
fen legend once again ignored the fact that the 1905 memorandum also 
discussed abandoning the extended sweep of the right wing if the French 
came out to fight. The 1908 game stressed decisive battle, turning move-
ments, flank attacks, and annihilation—all central elements of German 
theory from the elder Moltke to Schlieffen. The object of the 1905 memo-
randum and the 1908 staff ride were the same: engage the French army in 
the open field and defeat it. The 1908 staff ride also demonstrated, if only 
in the inherently limited fashion of an exercise, that the basic deployment 
of German forces on the right flank between Diedenhofen and Aachen 
provided the flexibility for a number of campaign alternatives.

Deployment Plans, 1906–1907 and 1907–1908

In April 1906 the General Staff completed the first deployment plan of 
Moltke’s era, that for 1906–1907.60 Much of the conceptual and imple-
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mentation work for this deployment plan must have been finished during 
Schlieffen’s last months in office, so the mobilization plan for 1906–1907 
might be seen as that of Schlieffen, not Moltke. The latter was neverthe-
less responsible for it. The surviving records provide details on two vari-
ants for western deployment: Aufmarsch I for war against France alone, 
and Aufmarsch II for war against France and Russia. The former sent the 
entire army, twenty-six active and twelve reserve corps, eleven cavalry di-
visions, and twenty-six and a quarter Landwehr brigades to the west. The 
second variation sent three active corps, four reserve corps, two cavalry di-
visions, and seven Landwehr brigades to the east. This discussion consid-
ers case I, which assumed that Holland would be “friendly” and Belgium 
would be hostile. 

This deployment was quite consistent with one of the contingencies 
discussed in the 1905 memorandum and should be seen as confirma-
tion of a close relationship with that document, even though much of 
the work had been completed before Schlieffen finished his manuscript. 
The discovery and publication of this deployment plan should terminate 
the debate on whether the army ever planned to execute part of the 1905 
memorandum. The army planned to do exactly that in 1906–1907, but 
not the extreme turning movement based on a defensive French strategy.

 Seven of the eight armies were to “execute the leftward turning move-
ment through Belgium.” First Army, composed of five reserve corps, de-
ployed to the far northern sector of the front and behind Second Army. 
First Army had the tasks of protecting the advance of the German right 
wing and advancing toward Antwerp if necessary. It was also to relieve 
Second Army’s units from security and garrison duties as the advance 
proceeded. Second, Third, and Fourth Armies (twelve active and two re-
serve corps) were to move through southern Belgium and northern Lux-
embourg. Fifth Army was to move through Luxembourg toward Givet and 
maintain contact with the right-flank armies as they turned to the south 
and west. Sixth Army was to advance just north of Metz. Seventh Army 
was to defend the area south of Metz against an anticipated French offen-
sive, tie down enemy forces, and be prepared to reinforce the right flank. 
Eighth Army was to deploy behind Sixth and follow it toward Verdun, 
while maintaining the army’s anchoring position at Metz. 

 This deployment plan, which contained no detailed statement of the 
overall concept of the campaign beyond deployment and the direction of 
opening movements, is clearly in accord with the second part of the 1905 
memorandum. As discussed in the previous chapter, it contemplated a 
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short swinging movement to turn the French left flank as the mass of the 
French army attacked in the areas south of Metz. There is no indication 
of a lengthy move toward or around Paris, and First Army, composed only 
of reserve corps and thus short of artillery, was in no position to attempt 
any such movement. 

The 1907–1908 mobilization plan retained the basic scheme of 1906–
1907 but reflected a slight change in emphasis away from the far-right 
flank. While First Army was much stronger than in 1906–1907, the right-
flank turning armies as a whole were not. First Army’s deployment gave 
it the ability to go through the Maastricht appendage, but the actual intent 
is not known. Its opening movements were to be such that its right flank 
(reserve corps) cut off Antwerp, while the left flank advanced on Brussels. 
The deployment plan assumed that the Germans would lay siege to the 
Belgian fortress at Liege and that Second Army would advance north and 
south of the city. This suggests, but does not prove, that Moltke intended 
to cross the Maastricht appendage and thus violate Dutch neutrality, re-
gardless of political circumstances. 

The remainder of the deployment plan suggested a short turning 
movement similar to that of 1906–1907. Fourth Army, advancing to the 
Sedan-Bouillon line and then moving toward the Meuse River below Ver-
dun, formed a pivot for the right-wing turning movement. Fifth Army was 
to defend against French advances between Metz and Verdun, while Sixth 
was to attack toward Nancy to fix French forces and deceive the French 
about the overall German intent. This also implied a campaign concept 
similar to Schlieffen’s short turning movement. Five of the eleven avail-
able cavalry divisions were to conduct reconnaissance south of Liege and 
toward the line Sedan-Verdun, a further indication that Moltke anticipated 
a relatively short turning movement.

Deployment Plan, 1908–1909: The Coup de Main on Liege

The deployment plan for 1908–1909 is noteworthy for both continuity 
and change from those of the previous two years.61 The surviving docu-
ments strongly emphasize that Holland’s neutrality was to be respected. 
This plan was the first to incorporate a surprise attack on Liege, which 
might eliminate the need to invade Holland by opening a route through 
Belgium at an early stage in the campaign. For years, historians praised 
Moltke for this apparent subordination of campaign considerations to 
those of policy and economic issues in a prolonged war. While there is 
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some truth in this, Moltke’s attitude was still that campaign consider-
ations took absolute priority. If the coup at Liege failed, he planned to 
move forces through Holland, despite the fact that “German interests de-
manded” its neutrality. Accordingly, the deployment plan included prepa-
rations for invading both Belgium and Holland if necessary.

First Army, as in previous years, deployed north of Aachen, but it was 
to move south and advance through the Liege area after Second Army 
had captured the Liege fortresses and opened the door to Belgium north 
of the Sambre River. If the coup at Liege failed, both armies would move 
through southern Holland. Moltke, in short, subordinated all economic 
and political concepts to achievement of the military goal of a rapid move-
ment on the right flank.

 The remainder of the opening movements were similar to those of 
the previous two years. First Army was to secure the German right flank 
by advancing on Brussels, Second was to advance with its right flank on 
Wavre and its left north of Namur, and Third was to move toward the 
Meuse River between Namur and Givet. Fourth and Fifth Armies were to 
advance to the west and then turn south toward the Meuse. Sixth Army 
served as a pivot, charged with maintaining the link between Fifth Army 
and Metz. Seventh Army was to defend and feint south of Metz, but the 
plan anticipated that it would not remain in southern Lorraine.

The plans for an eastern deployment in case of war with both France 
and Russia were unchanged from the previous year. The plan called for 
the detachment of some units from the western field armies if Russia 
entered the war. First Army was to dispatch one active and one reserve 
corps; Second Army, half a reserve corps; Third Army, one active corps; 
and Sixth Army, one active and one reserve corps. This clearly shows that 
First Army, on the far-right flank, was to contribute merely a supporting 
effort and that two-thirds of the eastern front’s forces would come from 
the turning wing.

 Moltke must have been confident that the right-flank armies, espe-
cially First Army, were more than sufficient to turn the French left flank. 
He was willing to weaken the very forces that would be needed to widen 
the war to Belgium and extend the conflict to Holland should the coup at 
Liege fail. As a practical matter, since war against France or Russia alone 
appeared increasingly unlikely, Aufmarsch I (France alone) seemed an ob-
solete concept even in 1908–1909. Over the course of that mobilization 
year, events related to the Bosnian annexation crisis further aggravated 
Russo-German relations. 
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Deployment Plan, 1909–1910

The surviving documents for 1909–1910 allow a broader look at Molt-
ke’s concepts of deployment than was the case for earlier years.62 The de-
ployment plan stipulated that Germany had to prepare for wars “against 
France or Russia, and for a war against both,” in which England would 
participate. Moltke assumed that Italy would not join Germany. The over-
all plan prepared for two possible deployments in each theater, depending 
on Russian participation, and for a possible French entry after an eastern 
campaign had begun. Strength allocations were generally the same as in 
previous years. If Russia remained neutral, the entire army would deploy 
against France. If France remained neutral in a Russo-German war, the 
deployment plan would send fifteen (of twenty-six) active corps, seven 
reserve corps, and six cavalry divisions to the eastern front. 

With regard to the western deployment, as in the previous year, respect 
for Dutch neutrality was dependent on the success of the early assault on 
Liege. The plan assumed a neutral Holland, an active English interven-
tion, a neutral Switzerland, and a doubtful Belgium. First Army was to 
deploy as in previous years, situated to invade either Holland or Belgium 
as circumstances demanded. If Russia participated in a Franco-German 
war, the forces sent to the east would be as follows: First Army, one active 
and one reserve corps; Second Army, one active and half a reserve corps; 
Third Army, one active corps; Fifth Army, two reserve corps. This marked 
another case of weakening the far-right wing rather than the two defen-
sive armies deployed south of Metz.

 The eastern plan deployed the eastern forces for an offensive campaign 
in the northern sector of the front. If France remained neutral, First Army 
(two active and two reserve corps) was to deploy and move across the 
Vistula to provide protection from Russian forces mobilizing in the War-
saw area. Three remaining armies (thirteen active and five reserve corps) 
were to attack to the east. There is little evidence that Moltke planned 
to fulfill his recent and emerging agreements to cooperate directly with 
Austro-Hungarian plans for coordinated offensives against the Russians. 

Deployment Plans, 1910–1911 and 1911–1912

The planned deployments for these years contained no important changes 
from the previous two years. The General Staff prepared for large and 
small deployments in both theaters, intending in each case to take the 



220 : CHAPTER SIX

offensive in the theater with the larger forces. An invasion of Holland was 
again dependent on the results at Liege. Neither deployment offered the 
prospect of any direct assistance to Austria-Hungary. The General Staff 
estimated that the British Expeditionary Force would arrive with about 
120,000 soldiers and that it would deploy in the line Antwerp-Calais af-
ter the fourteenth day of mobilization or in Denmark after the sixteenth 
day. English intervention was rated as “probable.” Plans for an eastern 
deployment in case of war with both France and Russia remained as in 
the previous year. 

Deployment Plan, 1913–1914: The End of Flexibility

Contrary to previous mobilization plans, that for 1913–1914 abandoned 
the long-established assumption that war against either France or Rus-
sia alone was sufficiently likely to warrant contingency planning.63 The 
plan directed preparation for a single deployment under the traditional  
case I, war with France allied with Russia, with the main effort to be in 
the west. The basis of this approach was that, “because of popular opin-
ion in France, one cannot anticipate that Germany would be in a state 
of hostilities with Russia or England alone. If Russia or England never-
theless declared war alone, German diplomacy must force France to de-
finitively take a position.” The General Staff therefore prepared a single 
option, deploying the vast majority of the army opposite France. Regard-
less of the nature and origins of a war, the General Staff planned to send  
twenty-three active corps, twenty-two reserve divisions, seventeen and 
one-half Landwehr brigades, and ten cavalry divisions to the west.

The plan assumed that on the day of mobilization, Germany would 
demand rights of passage through Belgium and Luxembourg. A decision 
on Holland would await events. The assault on Liege was to begin on the 
night of the fourth day of mobilization, and a second assault was possi-
ble with larger forces on the tenth day. If the Germans had not taken the 
Liege forts by the twelfth day, First Army would advance through Holland. 
While all this was under way, a single army—the Eighth, with three active 
corps, one reserve corps, and one cavalry division—would deploy in the 
eastern theater. With this plan, the General Staff reversed the old Clause-
witzian view of the relationship between policy and war and made Ger-
man diplomacy the tool of the army. The agent had become the principal.

 Deployment of the seven field armies in the west was roughly the 
same as in previous years. First Army was to move toward Brussels and 
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secure the right flank. Second Army was to advance across the line Wavre-
Namur, while Third Army moved forward between Bastogne-Fumay and 
Metz. Both would be ready to turn south at that point. Sixth and Seventh 
Armies, south of Metz, were to defend the turning wing and tie down 
French forces opposite them. The plan also noted that Sixth Army might 
be called on to launch an offensive in the area around Metz or to the 
south. Each army’s opening movement instructions required it to main-
tain contact with its right-wing neighbor. This was a harkening back to 
Schlieffen’s oft-quoted admonition to keep the lines closed up, as in bat-
talion drill. The point was to avoid the development of any gaps in the 
front, which would threaten the cohesion of the turning movement. 

The eastern deployment documents for 1913–1914 offer a revealing 
glimpse into Moltke’s campaign concepts, but they could not have been 
reassuring to Germany’s eastern ally. The “Special Instructions for the 
Supreme Commander of the Eighth Army” gave that person the two main 
tasks of defending Germany’s eastern provinces and offering support to 
Austria-Hungary’s planned offensive. This was a hollow gesture, however, 
since the plan assigned only three Landwehr brigades and a few replace-
ment (training) units from VI Corps to accomplish that task. Germany, 
the instructions noted, could best support the Austrians by tying down 
Russian forces in the north. Whether the Russians attacked or not, Eighth 
Army was to actively engage the Russian forces opposite East Prussia, and 
in some circumstances it might launch an offensive to the southeast be-
hind Warsaw. The intent was clear: unless the Russians remained passive 
in the north, Austria-Hungary was on its own.

The 1913–1914 deployment plan is often seen as a fundamental turning 
point, beyond which the General Staff’s planning deprived the govern-
ment of any flexibility in a crisis. The army no longer had an updated 
plan for deploying large forces for a major campaign in the east because it 
assumed that any war would involve both France and Russia and that any 
war, regardless of its origins, would have to begin with a German attack 
on France through Luxembourg, Belgium, and, if militarily necessary, 
Holland. The surviving documents indicate that the General Staff revised 
both case II west and case II east as “studies” rather than full-scale plans 
and thus did not entirely neglect this front.64 This was the basis of the 
postwar claims that the army could have executed an imperfect version of 
the Grosser Ostaufmarch in 1914 if absolutely necessary.
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Comparison of Deployment Plans, 1900–1914

A comparison of the mobilization plans for the years 1900–1914 offers 
some basis for comparing Schlieffen’s and Moltke’s visions of a future 
campaign. The elder Moltke had warned that a mistake in deployment 
could not be corrected during the course of a campaign, a view that was 
confirmed in 1914. Table 3 presents a comparison of the deployments 
of Schlieffen (1900–1901 through 1906–1907) and Moltke (1907–1908 
through 1914–1915). Of course, as noted earlier, one might regard the 
1906–1907 plan as Moltke’s, since he was chief of the General Staff at the 
time of its completion (1 April 1906).

Table 3 lists the field armies, active corps, and reserve divisions allocated 
to sectors of the front. It shows that the General Staff drastically changed 
its deployment allocations in the 1905–1906 mobilization year, but there-
after the changes were marginal. The far-right wing (First and Second 
Armies deployed around Aachen and slated to move north of Namur in 
most cases) varied only slightly in strength and was just as strong during 
Moltke’s tenure as during Schlieffen’s. If the right wing is defined as all 
the armies north of Luxembourg, the figures show a small reduction from 
1906 to 1914. In 1905–1906, for example, the three field armies consis-
tently deployed north of Luxembourg (including its northernmost area) 
had eleven active corps (twenty-two divisions) and fifteen reserve divi-
sions. The corresponding numbers for 1907–1908 were eighteen active 
and twelve reserve divisions, but in 1914–1915 this increased to twenty 
active and twelve reserve divisions. Considering all forces north of Metz, 
the totals for 1905–1906 were thirty-four active and twenty reserve divi-
sions. From this perspective, Moltke’s deployment for 1914–1915 (thirty- 
four active and twenty reserve) showed a slight decrease from 1905–1906 
(forty-two active and fifteen reserve) and a larger decrease from the most 
extreme case in 1906–1907 (forty-four active and nineteen reserve). These 
reductions seem modest, given the overall number of divisions involved 
and the fact that the figures for 1913 and 1914 reflect the forces assigned 
to the eastern front, which is not the case for previous years.

The figures for major units deployed in the areas around Metz and to 
the south indicate a similar pattern. The deployment plans assigned very 
strong forces to the southern part of the front prior to 1905–1906 and 
made substantial reductions thereafter. They showed no great increase 
in strength for the area south of Metz. Moltke’s plans for 1909–1910 and 
the following years deployed the same number of active corps as had 
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Schlieffen’s more radical turning-movement concepts of 1905–1906 and 
1906–1907. However, Moltke planned to send substantially fewer reserve 
forces to the south. These units were deficient in armaments, particularly 
artillery, and were substantially less capable of conducting offensive ac-
tions against prepared defenses. 

By these measures, Moltke did not drastically reduce Schlieffen’s em-
phasis on the right flank. These figures, of course, reflect only opening de-
ployments and do not necessarily indicate any other campaign concepts 
such as depth of the turning movement on the right flank or an intellec-
tual commitment to execute that concept regardless of French actions or 
the results of the first battles.

According to the majority of sources, Moltke retained the important 
elements of Schlieffen’s deployment plans until 1908, when he began to 
alter the ratio of forces between the left and right wings.65 The deployment 
plan for 1914–1915 (discussed below), executed in August 1914, demon-
strated that Moltke’s plan had deviated substantially from the concepts of 
the 1905 memorandum. This evidence, however, does not show that the 
1914 deployment was different from the plans in effect in 1906–1913. A 
dubious comparison of Schlieffen’s memorandum with Moltke’s actual 
deployment plans was the basis of the Schlieffen school’s subsequent 
condemnation of Moltke’s planning. 

The Reichsarchiv’s official history, written by members of the Schlief-
fen school, stated that Moltke’s first changes occurred in mobilization 
year 1908–1909 and consisted of sending one corps to defend upper 
Alsace. According to the same source, in mobilization year 1909–1910 
Moltke gave Sixth and Seventh Armies the new task of defending the area 
between Metz and Strassburg. This is the basis for the conclusion that 
Moltke changed the strength ratios of the right and left wings from 7:1 
under Schlieffen to 3:1 under his own plans after 1909–1910. According 
to the Reichsarchiv, Moltke left no memoranda explaining the nature of 
his thinking in making these changes, and the only major source on this 
topic is a memorandum in which Moltke discussed Schlieffen’s 1905 con-
cept paper.66 It is worth noting that the deployment plans of 1906–1907 
and 1907–1908 refer to a substantial Italian presence on the German left. 
After 1908, that was no longer the case.

Moltke’s memorandum, attached to the surviving copies of Schlieffen’s 
concept paper, offers a reasonable if incomplete picture of Moltke’s view 
of the strategy that should be followed in a war against France and Russia, 
even though the date of its composition is unclear.67 Moltke’s main point 
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was that the Germans should not invade Holland, even though a rapid vic-
tory over the French was imperative, because of the danger of a two-front 
war. In order to move large forces through the Liege area without violating 
Dutch territory, the German army would have to seize the fortress and the 
city rapidly, at the outset of the campaign. Moltke’s memorandum thus 
approved a strong right wing, with important limitations and without ad-
dressing the question of strengthening the defense of Alsace-Lorraine.

Moltke’s commentary also raises some questions. The entire purpose 
of the campaign, he argued, was to obtain a rapid victory over France so 
that forces could be sent to oppose the Russians. Yet he clearly did not 
think this would end the war in the west, since the primary reason for pre-
serving Dutch neutrality was to maintain German access to imports and 
supplies. He was to some degree hedging his bets, even though this would 
be inconsistent with the concept of an aggressive offensive campaign in 
the west. In endorsing the strong right wing and the advance through the 
Liege area, Moltke seemed to imply that he expected the French to remain 
on the defensive behind the fortifications of their eastern frontier.68 The 
next sentence, however, deftly posited that the main point was to defeat 
the French army in the open field, so the fortifications had to be circum-
vented.69 The memorandum went on to say that the reconnaissance re-
lated to a rapid seizure of the Liege fortifications, especially the city itself, 
had already been completed. This surely indicates that his comments 
were not written immediately after he received the Schlieffen memoran-
dum in February 1906. Since other evidence indicates that the plan to 
seize Liege was in place by 1910, it appears that Moltke’s memorandum 
was written between 1907 and 1910 rather than in 1911, although this is 
by no means certain. Foley reasonably argues that the General Staff drew 
up the Liege plan in 1908.70 The documents in the Ehlert volume offer 
substantial support for this view.

In any case, Moltke’s concepts contained in his mobilization and de-
ployment plans by 1910 significantly departed from the Schlieffen mem-
orandum of December 1905 in several ways. Strengthening Sixth and 
Seventh Armies did not reduce the number of corps available on the 
right wing, since more reserve forces were available in that sector of the 
front. Moltke directed that empty trains be deployed behind the front in 
Alsace so that units could be transferred to the right wing if necessary. 
Moltke thus did not fundamentally alter Schlieffen’s concept of placing 
overwhelming emphasis on the right wing if the French did not attack.71

Abandonment of the automatic invasion of Holland was a major 
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change, with advantages and disadvantages, even though Moltke planned 
to execute this course of action if the Liege assault failed. Respecting 
Dutch neutrality forced the Germans to seize the Liege fortress immedi-
ately upon mobilization, and it reduced the roads and railways available 
to move the right wing quickly into French territory beyond the French- 
Belgian border.72 This certainly made the campaign more of a gamble, 
since failure to seize the Liege fortresses immediately upon the open-
ing of hostilities would threaten the speed of the right wing and give the 
French and Belgians an opportunity to deploy more effectively. The ne-
cessity for the coup de main at Liege also restricted the government’s 
freedom of action in international politics, since it reduced the time from 
the beginning of mobilization to the beginning of actual fighting.73 The 
General Staff apparently did not inform the civilian government or the 
emperor of its plans for the attack on Liege, although this is not certain.74 
Finally, Moltke wished to defend Alsace-Lorraine rather than abandon it 
to the French, and he may have intended for the German left wing to 
launch a counteroffensive and create a double envelopment of the enemy. 
For all these changes, Moltke earned the scorn of the Schlieffen school.

A secondhand account of Moltke’s war games of 1909 lays out his 
thinking more clearly than his comments on the Schlieffen memoran-
dum.75 Moltke apparently used the staff rides to study the concept of 
mounting an offensive in Lorraine. In both rides, Moltke used German 
forces for a major counteroffensive against the flanks of the French and, 
using the fortress of Metz to divide the French forces, actually sought 
an offensive victory on both flanks. Moltke again made the point that if 
the main French forces were deployed south and east of Metz, the major 
battle would have to be fought there. Moltke assumed French offensives 
into both Luxembourg and Lorraine, and the solutions that arose in the 
staff rides bore a remarkable resemblance to Schlieffen’s counterattack-
ing strategy of previous years. It should also be remembered that the pos-
sibility of counterattacking a French attack was an option in Schlieffen’s 
1905 memorandum, even though that contingency was rarely mentioned 
in postwar accounts of prewar planning. 

Deployment Plan, 1914–1915

The General Staff based the 1914–1915 deployment on the same assump-
tions used the previous year, and it employed much the same wording. 
The single mobilization could produce only a single deployment, with 
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little variation from 1913–1914. Upon mobilization, the General Staff is-
sued each field army headquarters a dossier of documents to facilitate 
movement from the deployment areas to the frontier and beyond. These 
included estimates on enemy armies, the army’s own order of battle, ini-
tial locations of headquarters, and a variety of documents on logistics and 
communications. Also included were maps and a brief statement of the 
deployment plan.76 They apparently did not include a detailed statement 
of Moltke’s intent for the initial campaign. According to the Reichsarchiv, 
Moltke was so confident that the chiefs of the General Staffs of the field 
armies understood his overall concept through war games and exercises 
that he felt no need to conduct personal conversations with army staffs or 
commanders.77

The mobilization plan assumed, and virtually required, that on the sec-
ond day of mobilization the government would demand that Belgium and 
Luxembourg immediately agree to allow the German army free passage 
and surrender control of the fortresses and railways to assure the execu-
tion of the planned movements. The plan also stated the overall intent 
of the opening moves of the campaign but did not discuss any concepts 
beyond the advances toward the first major battles.

The instructions went on to state that if Belgium refused passage 
through the area in and around Liege, Second Army would begin its pre-
planned assault. If that did not succeed by the twelfth day of mobiliza-
tion, reserve units and heavy artillery would take over the attack while the 
flank armies moved on. In that case, First Army would advance through 
Holland, but only on the explicit orders of the High Command. German 
success at Liege in August 1914 was the only factor that spared Holland 
extended combat and foreign occupation during the next four years. 

The specific instructions for the individual field armies and the cavalry 
units remained largely unchanged from the previous year. The main ef-
fort of the right-flank cavalry reconnaissance would be to maintain knowl-
edge of the surviving Belgian units, locate the British Expeditionary Force, 
and identify any French units in northern Belgium. A second cavalry unit 
was to conduct reconnaissance in the direction of Dinant.

The instructions to Sixth and Seventh Armies were similar to those of 
previous years and hinted at a fundamental problem that arose during the 
1914 campaign. The deployment order gave these armies, under the com-
bined local command of the senior commander, their usual missions of 
defending the German left flank and tying down German forces, but they 
also ordered these armies to be prepared to go over to the offensive either 
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north or south of Metz if they did not encounter superior French forces. 
These vague instructions, following in the tradition of Prussian command 
methods, offered wide leeway for the senior commander to remain on the 
defensive or to attack, depending on his estimate of the local situation.

As previously discussed, deployment plans were not intended to con-
vey the full concept of a forthcoming campaign, nor did they discuss alter-
native courses of action once the campaign began. The 1914 instructions 
nevertheless gave some insight into Moltke’s overall concept of movement 
toward the first major battles and a general sense of how he intended to 
use the strong right wing of the army. This section of the general instruc-
tions read as follows:

The main strength of the German army will march through Belgium 
and Luxembourg into France. Its movement to contact, as far as the avail-
able intelligence on the French deployment is accurate, is understood 
as a turning movement around the center position Diedenhofen-Metz. 
The right wing is decisive for the progress of the turning movement. 
The movements of the inner field armies will be so arranged that the 
coherence of the army and the link to Diedenhofen-Metz will not be 
lost. The portion of the army deploying southeast of Metz and the for-
tresses of Metz and Diedenhofen will provide security for the left flank 
of the main forces of the army.78

After printing this section, the Reichsarchiv history gave its overview of 
the deployment directive. It admitted that this did not indicate that Moltke 
had abandoned the external form of the western deployment of Schlief-
fen’s time, but it argued that a change in emphasis could be seen in the 
former’s closing remarks in the General Staff rides. The volume concluded 
this discussion by citing Moltke’s frequently repeated argument that the 
right wing’s advance through Belgium into northern France would have 
no purpose if the French sought the main decision in Alsace-Lorraine.79 
For this willingness to abandon the allegedly firm German intention to 
place almost everything on the right wing and to sweep to the west of 
Paris, Moltke earned the opprobrium of most of his former colleagues, 
based on the accusation that he had “watered down” the Schlieffen Plan.

Moltke’s Philosophy and Performance

Moltke’s philosophy of war and his view of military strategy were clearly 
within the mainstream of German theory from 1871 to 1914, despite the 
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criticisms of the Schlieffen school. His actual role in the war in 1914 
remains controversial.80 He was fatalistic about Germany’s future and 
probably calculated that if war were inevitable, the sooner the better for 
Germany.81 His staff rides and war games indicate a deep lack of confi-
dence in a rapid victory, even though he accepted the necessity of seeking 
a rapid decision in the west before the Russians could fully employ their 
numerical superiority in the east.82

In a memorandum written early in 1913, Moltke laid out his analysis of 
the strategic situation confronting Germany. He rejected the primacy of the 
eastern front established by his uncle, concluding that Russian strength 
and deployment plans made a rapid victory in the east impossible.83 He 
rejected the idea of a defensive war on both fronts because this would give 
the enemy the initiative. He thought this could be avoided only by placing 
the major effort in the west. He was convinced that Belgium would resist 
and that England would immediately join Germany’s enemies. This bur-
den had to be accepted because the “only chance” for a quick campaign 
against France involved violating Belgium’s neutrality. The difficulties of 
the situation made aggressive offensive action even more necessary: “The 
more difficult is the problem which we have to solve, the more important 
is a rapid and energetic offensive.” He made this argument with the full 
knowledge that the French expected the Germans to move through Bel-
gium. Overall, the memorandum was a sober analysis of the problems of 
waging a two-front war against two enemies whose combined strength ex-
ceeded Germany’s and who would be reinforced by the forces of Belgium 
and England. It closed with a point he had made repeatedly during staff 
rides and war games: the army must in all cases make flanking attacks if 
possible, using Metz as the anchor of its left flank.84

Moltke was not confident that a future war would be short, regardless 
of the outcome of the initial campaign.85 His planning, like that of Schlief-
fen, assumed that a victorious campaign against the French would lead 
not to peace but to a redeployment of much of the army and another, even 
more difficult campaign against Russia. In memoranda to the War Min-
istry in January 1909, February 1911, and November 1912, he warned that 
many great battles would be required, and he feared that there was insuf-
ficient ammunition for those battles. In the last memorandum he became 
more specific, warning that the army was not strong enough to gain a 
rapid victory. Instead, the army had to expect “a protracted campaign with 
many difficult, lengthy battles, until we defeat one of our opponents.” He 
warned that the army might be out of artillery munitions by the seventh 
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or eighth week. Beyond this, the available munitions would not suffice, 
“since soon after the first great battle further difficult combat will follow.”86 
This was not merely a tactical ploy to increase the army’s supply of ammu-
nition. Long before he had warned the kaiser that modern wars could not 
be won rapidly. Instead, he predicted, a future war would be a long, hard 
struggle against a country that would not be subdued until its “entire na-
tional power would be broken.”87 As Lothar Burchardt has pointed out, al-
though Moltke may have wavered in this view between 1905 and 1911, by 
the latter date he could hope for a short war only against France, whereas 
a war against Russia had no foreseeable end.88 In his military planning, 
Moltke could not escape the wishful thinking that the army could attain a 
rapid victory over the French.89

Moltke’s concept of the western campaign and his associated deploy-
ment plan in 1914 rested on a number of questionable assumptions and 
may be criticized for this reason, but not on the grounds presented by 
his detractors over the years. The most obvious logical problem in his 
thinking was that it was internally inconsistent, not that it differed from 
Schlieffen’s ideas. Given Moltke’s entirely correct assumption that the 
French army would mass in the southeast for an offensive into Lorraine, 
an initial advance into Luxembourg and Belgium and an early attack on 
Liege were entirely illogical. If his action was substantially dependent on 
early French offensive moves, there was no reason to assume that the log-
ical countermove would be the politically disastrous invasion of Belgium. 
Worse, the necessity of seizing Liege at the earliest stage of the campaign, 
which robbed German diplomacy of time and flexibility, was based on the 
same Schlieffen-like assumption that Moltke had already questioned in 
his war games and staff rides. If, as he stated repeatedly, the main point 
was to find the French army and defeat it in the open field, and if, as he 
assumed, the French army would be found in Lorraine, then the massive 
invasion of Belgium north of Liege-Namur made no sense at all. It was, of 
course, an insurance policy, offering the kind of campaign in open terrain 
and war of movement for which nearly all German officers thought them-
selves and their units especially well prepared.

Although some are harshly critical of Moltke’s performance as chief of 
the General Staff, he accomplished much in preparing the army for war 
by 1914.90 He received high praise from contemporaries for his training 
of General Staff officers, and it is now clear that his exercises and train-
ing programs were equal to Schlieffen’s.91 Moltke’s training program also 
covered the most important problems encountered in commanding large 
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field armies. His closing tactical problems, given to graduates of the War 
Academy and a few other officers, were also of high quality.92 Moltke had a 
generally good relationship with the kaiser, at least until the famous crisis 
over a possible eastern front deployment in 1914.93 Moltke restrained the 
kaiser from being a disruptive figure in annual maneuvers and worked 
for a variety of other improvements.94 He established a Technical Section 
in the General Staff, incorporated more training in attacking entrenched 
positions, championed the use of airplanes, and attempted to modernize 
cavalry tactics, with limited success.95 He also had only limited success in 
fostering cooperation with Austria-Hungary, but he was certainly more ac-
tive in that area than Schlieffen had been.96 In addition, Moltke was both 
more aggressive and more successful in working with other government 
ministers.97

While historians disagree over the extent to which Moltke revised the 
main concepts in Schlieffen’s 1905 memorandum—that is, whether his 
changes were fundamental or merely minor variations—there is no doubt 
that the termination of any plan for a massive eastern deployment was a 
fateful step.98 The elimination of Aufmarsch II, an option in most years 
during both Schlieffen’s and Moltke’s terms as chief of the General Staff, 
may have reflected a more realistic view of the international situation in 
April 1914, but it represented a massive restriction of the government’s 
flexibility, as the events of 1914 demonstrated. Just before ordering the 
mobilization, the emperor raised the question of sending the army to the 
east rather than initiating a war against France. Moltke felt compelled to 
reply that any effort to send the bulk of the army to the east would produce 
chaos, prompting Wilhelm’s devastating reply that Moltke’s uncle would 
have given him a different answer.99 Whether Moltke’s inability to plan 
for and then attempt the great eastern deployment in 1914 shows his sim-
plistic faith in the Schlieffen Plan, an inherent weakness of character, or 
sound judgment regarding the hopelessness of achieving a rapid victory 
in Russia is another question.100

The German Concept of Operations, 1914

While the general course of the western campaign of 1914 is well known, 
much uncertainty remains about what the Germans actually planned to 
do.101 Despite the images created by the postwar Schlieffen disciples, it is 
now apparent that the German army went into the campaign of 1914 with-
out a written plan outlining clear strategic objectives or any sort of timeta-
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ble allegedly connected with the Schlieffen memorandum of 1905.102 The 
oft-repeated allegations that the army had “scripted the entire campaign” 
or that it possessed a detailed plan down to the hour for each road, wall, 
and town are massive exaggerations.103 For decades, historians and others 
have speculated about a document that was never meant to exist. Such a 
document would have been contrary to long Prussian traditions of plan-
ning for field operations.

The General Staff itself concluded in 1919 that neither Schlieffen nor 
Moltke had ever set forth a detailed campaign plan in written form, a fact 
confirmed later by the Reichsarchiv. The latter concluded, on the basis 
of extensive and unsuccessful searches for such a written plan, that no 
such document ever existed.104 Although Moltke and many General Staff 
officers had a concept of operations in mind, the German army, in the 
tradition of the elder Moltke, entered the war without a unifying written 
directive or set or orders. Regardless of how clear Moltke’s intentions may 
have been in his own mind, the Reichsarchiv was correct when it stated 
that these ideas “were not brought to the attention of the field army com-
mands in the form of a unified army order,” even in the moments of crisis 
and decision that began on 20 August 1914.105 So secret was the overall 
concept that corps commanders, even after arriving in their jumping-off 
areas, did not know in which direction they would advance.106

Even before the war, the younger Moltke had frequently confirmed the 
old principles that detailed planning was beyond the scope of the deploy-
ment plan and that the concept of the campaign did not extend beyond a 
few basic ideas leading to the first great battle. In his memoirs, Gerhard 
Tappen confirmed that this principle had governed planning in 1914.107 
This was no departure from the army’s basic approach to campaign plan-
ning, as its own prewar literature had made clear.108 Moltke’s memoran-
dum of 1913, cited by Ritter, made the same point.109 Tappen, indeed, 
insisted that he had never seen the Schlieffen memorandum of 1905.110 
The real concept of operations must therefore be gleaned from fragments 
of the directives given to the field armies, from Moltke’s statements and 
actions during the early days of the campaign, and from the memoirs of 
the few officers who wrote about this subject after the war.

The deployment plan of 1914 departed from the extreme alternative in 
Schlieffen’s 1905 memorandum in a number of ways that indicate a very 
different conception of the forthcoming campaign.111 The concept behind 
the Aufmarschplan may or may not have been very different from Schlief-
fen’s concept of planning, but to project the latter forward to 1914 requires a 
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leap of faith usually discounted by historians. Little if any evidence exists for 
the postwar assumptions that First Army, on the far right wing of the Ger-
man advance, was to move beyond Paris and envelop the French left wing 
in the manner suggested in the most radical case of the 1905 Schlieffen 
memorandum. The OHL’s directive to First Army, the details of which 
apparently extended only to the advance to the Namur-Liege area, does 
not suggest such a wide envelopment, which, in any case, would have 
merely removed Kluck’s forces from the main battle. Even Hermann 
von Kuhl, one of the founders of the Schlieffen orthodoxy, did not orig-
inally argue that the great master would have gone to the west of Paris 
regardless of circumstances. In his first book on the campaign (1921) 
he attributed no such intent to Schlieffen’s plan when he compared it 
with the actual events of 1914. On the contrary, he emphasized Schlief-
fen’s desire to turn the French left flank. By 1930, Kuhl had changed 
his story somewhat, stating in his overview of Schlieffen’s concept that 
if the French had defended behind the Marne or the Seine, then the 
German right wing would have gone around it to the west and south of 
Paris. But in discussing the actual plan of 1914, he stressed turning the 
French flank regardless of where it made a stand.112

Kluck’s account, written in the winter 1914–1915 and published in 
1920, provides the First Army commander’s anticipation based on a 2 Au-
gust 1914 conference. Kluck was of the opinion that the right flank army 
(his First Army) would make a wide turning movement through Belgium 
and Artois “and perhaps into Picardy.” Had he intended from the outset 
to cross the lower Seine to the west of Paris, advancing into Picardy would 
have been an established objective, not just a possibility. Kluck’s account 
makes no mention of a Schlieffen Plan or any of Schlieffen’s memoranda, 
which he probably had never seen.113 Indeed, several General Staff offi-
cers holding key positions in 1914 later stated that they had not seen the 
1905 memorandum.114 Conversely, strong evidence indicates that Moltke 
and his flank commanders anticipated that the right wing would swing 
sharply to the southwest and fight the main right-flank battle no farther 
west than was actually the case in 1914. One of the other earliest postwar 
accounts (1919) by Friedrich Immanuel, a well-respected military author 
even before the war, stated that the intent had been to fight the main 
battle between Paris and the Argonne, north of the Marne.115 Even the 
Reichsarchiv acknowledged that First Army’s deployment directive gave 
it the mission of guarding the right flank, not of conducting the decisive 
maneuver or waging the decisive battle.116



234 : CHAPTER SIX

Moltke may have intended to attempt a double envelopment from the 
outset of the campaign. As late as July 1914, the General Staff had updated 
a plan for a breakthrough of the French fortifications between Toul and 
Verdun.117 As early as 15 August, long before the initial battles with the 
French and British in Belgium, Moltke had decided to dispatch the six 
and a half Ersatz divisions to Strassburg and Bracken rather than to the 
right wing, despite the objections of the Operations Section.118 Although 
the mobilization plan had placed sufficient vacant railway capacity behind 
Sixth and Seventh Armies to move much of their forces to reinforce the 
right flank, Moltke made no effort to execute this concept, even after initial 
victories in Alsace-Lorraine made it clear that the French offensive there 
had failed.119 Instead of using these forces to reinforce the right wing, 
Moltke approved a counteroffensive, apparently hoping to break through 
the French forces and turn what seemed to be a successful envelopment 
of the French left flank into a double envelopment by Sixth and Seventh 
Armies attacking from the south. 

This method of conducting the campaign had ample precedents in pre-
war General Staff exercises and war games.120 As discussed previously, 
Schlieffen had been willing to conduct the main battle in Alsace-Lorraine 
if the French had attacked in that direction, and even in the 1905 memo-
randum he had assumed a much shorter turning movement on his right 
flank if the French took the offensive. Moltke was prepared to place more 
emphasis on the German left wing, especially since he had essentially 
reverted to his uncle’s basic concept of finding the main French army and 
conducting the battle wherever it was. Indeed, as he recognized, the basic 
strategic assumption of the two-front war—the necessity of defeating one 
enemy quickly—required the Germans to place the main effort wherever 
the French were encountered, since any delay threatened to open eastern 
Prussia, Silesia, or even Berlin to a Russian advance. In the event, the de-
velopments of the campaign soon rendered the prewar plans impossible 
to execute, if not irrelevant.

Concluding Remarks

In many ways, the younger Moltke’s tenure as chief of the General Staff 
marked a continuation of the Schlieffen era. Moltke’s staff rides and ex-
ercises provided as rigorous a preparation for war as possible. He mini-
mized the kaiser’s role in maneuvers, making them distinctly better than 
those in Schlieffen’s time. In terms of strategy, Moltke continued the em-
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phasis on defeating France first and as quickly as possible. His concept 
of operations (there was apparently no formal plan) was also similar to 
Schlieffen’s, at least initially. 

In some other respects, Moltke departed from Schlieffen’s thinking. 
Some of this was unavoidable. Schlieffen had the advantage of not having 
to worry about Russia during his final years as chief. From 1904 to 1906 
Russia was embroiled in a losing war with Japan and torn by revolution, 
effectively eliminating it as a major power in Europe. By 1908, however, 
Russia had recovered sufficiently to once again be a factor in European 
international relations. 

The position of Italy also changed. As noted earlier, some of the deploy-
ment plans during the tenures of the elder Moltke and Schlieffen made 
reference to an Italian presence on the German left flank. After 1908 it 
became more obvious that Italy was backing away from its participation in 
the Triple Alliance. As early as 1908, Moltke anticipated that Italy would 
remain neutral. Even though Italy was not a major factor in the German 
calculus, it had to be dealt with.121 

Moltke also departed from Schlieffen’s approach in terms of where 
the decision against France would be sought. While Moltke still generally 
wanted the decisive battle to be fought by the German right wing, in the 
last few years before the war he was willing to consider attaining the de-
sired result in Lorraine—in other words, anywhere the French army could 
be fought successfully. Arguably, this was one of the ways in which Moltke 
sought to re-create his illustrious uncle’s approach to war and its conduct. 

Perhaps the most critical departure from Schlieffen was the decision 
in 1913 to dispense with the idea of an eastern deployment in case of war 
against Russia alone. This, in effect, locked Germany into a single con-
cept of how the war would be conducted. The army, as noted previously, 
severely limited the government’s diplomatic flexibility. Moltke’s decision 
here, however, can also be seen as one more illustration of the ongoing 
process of divorcing diplomacy from war planning, especially with regard 
to coalition warfare.122

 Finally, there were two issues for which no preparation was available. 
The first was the lack of general officers with actual combat experience. 
None of the German generals in 1914 had commanded large units in 
combat. Some had combat experience from 1870–1871 as junior officers 
or as one-year volunteers, but even these were becoming a rare breed in 
1914. Most had either retired (Hindenburg) or were nearing retirement 
(Mackensen and Gallwitz). While staff rides, maneuvers, and war games 
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prepared generals as well as possible, the actual experience of command 
in combat is always something different.123

The other critical issue was the unknown impact of scale. Generals 
and staffs that had participated in annual maneuvers would now have 
to assemble, supply, and maneuver troops on a far larger scale than they 
had ever done before. That alone could be a daunting task.124 And now it 
would have to be done against a thinking and reactive enemy. The cam-
paign of 1914 is the focus of the next chapter. 



German order for mobilization. This order would have been publicly posted in every town 
and city in Germany. The men pictured are Chancellor Bethmann-Hollweg ( left) and 
Moltke (right). (National Archives)

German field kitchen, 1914. One can see why the field kitchen was popularly called the 
“goulash cannon.” (Bain Collection, Library of Congress)



German bridge train, circa 1914. (Bain Collection, Library of Congress)

This rather naïve depiction of a German sharpshooter shows the innocence with which 
both sides approached war in 1914. (National Archives)



German heavy artillery devastated fortresses like this one at Przemyśl. (Bain Collection, 
Library of Congress)

German field artillery battery in action in Galicia, 1915. (Bain Collection, Library of 
Congress)



German ground crewman attaching a bomb to a plane, circa 1915. The size of the bomb 
and the nature of the attachment illustrate airpower in its embryonic stage. (Bain 
Collection, Library of Congress)



German raiding party on the Somme. By 1916, the German army was using the coal-
scuttle steel helmet. Note the presence of pistols and hand grenades, especially the common 
German stick grenade popularly known as the “potato masher.” (National Archives)



German trench destroyed by British artillery during the Battle of the Somme. (Bain 
Collection, Library of Congress) 

German soldiers manhandling a 150mm howitzer forward. (National Archives)



German heavy howitzer. (National Archives)

German field headquarters on the western front. Once the lines had become fairly static, 
considerable retraining and a change of mentality were required to get the army in the 
west accustomed to mobile warfare. (National Archives)



German infantry engaged in a training exercise, practicing cutting barbed wire. Training 
of this kind was essential in trench warfare. (National Archives)

German heavy artillery battery in firing position. (National Archives)



The German army nearing the end. German prisoners in France, circa 1918. (Bain 
Collection, Library of Congress)



chapter seven
the test of 1914

During the afternoon of 1 August 1914, the popula-
tions of towns and cities across Germany read placards informing them 
that the kaiser would provide millions of men with free train rides, avail-
able upon the presentation of any piece of military paperwork, to some-
times distant destinations within the country. This offer was not to be 
refused. The placards informed readers of the mobilization of all of Ger-
many’s armed forces and warned of strict punishments for those who did 
not immediately report to their assigned stations. Thus, 2 August 1914 
became the first day of mobilization under the imminent danger of war.1

Responsibility for the War

The “guns of August” touched off more than a world war; they initiated 
an ongoing historical debate (the war-guilt question). Article 231 of the 
Versailles settlement forced the new government in Germany to accept 
full responsibility for the war. This did not settle the question, however; 
instead, it inflamed the debate for the next two decades. Partly political 
(as governments sought to exculpate their countries) and partly histori-
cal (as numerous journalists, historians, and retired military and political 
leaders joined the fray), the controversy continued until the Second World 
War engulfed Europe. No real consensus developed from the hundreds of 
publications, but most scholars (especially in Germany) agreed that all the 
great powers shared responsibility in some measure.2

The second phase of the debate on responsibility for the war began 
in 1961, when distinguished German historian Fritz Fischer published 
his spectacular study Germany’s Aims in the First World War. Fischer con-
demned the German government for deliberately starting the war as part 
of an effort to dominate the continent and combat domestic opposition. 
In two subsequent volumes Fischer expanded and defended his thesis.3 
He also raised troubling questions about continuity in German foreign 
policy from Wilhelm II to Hitler. The impact of his efforts was such that 
the war-guilt question became known as the “Fischer controversy.” Nu-
merous distinguished scholars rushed to defend the Second Reich against 
Fischer’s accusations, while a substantial group of younger scholars, in-
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cluding some of Fischer’s students, began to reconsider numerous as-
pects of Germany’s domestic and international policies from Bismarck to 
the collapse of 1918.4

A third group of historians attempted to reach a synthesis by studying 
the war’s origins in a broader international context and by investigating a 
host of military, political, and social topics. The opening of numerous ar-
chives after the Second World War gave these new studies a much firmer 
foundation in primary documents than had been possible prior to Fisch-
er’s first book. The entire question, in the words of one of the most prom-
inent participants, became “one of the most complicated and bewildering 
in modern history.”5 The question of responsibility for the war is beyond 
the scope of this study, but some of the issues have relevance in estab-
lishing the strategic context of the army’s preparations for war in 1914 
and in evaluating its approach to strategy once the war began.6 The best 
recent reviews of this topic are in the books by Hew Strachan and David 
Stevenson.7

One of the most important issues involves the army’s expectations 
about the nature of a future war. The army was not obsessed with the 
idea of a short war. As discussed in chapter 2, the elder Moltke had long 
realized that any future war would be lengthy. German theory had for 
many years prior to 1914 considered that war would consist of more than 
a single decisive battle and that multiple phases or campaigns would be 
required. Many European military commanders agreed that a long war 
was possible, but they were reluctant to openly discuss this question with 
their political leaders.8 Even Schlieffen had realized that a rapid defeat of 
France would not end the war in the west and that large forces would have 
to remain there during a second campaign in the east. A related issue was 
the army’s expectations about the capabilities of its potential enemies and 
its estimate of Germany’s chances against a coalition of France, Russia, 
and Great Britain. Circumstances had changed greatly between 1905 and 
1914, and as a result, a discussion of these issues must center primarily 
on the views of the younger Moltke and, to a lesser degree, other German 
military leaders in the years just prior to 1914.

As the crisis of July 1914 deepened with the delivery of the Austro- 
Hungarian ultimatum to Serbia, the leaders of the Prussian army, in close 
cooperation with the leaders of other state armies, prepared to execute 
the plans the General Staff had finalized at the beginning of April. Those 
who argue that primary responsibility for the war rests with Germany 
have concluded that the army’s key leaders pressured the government for 
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a preventive war, using the assassination crisis as a pretext. Others have 
stressed the broader responsibility of other powers in starting a local war 
in the Balkans and allowing it to engulf the entire continent. In any case, 
the army’s leadership seemed to get caught up in the national jubilation 
and patriotism that characterized some of the public reaction in Germany 
and throughout Europe. Although several scholars have mounted impres-
sive attacks on the conventional wisdom that the people of Germany and 
Europe rushed headlong into the war in a fit of boundless enthusiasm, 
the rush to volunteer may be seen as a sign of broad patriotism. The na-
tion’s intellectuals, writers, and even artists joined in the “exuberance of 
the moment.”9

The Mobilization of 1914

The Prussian War Ministry and General Staff executed the mobilization 
declared by the kaiser on 1 August with an efficiency that most modern 
military forces would envy. Millions of men, including a large propor-
tion of reservists, mustered in their scattered garrisons, boarded trains, 
and moved to their assembly areas along Germany’s eastern and western 
frontiers, accompanied by thousands of pieces of artillery and hundreds 
of thousands of horses. Active units sent officers and men to reserve units 
while incorporating large numbers of reservists into their own ranks. Re-
serve units arose from their cadres of active officers and mobilized with 
the same efficiency that characterized their active counterparts.10 Assem-
bling the dense concentration of units along the German frontier around 
Aachen was a particularly noteworthy example of the nearly flawless tran-
sition from peacetime to wartime organization, but it was by no means 
unique. The army’s careful prior planning with the German railway sys-
tem, an inherent part of the mobilization plan, ensured that the units, 
along with their supplies, horses, ammunition, and a wide variety of 
equipment, arrived at their destinations ready for the next phase: deploy-
ment (Aufmarsch) to their starting positions.11

Consistent with the strategic situation that had given birth to the vari-
ous plans for mobilization, deployment, and campaigning since the days 
of Schlieffen, the 1914 concept required an exceptionally rapid preparation 
for war. The mobilization schedule called for Germany’s western forces 
to be detrained and ready for foot movement on the thirteenth day of mo-
bilization, 14 August, and to be ready for full offensive operations on 18 
August, while Eighth Army in East Prussia was to be ready by 10 August.12
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Mobilization was an immense and extraordinarily complicated under-
taking.13 In 1914 the army mobilized nearly 6 percent of the entire popula-
tion—almost 4 million men already in units, plus an additional 1 million 
volunteers, thousands of wagons, and around 700,000 horses. The ap-
proximately 30,000 officers of the active army welcomed nearly 90,000 
reserve and Landwehr officers and acting officers.14 In the space of twelve 
days, the strength of the German field army (including its Bavarian, Würt-
temberger, and Saxon components) jumped from 808,280 to 3,502,700 
officers and men. The army’s school system virtually shut down. Retired 
officers created new structures to replace the departed active corps.15 
These figures clearly show the degree to which the Prussian-German 
structure was a cadre system in which only one-quarter of the officers and 
an even smaller proportion of the enlisted men were regulars. Each of 
the twenty-five active corps required 140 trains, while reserve corps used 
85 trains and cavalry divisions (ten in all) needed 31. Between 550 and 
650 trains crossed the Rhine every day during the mobilization; this pro-
duced extremely heavy traffic on the dozen or so major bridges, such as 
the one at Cologne, where a west-moving train crossed every ten minutes 
for more than two weeks. Wilhlem Groener, head of the Railway Section 
of the General Staff, was so confident in his section and in the plan that 
he told his staff not to bother him with any problems short of the loss of 
two Rhine bridges.16 Even the army’s critics concede that the mobilization 
was a masterpiece of planning and execution.17

Mobilization, combined with the subsequent declaration of war, auto-
matically activated a number of measures in Prussia and in most of the 
empire. As each of the active corps commanders prepared for departure, 
his place was taken by an acting commanding general, usually a retired 
general of the appropriate rank. The duties of the acting corps command-
ers were actually broader than those of their peacetime predecessors, 
particularly in Prussia, where the Siege Law of 4 June 1851 went into ef-
fect. This law gave the acting commanding generals a wide range of civil 
powers, nearly dictatorial in some respects, while the mobilization system 
required them to perform a variety of military functions. The staffs of 
the acting commanding generals eventually became substantial as they 
assumed responsibility for such duties as mail (and censorship), care of 
invalids, replacements (individual and unit), and routine peacetime mat-
ters. Mobilization exacerbated the question of the kaiser’s control, since 
it increased the number of officers with theoretical direct access to him 
to sixty-two.18
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For Moltke, the first crisis occurred before mobilization began, when the 
emperor briefly thought the war could be limited to Russia.19 Wilhelm II 
thus proposed a mobilization based on the traditional deployment case II, 
with the bulk of the German army moving to the east. Moltke reminded the 
kaiser that the General Staff had dropped the Grosser Ostaufmarsch in 1913 
and warned that sending the army to the east would produce a disorderly 
mob rather than a military force ready to attack. Jolted by this unwelcome 
dose of reality, Wilhelm responded that Moltke’s uncle would have given a 
different reply. The crisis soon passed, as the hope that the British would 
remain neutral and restrain France proved ephemeral, but the effect on 
Moltke’s fragile emotional state may have been serious.20

Historians and others have disagreed on whether Moltke was correct 
in dismissing any possibility of sending large forces to the east. He appar-
ently gave his response without consulting Groener, head of the Railway 
Section. Groener later stated that it would have been possible to send the 
bulk of the army to the east, although his private comments indicate that 
he really thought otherwise.21 After the war, Hermann von Staabs, one of 
the army’s experts on railway movement, convincingly argued that the 
eastern deployment could have been accomplished in about two weeks, a 
verdict that has convinced some recent writers.22

The German Command Structure

The command structure for the upcoming campaigns reflected the mo-
narchical nature of Prussia and the German Empire, as well as the in-
ability to develop effective bureaucratic structures to deal with a war on 
two fronts. Here one must distinguish between the General Headquarters 
and the Army High Command, or Oberste Heeresleitung (OHL). The for-
mer was led by the emperor and included his entourage as well as the 
General Staff, representatives of the navy, the civil administration, digni-
taries, and others.23 As its head, the emperor offered the only prospect of 
coordinating the military, political, and economic aspects of the war.

 Wilhelm II only occasionally exercised his powers as head of state and 
supreme commander (Oberster Kriegsherr). Indeed, he receded so far into 
the background on most matters that some historians have mockingly 
called him the “shadow kaiser.” This is not an entirely accurate character-
ization of the kaiser’s role. Although Wilhelm II, in accordance with his 
promise not to interfere, almost always deferred to the recommendations 
made by Moltke, Falkenhayn, and Ludendorff, the military leadership felt 
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obliged to obtain his approval on nearly every important decision.24 He 
exercised an important influence on the conduct of the war through his 
power to control appointments to high-level civilian and military posi-
tions. By supporting Falkenhayn until August 1916, for example, he main-
tained the primacy of the western front. Overall, he was, as one scholar 
has argued, “anything but insignificant.”25 His failure to show any sus-
tained judgment in matters of policy and strategy meant that coordination 
of the nation’s war effort and even its military strategy was sporadic and 
ineffective. Few modern great powers have embarked on a major war with 
less competent leadership at the highest levels, and the ultimate responsi-
bility must be his. Despite his shortcomings, the mass of the officer corps 
remained loyal to him to the last.

The most important part of the General Headquarters was the OHL, 
which controlled the land war on both fronts. At its head was Moltke, who, 
as chief of the General Staff, served as the de facto commander of the over-
all land war as well as the western front commander. He had only a small 
number of General Staff officers on his staff. The Oberquartiermeister, 
General Hermann von Stein, was theoretically Moltke’s highest-ranking 
deputy, but he remained in the background and dealt primarily with ad-
ministrative matters. As chief of the Railway Section, Lieutenant Colonel 
Groener was the key person in charge of executing the mobilization. Lieu-
tenant Colonel Gerhard Tappen served as chief of the Operations Section, 
perhaps the key subordinate post. Tappen had many critics who regarded 
him as mediocre.26 Lieutenant Colonel Wilhelm Dommes, chief of the Po-
litical Section, also performed important duties in a variety of areas. The 
talented officer who headed the Intelligence Section, Lieutenant Colonel 
Richard Hentsch, also undertook a wide variety of duties.27 Numerous 
other officers holding supervisory positions over various branches also 
accompanied the headquarters, although they worked primarily with the 
chief of the General Staff. It should be noted that the OHL underwent 
many changes during the war and increased greatly in size as its control 
over the army groups and field armies expanded.28

The French Plan

French planning was simpler and less subtle than either Schlieffen’s 
scheme of 1905 or Moltke’s of 1914. Giving wide latitude to the French 
supreme commander, Plan XVII deployed the mass of the French army so 
that it was capable of, but not committed to, conducting immediate offen-
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sives into Germany, north and south of Metz, and in Lorraine, where the 
French concentrated their largest forces.29 Although the French expected a 
German advance through Belgium, they underestimated its strength and 
scope, relying on their left-flank army (Fifth Army, under Lanrezac), with 
assistance from the Belgians and the British. Fourth Army, in strategic 
reserve, would be available to either support Fifth Army or join the offen-
sives. The main point of Joffre’s plan, contained in his Order No. 1 of 8 
August, was an immediate offensive thrust into Germany, precisely what 
the Germans expected.30 Both sides thus had a reasonable idea of what the 
other would do, but neither was able to execute its plan.

Liege and the Advance through Belgium

The first phase of the 1914 campaign began while the bulk of both armies 
were just beginning their mobilization and initial deployments. As the 
main body of the German army completed its movement into its final 
deployment positions, other elements began the effort to seize the Bel-
gian fortress at Liege and its important bridges and railway junctions.31 
The attack failed at first, in large part because Belgian troops managed to 
prepare field positions between the major forts. However, the energetic, 
even heroic intervention of Erich Ludendorff turned a potentially cata-
strophic defeat into victory by inducing the main garrison to surrender. 
The new 420mm howitzers pulverized the remaining fortresses, and the 
way through the critical Liege bottleneck was open.

Some writers have continued to portray the Liege attack as a failure 
because the original coup de main did not work. This is surely expect-
ing too much of a force that was attacking under very difficult circum-
stances. Ludendorff’s action enabled First and Second Armies to advance 
through the critical area with only a minor delay. The assault, conducted 
at first by a force of six infantry brigades maintained on a permanent 
wartime footing for this purpose, began on 4 August, while the rest of 
the army was just beginning to mobilize.32 Although the Germans were 
disappointed and alarmed when the attack did not proceed as rapidly as 
planned, Kluck’s First Army began to move through Aachen (not Liege) 
on 13 August, so the bulk of the right wing was delayed for only one or, at 
most, two days. Liege was, in short, an important victory, largely justifying 
Moltke’s confidence that the bottleneck could be forced in a manner con-
sistent with the planned envelopment of the French left wing and without 
invading Holland.33
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The subsequent rapid advance across southern Belgium was accom-
plished with only sporadic contact with weak opposing forces during the 
first few days, giving the impression that the right wing of the German 
army was achieving a great victory. German intelligence estimates of the 
numerical strength of the French army, its general dispositions, and its 
intentions proved largely correct.34 The Belgian army retreated into An-
twerp, which German First Army invested with two reserve corps. This 
excessive diversion of force was the first visible consequence of sending 
available second-line formations to Alsace-Lorraine.35 The British Expe-
ditionary Force (BEF) remained a largely unknown factor until August, 
when its collision with First Army at Mons settled the question of its ini-
tial deployment. In a series of bloody but victorious engagements, First, 
Second, and Third Armies pushed rapidly forward, and by 27 August 
they had reached the approximate line St. Quentin–Hirson–Mezieres. 
Maubeuge was invested, and by then it was eighteen to thirty-seven miles 
behind the front lines. A false sense of victory—indeed, an entirely unjus-
tified euphoria—briefly engulfed much of the German High Command.36

The French Attack in Alsace

In the meantime, south of Metz the anticipated French offensive had ad-
vanced about nine miles into Alsace and about twice that far in the south-
ern area near Freiburg and the Swiss border. German Sixth and Seventh 
Armies halted the French attacks in a series of bloody encounters and 
prepared to launch a major counteroffensive that would push the invaders 
off German soil. These battles raised the question of theater-wide strategy, 
and the High Command had to make a choice of potentially decisive im-
portance.

The deployment instructions for Sixth Army placed its commander, 
Crown Prince Rupprecht of Bavaria, in command of Seventh Army and 
in charge of coordinating the operations of the two armies.37 The directive 
gave Rupprecht a clear but difficult primary task. The two field armies, 
acting in close conjunction and cooperation, were to protect the left flank 
of the main body of the army along the Nied River between Metz and the 
Saar. The crown prince was further instructed to engage the French army 
southwest of Metz but to withdraw if threatened by a superior enemy 
force. In particular, the two armies were to tie down the greatest possible 
number of French forces but avoid any defeat that would threaten the 
Nied position or lead to an easy French victory.38 The mobilization instruc-
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tions did not tell Rupprecht to be prepared to move part of his forces to 
the German right wing if they were not needed in Alsace-Lorraine, even 
though the railway mobilization plan apparently deployed a sufficient 
number of empty trains to the rear of Sixth Army to make such a move 
possible.39 One General Staff officer concluded that this was evidence that 
Moltke had abandoned this basic idea, even though it had been a subject 
of much prewar discussion.40 Such a transfer of forces was, of course, an 
allegedly critical part of Schlieffen’s operational concept.

On 6 August the chief of the General Staff of Sixth Army, Conrad 
Krafft von Dellmensingen, submitted a proposal to Crown Prince Rup-
precht that outlined their portion of the campaign. This report stressed 
three elements: (1) to fix enemy forces and prevent their transport to the 
decisive flank; (2) to be prepared to protect the Nied position by a retreat 
if the main enemy strength advanced to the east beyond Metz; and (3) to 
be prepared to attack through and south of Metz toward the west bank 
of the Mosel if no strong enemy forces were encountered.41 This varied 
somewhat from the wording of the deployment directive, which stated 
that a retreat would be necessary if “superior” enemy forces appeared and 
that an attack might be necessary only if the Germans did not encounter 
“superior” enemy forces.42 Krafft clearly recognized that Sixth and Sev-
enth Armies were supposed to make a sort of demonstration, but he also 
thought the French might force the main battle in Lorraine, in which case 
the German right would move directly to the south to join a decisive coun-
terattack.43 Overall, Krafft and Rupprecht were anxious to launch a major 
offensive.44

Crown Prince Rupprecht’s Counteroffensive

Although Rupprecht clearly recognized that his primary mission was to 
tie down French forces by making a demonstration that would prevent 
their transfer to the main front, his actions soon reversed the intentions 
of his instructions.45 As early as 9 August, the impulsive attacks of Sev-
enth Army threatened to create a gap between the two armies and jeopar-
dize united action, even though the deployment instructions specifically 
ordered them to remain closely linked.46 By 13 and 14 August, this had 
apparently become a serious problem, as intelligence reports indicated (to 
an exaggerated degree) that the main French offensive would take place in 
Alsace-Lorraine and that Sixth and Seventh Armies might have to retreat 
as suggested in the deployment instructions.47 Despite this, Rupprecht, 
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supported by Krafft von Dellmensingen, was not inclined to remain on 
the defensive for long. The crown prince repeatedly noted in his diary 
his dislike of a long-term defensive posture because he thought it was a 
mistake to leave the initiative to the enemy; in addition, such a course of 
action would damage the offensive spirit of his soldiers. Unless prohib-
ited by a direct order, he noted, he would fulfill his task offensively.48 Rup-
precht’s operations officer later argued that Sixth Army, which had control 
over Seventh, was simply too strong to remain on the defense. This would 
have been a waste of resources, and, as he pointed out, no glory would 
be gained by standing passively opposite the French fortifications.49 The 
latter opinion was apparently based on regional and dynastic concerns. 
Sixth and Seventh Armies were composed largely of Bavarians and were 
commanded by Bavarian officers, most notably Rupprecht. There was 
some concern that Bavaria’s standing would suffer if Sixth and Seventh 
Armies played the role of bystander while the Prussians grabbed the glory 
by winning the decisive victory.

This position, seemingly insubordinate from the outset, was consis-
tent, at least in concept, with German theory from Moltke onward. Un-
der that approach, laid out in numerous regulations, a local commander 
should (except in extraordinary circumstances) enjoy freedom of action 
to accomplish his assigned task either offensively or defensively, based 
on the local situation. The deployment directive was merely a starting 
point, and every senior commander in 1914 had been educated to exercise 
his own judgment and initiative as the campaign progressed. Conversely, 
Prussian theory also warned that the local commander must remain 
within the framework of the overall intent of the plan and do nothing to 
endanger the larger concept.

 In addressing this serious issue, Moltke’s conduct was all too typi-
cal of his own actions and those of the OHL in general in August and 
September 1914. Just before Crown Prince Rupprecht’s offensive began, 
the High Command abrogated its responsibility to maintain the overall 
framework by repeatedly declining to give definite orders. Instead, the 
High Command retreated to the formalism that Sixth Army would have to 
accept full responsibility if it decided to launch an offensive. Ultimately, in 
the words of the Reichsarchiv, “the High Command gave the Sixth Army 
Command full freedom of action and full responsibility.”50

Rupprecht adopted a liberal interpretation of the extent of his freedom 
of action. On 20 August, despite cautions from the OHL, Sixth and Sev-
enth Armies launched a major counteroffensive against the advancing 
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French forces. In a series of costly battles, Rupprecht’s forces stopped the 
French and then pushed them back toward the original borders.51 The 
High Command, it must be noted, made halfhearted efforts to prevent 
this attack once it learned of the crown prince’s intentions. Moltke sent 
one of his closest associates on the General Staff, Lieutenant Colonel 
Wilhelm von Dommes, to Sixth Army headquarters on 17 August. Both 
Rupprecht and his chief of the General Staff declined to be swayed from 
their determination to attack. The crown prince of Bavaria simply refused 
to follow his instructions, which apparently were not delivered with the 
decisiveness of a direct order. He commented that the OHL should “either 
allow me to act on my own or give me direct orders.” But strict control of 
highly placed subordinates was not in the spirit of Moltke’s personality or 
his method of command. Nor was it consistent with Rupprecht’s position 
as heir to the throne of Bavaria, which could be overcome only by appeal 
to the emperor. So Sixth Army moved to execute its ill-considered offen-
sive.52 The exact source of Rupprecht’s royal but seemingly unmilitary be-
havior is unknown, but most historians regard the decision as disastrous, 
particularly given the later actions of Moltke and Rupprecht.53

The blame for all this cannot be laid exclusively on the shoulders of 
the crown prince. On 22 August Sixth Army apparently asked the OHL 
if it should prepare to send forces to the right flank. Instead of approving 
this move, Tappen, the chief of the Operations Section, instructed Sixth 
Army to continue its offensive by exploiting its victory in the direction of 
Epinal. The OHL had apparently been misled by Sixth Army’s optimistic 
reports and believed that a major breakthrough was possible on the left 
flank, something that Moltke may have wanted from the outset of the 
campaign.54

Moltke’s war games and staff exercises had anticipated these events 
and had already worked out a possible course of action. He had always 
maintained that the main battle would take place wherever the main 
French forces were found, and his games had repeatedly considered not 
merely a major counteroffensive in the south but perhaps a shifting of the 
main effort there, if doing so offered the prospect of defeating the French 
army “in the open field.” Moltke thus had to make a fateful choice around 
20 August: transfer elements of Sixth and Seventh Armies to reinforce 
the right wing, or attempt a major breakthrough in the south, thus threat-
ening the French with a gigantic double envelopment.

 Moltke chose the southern offensive, hoping to achieve a massive stra-
tegic double envelopment. He did so based on the false confidence that 



THE TEST OF 1914  : 257

his forces had already achieved a great victory on the right wing, which 
was then advancing rapidly through southern Belgium and into France. 
This decision, to continue the attack rather than transfer forces to the 
right wing, earned him the nearly universal condemnation of the Schlief-
fen school, which argued that this was further proof of his theoretical and 
practical departures from the Schlieffen Plan.

 The perceived prospects for a successful breakthrough in the Epinal- 
Nancy area turned out to be without foundation, and Moltke’s hopes for 
a double envelopment soon collapsed. The French halted Sixth Army’s 
offensive by 24 August, and the next day they launched a major counterat-
tack, supported by the guns of the fortifications around Nancy. Moltke, by 
then deeply committed to the offensive in Lorraine, demanded that Sixth 
and Seventh Armies renew their attacks and break through the French 
lines between Toul and Epinal. The OHL sent another emissary, Major 
Erich von Redern, to Rupprecht’s headquarters to emphasize the need 
for a renewed offensive, a feat the crown prince thought impossible.55 A 
specific order followed on 26 August, and another officer journeyed from 
the High Command to Sixth Army on 30 August to overcome the united 
opposition of Rupprecht and his General Staff officers.56

The end result was that the costly fighting continued without any im-
portant contribution to the overall German effort. The German left wing 
thus neither made a successful effort to achieve a breakthrough around 
Nancy nor dispatched significant forces to the German right-wing armies, 
all of which were in need of reinforcements by the end of August.57 On the 
latter point, it should be noted that strong evidence exists that Moltke had 
decided against sending forces to the right flank as early as 22 August, 
probably because of excessively optimistic estimates of the successes al-
ready attained by First and Second Armies and because he doubted such 
a transfer could be completed in a timely manner.58 Moltke was so certain 
of a successful breakthrough around Nancy that the emperor visited the 
front there to witness the anticipated victory.59

Developments in the Central Sector

In the meantime, developments in the area of German Fourth and Fifth 
Armies, deployed north of Metz, were equally lacking in decisive results. 
The Germans had correctly expected a French advance in this area, and 
both their prewar General Staff games and their intelligence estimates 
made this assumption. As noted previously, Schlieffen had occasion-
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ally conducted General Staff studies that envisioned a decisive victory 
by counterattacking a French force advancing in this area. In theory, the 
greater the proportion of the French army that became involved in a battle 
here, the shorter the decisive turning movement of the right wing and the 
better the prospects for a successful counterattack from Metz. But here, 
too, decisive results were elusive for both sides. 

In a less serious replay of the events on the German left wing, the com-
mander of Fifth Army, Crown Prince Wilhelm of Prussia, began a prema-
ture attack on 22 August.60 Once again, the OHL had failed to provide clear 
orders, leaving local commanders on their own.61 The Germans quickly 
advanced through Luxembourg and deep into the Ardennes, where they 
encountered French Third and Fourth Armies. In a series of bloody fron-
tal encounters, the Germans pushed the French back to approximately the 
line Fumay-Sedan-Montmedy-Verdun by 25 August 1914.62

The Advance on the Right Wing after Liege

Returning to the right flank of the German advance, one can now see 
clearly, more so than in German headquarters in 1914, that the German 
army, though victorious everywhere, had been unable to bring the French 
to a decisive battle. The French, though battered, retained freedom of ac-
tion and successfully extricated themselves from every major danger of 
large-scale envelopment by the Germans. This produced precisely what 
the elder Moltke had feared: indecisive and costly battles, where one 
bloody action led only to another. Schlieffen had emphasized turning 
movements to avoid these kinds of victories, which he described as “ordi-
nary” because they did not produce decisive results.

After Liege fell, the bulk of King Albert’s army retreated into Antwerp 
as the German right wing moved quickly through Belgium, probably in 
a manner generally anticipated in Moltke’s prewar concept. Some civil-
ians resisted the advancing Germans, provoking the sharp reprisals that 
seriously besmirched the German army’s reputation in Europe and the 
United States.63 Namur, a Belgian city whose fortress complex had been 
the cornerstone of the French army’s defensive plans and positions on 
its left flank, quickly succumbed to the German army’s siege artillery.64 
This, combined with increasing evidence of a massive German movement 
through Belgium north of the Sambre River, forced General Charles Lan-
rezac, commander of Fifth Army on the extreme left wing of the French 
forces, to turn part of his forces to the north to face German Second Army.65
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German First Army, weakened by the detachment of forces to invest 
Belgian garrisons, advanced to the southwest, on Second Army’s right 
flank, in an effort to envelop the French left as it deployed to face Bülow’s 
forces.66 Unaware of the location of the British Expeditionary Force, 
Kluck intended to make a wide sweep to outflank both the British and the 
French left flank in one turning movement. This raised the possibility of 
a sizable gap between First and Second Armies and the attendant danger 
of both being vulnerable to counterattacks on their open flanks. German 
theory had always warned that he who outflanked could be outflanked, 
and it had concluded that such risks were the price of great success, so 
this situation should not have come as a surprise. Nevertheless, neither 
the German command system nor the commanders themselves were able 
to deal with the dangers and maintain a sensible if risky command of the 
right-flank forces.

Moltke lost control of the situation on the crucial right flank for a num-
ber of reasons, and the events of 20–21 August were just the first sign of 
this failure. The OHL remained in Coblenz during this period, primarily 
because Moltke had to maintain good telephonic and telegraphic contact 
with the very uncertain campaign unfolding in East Prussia and Galicia, 
but in part because the staffs needed at least a minimal degree of order in 
the local area.67 The institution of army group commander did not exist 
in 1914, and Moltke imposed on the right wing the same expedient he 
had employed in Lorraine: he subordinated Kluck’s First Army to Bülow’s 
command. He would have subordinated Third Army as well, but the lat-
ter’s commander, the Saxon Baron von Hausen, was senior to Bülow.68 
This subordination of First Army to Second Army lasted until 27 August, 
despite Kluck’s efforts to have it terminated earlier.69 Moltke reinstated 
this measure on 10 September, during the retreat from the Marne.

Bülow and Kluck had very different ideas on tactics and strategy. The 
former was well known for his opposition to the army’s emphasis on 
flanking attacks and turning movements in the Schlieffen manner, and 
the latter worked under the influence of Hermann von Kuhl, perhaps the 
most highly respected General Staff officer in the field in 1914. By 20 
August, the views of the two army commanders and their staffs had be-
come irreconcilable, and their attitudes toward each other turned bitter.70 
The result was that the German right flank faced its first real challenge 
on 21–23 August with only the vaguest of directives from the OHL and 
with a local command arrangement that fueled disagreement rather than 
cooperation.71
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As the German right-wing armies advanced across the Meuse and into 
Belgium, the army’s supply system began to show signs of severe strain. 
The forward corps, slowed only briefly by the battle at Liege, were in con-
stant danger of outrunning their logistics. Considerable destruction of the 
Belgian railway system’s infrastructure, including bridges, tunnels, and 
rolling stock, placed great burdens on the German railway construction 
units. By the end of August, the right-wing armies were much farther from 
their railheads than anticipated. Motorized transport, partly military and 
partly drawn from the voluntary associations, could not fully compensate 
for the gaps between the end of the functioning rail lines and the units.72

 Beyond its railheads, the army depended on horse-drawn heavy trans-
port units to carry supplies of all kinds to the field units beyond those few 
areas where motorized transport could be concentrated. Schlieffen had an-
ticipated that the field units could largely live off the land as they advanced 
through Belgium into France. By the middle of August, many divisions 
were doing precisely that. The most critical shortage was fodder for the 
horses. The forward cavalry divisions, in particular, were unable to provide 
their horses with sufficient grain to maintain their strength. Making mat-
ters worse was the High Command’s failure to implement a system for 
the collection and treatment of sick and exhausted horses. Thus the army 
suffered high losses in horses, many of which were entirely avoidable.73 
Despite numerous problems, the cavalry divisions covered great distances 
and fought many engagements, all of which consumed their fodder and 
mounts more rapidly than they could be replenished and rested.

 Infantry forces also experienced great difficulties in moving sufficient 
munitions forward as the front advanced to the west and south. Among 
the many expedients adopted to ensure that the fighting units had suffi-
cient ammunition and food—and one of the most immediately produc-
tive—was battlefield recovery. As early as the Battle of the Marne, First 
Army organized a program to recover unspent cartridges and iron rations 
from the dead and wounded.74 First Army also drew on the resources of a 
voluntary automobile association from Aachen, which contributed nearly 
300 trucks and autos for transporting food, ammunition, and wounded 
soldiers.75

Kluck’s Turn to the South

Bülow, excessively concerned with protecting his right flank as he pre-
pared for a major battle against Lanrezac’s forces along the Sambre River, 
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ordered Kluck to turn sharply south rather than continue his southwest-
wardly march. Bülow hoped that this would put First Army in a better 
position to protect Second Army’s right flank and reduce the gap between 
the two forces. Kluck protested but obeyed, although the larger consid-
eration of enveloping and turning the entire Allied left flank might have 
dictated adherence to his original intent.76

As Kluck moved to the south, his forces stumbled upon the British 
Expeditionary Force at Mons on 23 August, touching off the sharp if brief 
battle known by that name. Joffre had requested the British commander, 
Sir John French, to move the BEF as far northeast as Namur to participate 
in French Fifth Army’s attack in that area. Fortunately for the Entente, 
he declined Joffre’s request to attack toward an enemy whose presence 
was suspected but whose strength, dispositions, and intentions were 
unknown. Instead, the British occupied a temporary defensive position, 
where the Germans encountered them in an engagement remarkably 
similar to those foreseen in German prewar theory. After a bloody day 
of indecisive fighting that was costly to both sides, the British withdrew 
when they learned of events to their right. Namur had fallen, German 
Third Army had crossed the Meuse, and the French were falling back 
before the advance of Bülow’s Second Army. The BEF’s own position, 
moreover, was threatened by the larger forces Kluck could bring to bear 
in the forthcoming days. Though a British defeat, Mons was by no means 
decisive, and it marked the debut of the legendary power of the massed 
rifle power of the British infantry.

 Had Kluck remained true to his original intent, or had the British ad-
vanced as Joffre desired, First Army probably would have fallen upon the 
flank of the BEF, perhaps in the midst of an extended forward advance, 
with potentially catastrophic results.77 Historians generally agree that 
First Army lost a great opportunity to outflank the BEF and perhaps deal 
it a crushing defeat, but they do not agree on who is to blame.78 Events on 
23 August in any case marked the final collapse of the French army’s Plan 
XVII, and Joffre ordered a general retreat the next day.

 Kluck’s First Army pursued the British beyond Maubeuge until the ac-
tions of one of the BEF’s subordinate commanders forced the British to 
stand and fight at Le Cateau on 25 August. Once again, the British found 
themselves in hastily prepared defensive positions, and the Germans came 
upon them without a firm idea of the strength or nature of their opposition. 
Again, after a day of heavy fighting and substantial losses on both sides, the 
British retreated and avoided a decisive defeat. German First Army, unable 
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to organize a coordinated pursuit, lost contact with the main body of the 
BEF, in part because Kluck elected to resume his southwesterly movement, 
unaware that the British had withdrawn almost directly south.79 First Ar-
my’s failure to envelop the BEF led to bitter postwar accusations by Kluck 
and the defenders of Bülow.80 The recriminations of the Entente side were 
immediate and substantial. Sir John French, feeling deserted by the French, 
proposed a British withdrawal beyond the Seine west of Paris and even to 
the new British base of operations in Normandy and Brittany.81

 While Kluck was pushing the British back, farther to the east and 
north, Bülow’s Second Army began a successful but indecisive battle 
against Lanrezac’s Fifth Army south of Namur on 21 August. After a se-
ries of costly attacks by both sides, the French felt compelled to withdraw 
on 24 August, since they were being threatened by Bülow’s advance from 
the north and Hausen’s advance from the east. This battle, known to the 
French as the Battle of the Sambre and to the Germans as the Battle of 
Namur, was a clear German victory, but it was by no means as decisive as 
the Germans had hoped or as prewar planning had foreseen.82

Moltke’s Directives, August–September 1914

These actions concluded the “battles of the frontier,” as the Germans 
called them. At this point, Moltke had the opportunity to reconsider the 
strategic situation. His evaluation, contained in a general directive sent 
to the armies on 27 August, offered both an assessment of the frontier 
battles and instructions for what the OHL desired in a pursuit of what it 
considered a defeated (though not destroyed) enemy.83 By 26 August, the 
German army had been partially victorious nearly everywhere along the 
front, but it had hardly destroyed the French and British armies, which 
retained substantial powers of resistance, as Moltke recognized.84 He did, 
however, assume that the French were in “full retreat.” On 27 August the 
OHL received the first news of the victory at Tannenberg, which may have 
contributed to what turned out to be excessive optimism.85

Moltke’s directive for the armies reflected the conviction that the 
French were withdrawing toward Paris, and it emphasized a rapid pur-
suit, a cardinal feature of German theory from Clausewitz onward. Some 
have seen his directive as a complete abandonment of the Schlieffen con-
cept for the right wing, while others have concluded that it was gener-
ally written in accordance with Schlieffen’s scheme of maneuver if not 
its apportionment of strength.86 It assumed that the next French position 
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would be a defensive line along the Marne, with its left flank anchored on 
Paris. The directive instructed First Army to advance north of the Oise 
River in the direction of the lower Seine, but it did not mention any pas-
sage around Paris. It instructed First Army to be prepared to join Second 
Army’s battles and to protect the right flank of the entire German army. 
Thus, even at this early stage, Moltke had already abandoned any slavish 
emphasis on the far right wing of the German offensive. A later, more 
general paragraph told the right-wing armies to be prepared to turn south 
if the French offered strong resistance along the Aisne or the Marne.87 
The direction of First Army’s march, along the Oise toward the lower 
Seine, reflected the use of the former as a dividing line between First and 
Second Armies.

At this point, the Germans’ initial campaign in the west began to lose 
any semblance of coherence. The ensuing gradual deterioration paral-
leled the army’s failure to achieve a rapid victory and revealed a number 
of shortcomings in its approach to warfare. The Schlieffen school subse-
quently blamed the failure to achieve a rapid victory on Moltke’s unwill-
ingness to plan or execute the master’s concept exactly as Schlieffen had 
set forth, as well as on the Reichstag’s alleged failure to institute a full 
prewar mobilization of Germany’s manpower resources. Both arguments 
are distorted oversimplifications, as recent research has shown. Failures 
of strategy were important, though not precisely along the lines raised by 
Moltke’s critics. A careful examination of the course of events shows that 
other fundamental problems were also to blame. 

As argued earlier, Moltke placed his primary emphasis on meeting and 
defeating the French army in open battle, regardless of where it was en-
countered, even if this meant surrendering much of the strategic initia-
tive. This was also the main point of Schlieffen’s thought, but that fact has 
been obscured by his postwar admirers, who raised the advance around 
Paris to the southwest from a means (conditional in Schlieffen’s own writ-
ing on a defensive French strategy) to an end in itself.88

After 27 August, First and Second Armies pushed the French and En-
glish back more or less along the lines envisioned in Moltke’s directive, but 
the victory was more apparent than real. The Germans had not annihilated 
any large French or British units, nor had they captured large numbers of 
artillery or prisoners. The battlefield, though still relatively fluid, had not 
produced the large-scale (or even smaller-scale) successful flanking attacks 
or turning movements on which German combat was based. 

Following the Battle of Le Cateau, First Army advanced to the southwest, 
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attempting to envelop the left flank of the British and French forces—a 
general line of advance that anticipated Moltke’s 27 August directive. This 
had the effect of confirming Kluck’s decision. By 28 August, however, 
Kluck was considering altering his line of advance and turning sharply 
south, thus moving his army across the Oise to complete the turning 
movement against the Entente’s left flank.89 A continued southwesterly 
movement would allow the enemy to retreat and avoid a decisive defeat.90 
Kluck did not consider such a move to be in violation of the intent of 
Moltke’s directive, since it stated in part that First Army must be prepared 
to participate in Second Army’s battles; more importantly, it specifically 
stated that strong resistance “along the Aisne and Marne may necessitate 
a wheel inward of the armies from a south-western to a southerly direc-
tion.”91 On 29 August Kluck received an urgent request for assistance 
from Second Army, which seemed to be locked in a serious battle against 
allegedly superior forces.92

Kluck, acting in accordance with the old Prussian principle of march-
ing to the sound of the guns, turned First Army to the south, hoping 
to destroy French Fifth Army and any elements of the BEF that might 
be caught up in his movement.93 Kuhl wrote a memorandum to Second 
Army on 28 August outlining his thinking, perhaps the most comprehen-
sive communication between the two armies during the campaign. Kuhl 
argued, in the tradition of Clausewitz and the elder Moltke, that the con-
cept of the overall operation had to recede to the background in the face 
of what he saw as an opportunity to achieve a turning movement against 
the entire enemy left flank, including the English.94 Kluck left part of his 
forces facing in a southwesterly and westerly direction to provide a flank 
guard for the rest of the right wing.95 First Army informed the High Com-
mand of its decision in the early-morning hours of 31 August.96

After receiving favorable reports from field armies one through four 
on 30 August, Moltke dispatched a series of individual orders that, in ef-
fect, endorsed Kluck’s decision to move to the south in support of Second 
Army. This was before the OHL was aware of Kluck’s decision. The Reich-
sarchiv concluded that the High Command ordered First Army’s move to 
the south before Kluck made the same decision, or at least before it was 
known to the OHL. The OHL also concluded that there was no serious 
threat to Kluck’s right flank.97 Accounts that stress Kluck’s disobedience 
fail to consider that such a decision was entirely in consonance with Ger-
man theory, so it should not be surprising that both Kuhl and the General 
Staff came to the same conclusion.
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 On the one hand, Moltke may have regarded this as a temporary expe-
dient. On the other hand, in further instructing First and Second Armies 
to cooperate with the attacks of Third Army, he changed the focus of the 
campaign from the far-right flank to the center area of Third Army. He 
apparently wanted First Army to follow Second Army in echelon, rather 
than implementing a more sweeping movement on or in front of Bülow’s 
right flank. He sent such a message on 2 September, but in another case 
of failure to issue orders of sufficient clarity and decisiveness, his inten-
tions did not determine the course of First Army’s movements. He also 
apparently believed that the German center—Fourth and Fifth Armies—
were on the verge of a decisive victory. He placed his emphasis there and 
thus absolutely ended any concept of pushing the right-wing forces to 
the Seine below Paris.98 It should also be remembered that at this point, 
Moltke was urging Sixth Army to attempt a breakthrough of the French 
right wing in the Nancy area, apparently in the hope of forcing a double 
envelopment of the main French armies.

Over the course of 1–2 September, Bülow slowed his advance, partly to 
rest his soldiers. Kluck feared losing the opportunity to achieve a decisive 
turning movement that would, in the grand manner of Schlieffen, result 
in the annihilation of the French left-wing armies. Accordingly, despite 
Moltke’s very specific orders of 2 September, Kluck sent his forces rap-
idly to the south, crossing the Marne and leaving an extended right flank 
reaching from directly east of Paris (where French Sixth Army was begin-
ning to form up) to south of the Marne in the area of Montmirail.99 Bülow 
was opposed to this move from the outset.100 In Kluck’s defense, it should 
be pointed out that the order also outlined the general plan to push the 
French to the southeast, away from Paris. He thought this was the main 
effort and that moving in echelon behind Second Army contradicted that 
attempt. As one scholar points out, returning to the formation prescribed 
in Moltke’s orders would have required Kluck’s army to halt for up to two 
days while Second Army caught up.101

Had he achieved a decisive victory, Kluck no doubt would have been 
a hero, and his actions would have been regarded as a splendid example 
of subordinate initiative.102 For decades, German theory had emphasized 
that outdated or irrelevant orders should be disregarded if local circum-
stances so demanded. Ironically, Kluck himself was the victim of perhaps 
excessive subordinate initiative. During a critical point in this movement, 
the audacious advance of a corps commander forced Kluck’s hand, just as 
he had forced Moltke’s on more than one occasion.103 All this took place 
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beyond the sight of the OHL, as communications with headquarters had 
become increasingly fragmentary, and delays between sending and re-
ceiving messages extended to as much as twenty-four hours.104 Moltke, for 
example, did not learn of Kluck’s moves to disregard his instructions until 
midafternoon on 4 September. 

Kluck’s decision effectively divided his army into two parts: one along 
the Ourcq River opposite Paris, and the other across the Marne to the 
south. They were too distant for immediate mutual support, but Kluck was 
willing to accept this risk. He later claimed that he recognized the danger 
of his exposed flank but accepted the assurances of the OHL that no seri-
ous threat had yet emerged.105 The Reichsarchiv later established that the 
High Command had not kept Kluck informed of intelligence indicating a 
growing French presence in the Paris area.106 Kluck also claimed that he 
had urged the OHL to release part of the reserve corps at Brussels and to 
use Landwehr units to replace all active units along the lines of communi-
cations so that they could move to the right flank of First Army.107

 By this time, the French had recognized a developing opportunity to 
defeat, or even annihilate, the German right wing, and they started to 
redeploy accordingly. By 3 September, the OHL had learned of the trans-
fer of large French units from Alsace-Lorraine and the increasing French 
strength around Paris.108 Late in the day on 4 September, upon learning of 
Kluck’s true situation and position, Moltke reached a critical conclusion 
and jettisoned the entire concept of the great turning movement. In its 
place, he created a new strategy for the entire western front. This decision 
was truly the end of anything like a Schlieffen Plan.109

 On the evening of 5 September, the High Command sent a new gen-
eral directive to the western armies.110 The document had the usual two 
parts: an assessment of the overall situation, and specific instructions for 
each field army. The former recognized that the French had escaped en-
velopment and maintained contact between their field armies and Paris. 
In addition, the French had sent forces from their right flank to their left, 
threatening the German right wing. The assessment concluded that “forc-
ing the entire French army against the Swiss frontier in a southeasterly 
direction is thus no longer possible,” and it warned that the French had 
assembled powerful forces around Paris. As a result, the directive ordered 
First and Second Armies to remain opposite Paris in a defensive mode to 
oppose French offensives from that area.111 Fourth and Fifth Armies were 
to continue to attack to the southeast, while Sixth Army forced a crossing 
of the Mosel River between Toul and Epinal. Third Army was to support 
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whichever effort to its right (First and Second Armies) or its left (Fourth 
and Fifth Armies) that seemed appropriate.112

By this date, the OHL, despite the optimistic tone of much of its cor-
respondence and internal reactions, had recognized that the right-wing 
armies needed reinforcements. First and Second Armies and, to a lesser 
degree, Third Army had lost nearly 50 percent of their strength before the 
Battle of the Marne began. Moltke had dispatched two corps to the eastern 
front, and two corps were engaged at Maubeuge and Antwerp. In addition, 
nearly every unit had suffered severe losses from combat, marching dis-
abilities, sickness, and so forth. One estimate is that as the battle began, 
the French had a superiority of almost 200 battalions of infantry and 190 
batteries of artillery. Realizing some of these problems, on 5 September 
the High Command instructed Sixth Army to make two corps available to 
reinforce the right wing. This was arranged, but only against the stubborn 
resistance of Krafft von Dellmensingen and Crown Prince Rupprecht.113 
None of these reinforcements were available in time, but they eventually 
included the headquarters of Seventh Army, which Moltke reconstituted 
in Belgium. Astonishingly, at the time of this decisive battle along the 
Marne, Moltke prepared to use the new Seventh Army for defense of the 
German rear and long flank in Belgium, rather than rushing it to the front 
as quickly as possible.114 On 9 September he finally ordered Sixth Army to 
break off its attacks in the Nancy area.115

The Battle of the Marne

The opposing armies were soon fighting the Battle of the Marne, a series 
of engagements extending first from Paris to Château-Thierry and then all 
along the front. As Kluck turned south and continued to face west toward 
Paris, a wide gap developed between his forces and those of Bülow.116 On 
4 September Joffre issued his famous General Instruction No. 6, ordering 
his forces to attack the German right wing on both flanks in an attempt 
to exploit the gap between German First and Second Armies and destroy 
the former in a double envelopment. The BEF was to participate by at-
tacking Kluck from the south.117 Over the period 5–8 September, Kluck’s 
army fought a series of battles, defending its positions along the Ourcq 
River to the east of Paris against the attacks of French Sixth Army (then 
under the direct command of Joffre) and its southern positions across the 
Marne against French Fifth Army and the BEF. The Entente forces had an 
overall superiority of about three to two, with fifty-six infantry divisions 
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and 3,000 pieces of artillery massed against forty-four German divisions 
with about the same strength in guns.118 Kluck’s effective strength and 
the energy of his soldiers had been drained by the lengthy marches and 
numerous engagements fought along the advance. He decided to stand 
firm on both flanks, hoping to defeat both Entente attacks without a major 
withdrawal to the north of the Marne and to thwart the British and French 
attempt to separate his forces from Second Army and defeat them in de-
tail. In fact, Kluck conducted both battles with vigorous offensive moves, 
a course of action that astonished some but was quite consistent with 
German theory, which frequently stressed offensive solutions to defensive 
problems.119

Kluck and his advisers, especially Kuhl, regarded the French offensive 
as an opportunity as much as a threat. The whole point of the German 
campaign was to engage the mass of the French army in open battle as 
soon as possible, and now Joffre seemed to offer such a possibility. Revert-
ing to a defensive posture would have surrendered the initiative, which, 
under German theory, was the key to victory. So Kluck ordered two of his 
corps to move back to the north to join a counterattack along the Ourcq.120 
The resulting offensive solution was entirely representative of forty years 
of General Staff thinking and war games. 

The OHL remained a largely passive observer of these events, which it 
could follow only at a distance, and there were crippling delays in receiv-
ing and transmitting information.121 Moltke and his staff had a clear view 
of Anglo-French intentions, as German Fourth Army had captured a copy 
of Joffre’s order even before all the French units had received theirs.122 
While Moltke’s pessimism seemed to grow, others at the OHL actually 
welcomed the Entente’s counteroffensive because it offered what had 
been lacking throughout the campaign: an opportunity to strike the main 
French forces in a decisive engagement. “Finally, we have come to grips 
with them,” was Tappen’s response.123 Moltke still declined to intervene, 
perhaps owing to the communications problems, and he remained con-
tent to allow the commanders at the front to wage the battles themselves. 
From 6 to 8 September the OHL sent no orders to the field armies and 
struggled to keep abreast of events.124 Commanders of the three right-
wing armies made major decisions on their own, as Moltke refused to go 
forward himself or to use the accepted practice of establishing a forward 
battle command post.125

On the morning of 8 September Moltke convened a meeting with at 
least three of his principal advisers to discuss the overall situation on the 
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western front. The news received the previous evening and in the early 
morning was mixed. Third, Fourth, and Fifth Armies reported generally 
good results from their sections of the front. From Belgium came the 
welcome report that the areas extending along the coast and into the cen-
ter of Belgium and northern France were clear of enemy forces, so the 
re-forming Seventh Army would be available for use on the right flank. Its 
commander was moving elements of three corps forward to St. Quentin. 
First and Second Armies reported progress in reacting to French efforts 
to envelop the right wing. On the downside, the OHL had overheard a 
radio message from Cavalry Command One to Second Army indicating 
an enemy advance into the gap between First and Second Armies. The 
latter information confirmed Moltke’s fear of a serious breakthrough in 
the area. He had been very pessimistic about the right-wing armies for 
some time, and on the previous day he had even discussed a possible re-
treat with the kaiser, who forbade it.126 The pressure of events had already 
begun to damage Moltke both physically and emotionally. Crown Prince 
Rupprecht, who visited the OHL on 8 September, wrote in his diary that 
Moltke looked like a sick, broken man.127 Members of Moltke’s entourage 
later denied this, but their accounts are not convincing.128

The predominant opinion at the OHL, at least among Moltke’s close 
advisers, was more positive. Tappen and Dommes were much more opti-
mistic in their belief that First Army could deal with the crisis, and their 
arguments apparently reassured Moltke somewhat. The outcome of the 
discussion was the decision to send an emissary to the front, an expedi-
ent employed on several previous occasions, to clarify the situation, es-
pecially in First Army’s area. Dommes offered to go, but Moltke selected 
Lieutenant Colonel Richard Hentsch, whose mission to the front became 
one of the most controversial episodes of the war and led to the German 
retreat from the Marne.

Hentsch’s Mission

Hentsch seemed to be a curious choice for the mission. A Prussian by 
birth, he was an officer in the Saxon army. His brilliant performance at 
the Prussian War Academy had earned him a position on the General 
Staff, where his universally recognized abilities soon led to an assignment 
as section chief.129 Hentsch’s normal assignment during the war was chief 
of the Intelligence Section, a duty that had little or nothing to do with 
the assignment he was about to embark on.130 Numerous persons who 
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knew Hentsch during the war regarded him as extraordinarily pessimistic 
about the campaign, an allegation that is supported by some of the evi-
dence but cannot be confirmed.131 Some were critical of Moltke’s choice. 
General Hermann von François, for one, argued that a number of more 
senior officers were available, including Tappen, Groener, Generalquart-
iermeister General von Stein, and various others. Any of these men would 
have been more appropriate, given their experience, rank, and regular 
assignments.132

The exact instructions Moltke gave to Hentsch were as controversial 
as they were obscure. Moltke issued only verbal instructions, and nei-
ther Hentsch nor the others made any record of the conversation. The 
basic question was whether Moltke had given Hentsch plenipotentiary 
authority (a Vollmacht) to issue orders on the authority of the High Com-
mand. Hentsch insisted that he had been granted such authority, in this 
case to order a retreat if he judged it necessary. He used this claim re-
peatedly in his dealings with First and Second Armies. Both Dommes 
and Tappen, who were present during Moltke’s discussion of Hentsch’s 
mission, later denied that Hentsch had been granted a Vollmacht.133 
Dommes later used Hentsch’s lack of written instructions as proof that 
his mission was an ordinary one and that he lacked a Vollmacht—a 
reasonable argument, in view of the fact that Moltke had already sent 
several officers, including Hentsch, on simple fact-finding visits to the 
front.134 Hentsch, a highly respected individual, certainly believed he 
had a wide-ranging Vollmacht when he proceeded to the front, with two 
junior officers, at around 11:00 a.m. on 8 September 1914.135

The trio went to Fifth, Fourth, and Third Armies, in that order, and, 
after receiving generally favorable reports, arrived at Second Army head-
quarters at around 7:45 p.m.136 Hentsch spoke with Bülow and his staff 
until nearly midnight. He repeatedly told the Second Army staff that First 
Army’s situation was so serious that the OHL had to consider a retreat. 
Such an action, he stressed, would be absolutely necessary if the enemy 
broke through between the two right-wing armies. Several participants 
concluded that Hentsch had already made up his mind that Kluck’s po-
sition was hopeless and that a retreat would be necessary.137 He certainly 
told them that he had the authority to order a retreat.

Much confusion reigns about Hentsch’s conversations with Bülow and 
members of his staff. The Reichsarchiv concluded that Bülow admitted 
that Second Army had lost much of its strength and that it could no lon-
ger deliver the decisive blows the situation demanded. At least two of the 
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participants, however, reported that Bülow said no such thing. According 
to officers of the Second Army staff, Bülow referred to his reduced combat 
strength and lack of reserves but insisted that the units’ combat power re-
mained intact.138 It is possible, but unlikely, that some officers, including 
Bülow, described First or Second Army as being reduced to ashes, but at 
least one of Hentsch’s companions denied that he used this phrase. In 
any case, Bülow and his staff certainly did not portray their situation or 
their prospects as necessitating an immediate retreat.139

The relentless Hentsch was no doubt deeply convinced that the right 
wing stood in the midst of a great crisis. He stressed to Bülow—a leg-
endary personality in his own right, and not one to be intimidated by a 
lieutenant colonel—that he had a Vollmacht and could order a retreat if 
necessary. At the time, neither Bülow nor Hentsch were aware of Kluck’s 
successes in defending his positions, but Bülow steadfastly opposed 
a premature retreat. The two apparently agreed that a retreat would be 
necessary if strong enemy forces crossed the Marne and advanced into 
the rear of First Army.140 Hentsch concluded his evening by sending a 
deceptively negative radio message to the High Command: “Situation of 
Second Army is serious, but not hopeless.”141

Hentsch had a final round of conversations with Lauenstein and Mat-
thes on the morning of 9 September before departing for First Army 
headquarters.142 The overnight reports indicated no deterioration in the 
situation from the previous evening. Lauenstein indicated that Second 
Army would hold its position unless the enemy advanced, as discussed 
the previous night.143 As Hentsch left, Second Army headquarters pre-
pared to launch local offensive thrusts to parry the blows of the French. 
There was no serious thought of retreating at the time of Hentsch’s de-
parture.144

Hentsch’s journey to First Army headquarters took him through the 
army’s very disorganized rear area, which was burdened by a rapid wheel-
ing of units to the north and the strains of combat on two sides and was 
in the midst of securing itself in case of further disruptions. The roads 
were cluttered with columns of wounded soldiers and retreating or other-
wise moving supply units, resulting in traffic jams. This made a distinct 
impression on Hentsch, although his companions thought he later exag-
gerated the problems they observed. For whatever reason, it is clear that 
Hentsch was in a determinedly pessimistic mood when he arrived at the 
town of Mareiul, the location of First Army headquarters.145

Unfortunately, the discussions between Hentsch and First Army staff, 
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which astonishingly did not include Kluck, did not produce contemporary 
memoranda on the content of these conversations.146 Hentsch and the 
First Army chief of Staff, the highly respected Generalmajor Hermann 
von Kuhl, came away from their meetings with very different versions of 
what was said. Others agreed that Kuhl surprised Hentsch with a favor-
able estimate of the situation in First Army’s area and that Kuhl initially 
refused to be intimidated by Hentsch’s claim to have a Vollmacht.147 When 
Kuhl declined to prepare an order for a retreat, Hentsch replied that such 
a move was essential, since Second Army had already begun to fall back 
and would be across the Marne by the next morning, 10 September. When 
Kuhl expressed astonishment that Bülow had ordered a retreat, Hentsch 
replied: “The decision to retreat has been very sour for old man Bülow.”148 
Hentsch expanded on this falsehood by claiming that Second Army had 
not been withdrawn but had actually been thrown back. He then used the 
infamous argument that Second Army had been reduced to burned-out 
cinders.149

 Kuhl finally gave in, conceding that if Second Army were retreating, 
First Army would have to do so also. He then proposed a withdrawal of 
First Army so that its left flank would be anchored at Soissons, to which 
Hentsch apparently agreed. Kuhl thus yielded to Hentsch’s famous pow-
ers of persuasion and his claimed authority to speak on behalf of the OHL. 
Kuhl informed Kluck of the decision in what seemed to be a remarkably 
brief discussion. Kluck accepted his chief of staff’s recommendation, no 
doubt under the impression that Hentsch spoke with Moltke’s authority 
and was basing his decision on accurate information. As Kuhl moved to 
implement the order, the Battle of the Marne ended, the German retreat 
on the right wing began, and the hope for a rapid victory in the west dis-
appeared.

Neither Kuhl nor Kluck distinguished himself in this episode, al-
though both enjoyed splendid reputations for the rest of their long lives. 
Generaloberst Kluck did not speak to Hentsch, and he later attempted, 
quite inappropriately, to blame this on the latter.150 Kuhl, for his part, did 
not try to verify Hentsch’s report with Second Army headquarters, either 
by radio or by sending a General Staff officer to make an inquiry.151 The 
results were that a Generaloberst and a Generalmajor, who for weeks had 
not hesitated to disregard or disobey undoubtedly legitimate directives 
or orders from Moltke and the High Command, quickly gave in on this 
decisive occasion, which had the effect of reversing most of their previous 
efforts. Moreover, they acceded to a lieutenant colonel who lacked writ-
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ten authorization to give orders. Kuhl’s own summary of Hentsch’s visit, 
written on 10 September 1914 but not used by the Reichsarchiv, reported 
his disagreement with Hentsch and indicated that he accepted Hentsch’s 
claim of a Vollmacht.152 Two of the most aggressive and independent se-
nior officers in the Prussian army thus meekly abandoned their life’s work 
without serious objections. General Hermann von François, noted for his 
independent and even insubordinate actions in the east, later suggested 
that Kluck should have disregarded Hentsch’s order and held his position. 
François argued that, based on German regulations and officer education, 
a commander had the duty to use his judgment in such a situation.153 He 
was correct, but the responsibility for a possible catastrophe would have 
been Kluck’s alone.

While Hentsch completed his journey, concerns at the OHL increased. 
At this critical moment, as was the case throughout the campaign, head-
quarters lacked even the most basic information about developments at 
the front. In his daily report to the kaiser on 9 September, Moltke, caught 
in another of his mood swings, proposed a general retreat of the five right-
wing armies. Wilhelm II, supported by Generals Plessen and Stein (a sub-
ordinate of Moltke), refused to authorize such a withdrawal until more 
information was available. Moltke told Tappen to prepare an order for a 
general withdrawal but delayed sending it to the field.154

Hentsch arrived in Luxembourg at around 3:00 p.m. on 10 Septem-
ber, leaving a highly anxious OHL in the dark while he made a leisurely 
journey back. On his return trip he stopped again at Fourth Army head-
quarters, where, according to the commander, Crown Prince Wilhelm, 
Hentsch tried unsuccessfully to order a retreat.155 Upon finally arriving at 
Luxembourg, Hentsch immediately gave a verbal report to Moltke, with 
several others in attendance. He blamed everything on First Army and 
reported that it had already ordered a retreat before he arrived. Moltke, 
in a very excited and worried state, apparently overlooked First Army’s 
radio message stating that it was withdrawing because of the OHL’s or-
der.156 Hentsch then described the lines to which First, Second, and Third 
Armies should retreat and concluded that Fourth and Fifth Armies could 
remain where they were. Moltke was apparently pleasantly surprised, not-
ing that if First Army retreated to a point where its left flank was at Fis-
mes, the gap between it and Second Army would be closed. Hentsch then 
convinced Moltke to visit Third, Fourth, and Fifth Army headquarters to 
verify these decisions. Moltke agreed, and for the only time in the cam-
paign he ventured to the front to judge the situation personally. Before 
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doing that, he sent another set of directives to the armies, establishing 
the positions they were to hold and again subordinating First Army to 
Bülow’s Second Army.

The optimistic mood lasted only until around midnight, when bad 
news from both East Prussia and the armies on the western front arrived. 
First Army reported that it had retreated so that its left flank was at Sois-
sons, as Hentsch had instructed Kuhl, not Fismes, as he had told Moltke. 
Thus, a twenty-five-mile gap between First and Second Armies remained 
to be closed, although the danger of an immediate breakthrough by the 
French and British had passed.

The conversation between Moltke and Hentsch offers useful insights 
into the question of the latter’s authority to order a retreat, and a careful 
analysis suggests that he did not have such authority.157 Hentsch claimed 
he had not ordered any retreats, a strange statement for one whose order 
to Kuhl began First Army’s retreat, as attested to by several members of 
the First Army staff. Kuhl may have later exaggerated his initial resis-
tance to Hentsch in an effort to exonerate himself, but there can be little 
doubt that Hentsch appeared to be issuing an order in Moltke’s name.158 
Hentsch’s written report, prepared on 15 September, stated, “The Chief 
of the General Staff gave me the authority (Ermächtigung) to order a 
withdrawal of armies one through five behind the Velse [River] and to 
the heights of the northern Argonne if necessary.” Moltke later wrote 
a commentary on First Army’s war diary, stating, “Lieutenant Colonel 
Hentsch had the task only to say to the First Army, if its retreat should be 
necessary, that it should withdraw to the line Soissons-Fismes, in order 
to re-establish contact with the Second Army. In no case did he have the 
task to say that the retreat was unavoidable.”159

Although Hentsch certainly based his conversations and instructions 
at Second and First Armies on the claim of a Vollmacht, when he reported 
to Moltke, he was careful to emphasize the direction of the withdrawals 
and, in effect, to deny that he had ordered them against the will of the field 
commanders. This, of course, would have been in keeping with Moltke’s 
understanding of the task he had given Hentsch, regardless of how mis-
leading the latter’s statement was. 

By 1917, widespread rumors that Hentsch had improperly interfered in 
the command prerogatives of First and Second Armies caused Hentsch to 
request an official inquiry, to which Ludendorff agreed. The subsequent re-
port, which Ludendorff sent to all staffs down to division level, only added 
to the confusion. On the one hand, Ludendorff exonerated Hentsch of 
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the charge that he had exceeded his instructions, stating that only history 
could judge whether the decision had been the correct one. On the other 
hand, the report concluded that Hentsch had ordered First Army to retreat 
and, worse, it repeated Moltke’s account of his instructions to Hentsch. 
Thus, the report found that Hentsch had the authority to coordinate a re-
treat already in progress but not to initiate one. “Under the assumptions,” 
Ludendorff wrote, “Lieutenant Colonel Hentsch was empowered to give 
binding directions in the name of the High Command.” The first of these 
findings concluded that Hentsch had misled Moltke or even lied to him 
upon his return to the OHL. The second meant that although Hentsch 
possessed plenipotentiary powers, he had exceeded them substantially.160

In any case, the retreat did not go as Hentsch envisioned. At Second 
Army, the nature of the retreat was attributable to confusion as much as 
to Hentsch’s specific orders. By noon, Second Army’s commander had 
become increasingly alarmed by aerial reconnaissance reports of enemy 
columns moving forward into the gap between First and Second Armies. 
Concerned that there had been no word on Hentsch’s visit to First Army, 
Bülow prepared an order for his army’s retreat and sent it out around 
noon, with a start time of about 1:00 p.m. Finally, at around the same 
time, a message arrived from First Army announcing the withdrawal of its 
left flank to the area Montigny-Gandelu. This message, which seemingly 
confirmed First Army’s anticipated general withdrawal, was in fact noti-
fication of a purely local adjustment and had been sent before Hentsch’s 
arrival at First Army. Since this seemed to be a general retreat, and since 
this would make Second Army’s position untenable, Bülow notified the 
OHL of his army’s retreat. Bülow’s retreat, in short, had little to do with 
Hentsch’s visit to the front. Once again, the failure of clear communica-
tions reached astonishing proportions.161

Moltke’s Final Acts as Chief

Moltke, in the meantime, accompanied by Tappen and Dommes, de-
parted for his visit to army headquarters on the morning of 11 September. 
He found Fifth Army headquarters in good spirits after a successful night 
assault and concluded that no withdrawal in that area was necessary. 
The three then visited Third Army headquarters at Suippes and Fourth 
Army headquarters at Courtisols, where they also found no great cause 
for alarm. Moltke therefore decided that these three armies should hold 
their ground.
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While still at Fourth Army headquarters at Courtisols (east of Chalons), 
Moltke learned of a radio message from Bülow warning of a major en-
emy attack on the right and center portions of Third Army. The French, 
it appeared, were attempting a breakthrough that would push Fourth and 
Fifth Armies back against the French fortress system at Verdun, threat-
ening them with annihilation. On the afternoon of 11 September Moltke 
ordered a general retreat of Third, Fourth, and Fifth Armies to more de-
fensible positions.162

Moltke concluded his journey with a visit to Second Army headquar-
ters at Reims, arriving late in the afternoon on the eleventh. Bülow and 
Moltke conferred and agreed on the measures to be taken. Moltke, as 
always placing great faith in Bülow, subordinated the reconstituted Sev-
enth Army (then taking its position around St. Quentin) to Second Army, 
ensuring at least a measure of unity of command on the right wing of the 
German forces. That accomplished, Moltke returned to Luxembourg as 
the armies continued to execute the general withdrawal he had ordered. 
At this point, he still hoped to resume the offensive once the lines had 
been shortened and the new deployments completed.163

By all accounts, Moltke returned from his visit to the front a physical 
and emotional wreck. Since he was unable to make a second visit to the 
front on 13 September, Tappen and Stein went to Third, Fourth, and Fifth 
Armies to observe preparations for the retreat and battlefield conditions. 
They issued an order that day in the name of the OHL.164 Moltke’s condi-
tion during the daily briefing to the emperor on 14 September forced the 
issue of his suitability.

 Encouraged by Plessen, General Moritz Freiherr von Lyncker, chief of 
the Military Cabinet and the officer responsible for all army personnel 
decisions, proposed to replace Moltke with the war minister, Erich von 
Falkenhayn. When the kaiser approved, Lyncker had the unpleasant task 
of informing Moltke, which he did on the afternoon of the fourteenth. 
Moltke remained in the position to maintain public appearances, while 
Falkenhayn assumed the actual duties of the chief of the General Staff. 
Moltke, who regarded himself as a martyr, accepted his humiliating fate 
with courageous resignation in public, while privately hoping for rehabil-
itation.

Between 11 and 14 September the German armies conducted an orderly 
withdrawal to their final positions, which they largely held until the great 
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offensives by both sides in 1918. For the most part, the British and French 
failed to mount an aggressive pursuit, partly because their units were ex-
hausted and partly because their cavalry did not act aggressively.165 The 
main issue was arranging the armies to close the gaps between them, a 
feat rendered less difficult by the arrival of reinforcements from Belgium 
and by the transfer of several corps from Alsace-Lorraine. This ended the 
decisive Battle of the Marne—a great series of encounter battles similar to 
those envisioned in prewar German theory and doctrine. Its course and 
the controversy over it have obscured the brutal fact that by 6 September, 
nearly all the western front had become static.166

The Eastern Front

On the eastern front, in the meantime, the campaign had taken a circu-
itous path to a result that had emerged in a number of prewar staff studies 
and war games and that had important consequences far beyond local cir-
cumstances. Since the events surrounding the epic battles at Tannenberg 
and the Masurian Lakes are well known, the briefest of overviews will 
suffice for this presentation.

Moltke’s instructions for the commander of German Eighth Army, 
General Max von Prittwitz und Gaffron, laid out several tasks to be ac-
complished.167 The deployment instructions directed him to (1) defend 
East Prussia against an anticipated double-pronged Russian advance; (2) 
use offensive advances to tie up Russian forces, thus supporting the Aus-
trian offensive in Galicia; and (3) maintain the line of the Vistula River as 
a basis for further action. The directive gave Prittwitz wide latitude to use 
his own judgment, but it also instructed him to conduct an offensive if 
the Russians did not attack. If the Russians attacked in great strength, the 
directive authorized Eighth Army to retreat behind the Vistula, thus sur-
rendering much of East Prussia, but only in the direst of circumstances. 
Although the directive urged him to cooperate with the Austro-Hungarian 
forces to the south, this was clearly secondary.168 Moltke’s verbal instruc-
tions to Prittwitz and additional communications from the OHL provided 
no clarity. Moltke apparently told Prittwitz not to allow his army to be 
forced away from the Vistula and to preserve Eighth Army at all costs. A 
retreat was authorized only in the most extreme emergency, said Moltke, 
who was confident that superior German leadership would overcome 
Russian numerical superiority. To accomplish that, Moltke urged Pritt-
witz to attack wherever possible.169



Eastern Deployments, 1914.
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Substantially outnumbered, Prittwitz’s task was extremely difficult 
from the outset. Eighth Army had very limited forces: a total of three ac-
tive corps (XVII, XX, and I) and one reserve corps (I Reserve), a separate 
reserve division, and a cavalry division. It also commanded a number of 
Landwehr brigades, as well as the eastern fortresses and their garrisons. 
The total was about thirteen divisions. Except for the active units, these 
disparate formations lacked artillery, machine guns, supply and medical 
units, and even maps. Eighth Army faced about nineteen active Russian 
divisions, two reserve divisions, and ten cavalry divisions.170

In East Prussia the campaign began on 17 August, before Eighth Army 
had completed its deployment along the Angerrap River. The forces of 
Russian First Army attacked forward elements of German I Corps, which 
had deployed about twenty-five miles farther east than Prittwitz had di-
rected. The corps commander, General Hermann von François, had de-
ceived Prittwitz about his deployment and had maintained his primary 
headquarters, including his first General Staff officer, in Gumbinnen 
while he went forward to direct the battle. François, contemptuous of the 
Russians, did not hesitate to engage an enemy force of unknown size, 
even though no other German units were close enough to provide sup-
port. Upon learning of the nature of the engagement, Prittwitz sent a 
message ordering François to retreat. This allegedly evoked a defiant re-
fusal, accompanied by François’s comment that he would retreat when 
the Russians were defeated. The initiative of 2nd Division’s commander 
saved the day, and Prittwitz finally forced François to retreat. Overall,  
Stalluponen was a demonstration of German tactical superiority over the 
Russians, even though it ended with a German withdrawal.171

 Falling back to Gumbinnen, François not only prepared his corps to 
undertake a new attack on the advancing Russians but also convinced 
Prittwitz, possibly against his better judgment, to intervene with the other 
available elements of Eighth Army. The resulting Battle of Gumbinnen 
(20 August), the first large-scale battle on the northern section of the east-
ern front, was costly and inconclusive, although a second day of attack-
ing Russian First Army might have produced a more clear-cut victory. As 
Dennis Showalter has pointed out, Gumbinnen showed that the Russians 
could be deadly on the defensive and that German soldiers were not im-
mune from panic, whether caused by rumors or the actual results of bat-
tle.172

 On the evening of 20 August, while considering whether to con-
tinue the effort to strike First Army from both flanks, Prittwitz learned 
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that Russian Second Army (Samsonov) was advancing from the south, 
threatening to cut off and destroy the entire German Eighth Army. In a 
confusing welter of internal discussions, temper tantrums, and prema-
ture messages to the OHL at Coblenz, the Eighth Army staff struggled 
to decide what to do. There seemed to be three options, all of which were 
fraught with danger. Prittwitz could continue the battle at Gumbinnen, 
while attempting to delay Russian Second Army; he could try to delay 
Russian First Army while moving the main body of his forces to engage 
Russian Second Army, which seemed more of an immediate threat; or 
he could withdraw behind the Vistula. As the staff devised an embryonic 
form of the third course of action, Moltke came to believe that Prittwitz 
had lost either his nerve or his judgment and had decided on the third 
alternative. Possibly in reaction to the confusion, or possibly in an effort 
to save himself, Moltke relieved Prittwitz of his command, the first such 
case in modern German history.173

Moltke turned to one of his most trusted confidants and the hero of 
Liege: Erich Ludendorff. Thus, the General Staff officer who would be 
responsible for saving the situation was chosen before a new commander 
was identified. After considering several options, Moltke decided on re-
tired general Paul von Beneckendorff und von Hindenburg, then living 
in Hannover.174 Although neither Hindenburg nor Ludendorff was in fa-
vor with Wilhelm II, the kaiser accepted both and made the best of an 
awkward situation by personally awarding Ludendorff his Pour le Merite 
before he left for the east. Thus began the legendary team of Hinden-
burg and Ludendorff, which saved East Prussia but eventually contributed 
mightily to the nature and timing of Germany’s eventual defeat in 1918.175

The remainder of the well-known Tannenberg campaign can be sum-
marized briefly. Hindenburg and Ludendorff, who arrived independently 
at the same basic concept worked out by Max Hoffman and others on 
the Eighth Army staff, shifted their forces to the south against Russian 
Second Army. Several days of confused fighting produced a double en-
velopment of almost the entire Russian force, resulting in its near-total 
annihilation.176 By 27 August, the battle was over except for rounding up 
prisoners and counting and distributing the trophies of war. Hinden-
burg then turned his forces north and pushed Russian First Army out of 
Prussia entirely, inflicting a costly but not total defeat on Rennenkampf’s 
forces on 9 and 10 September.177

Together, these victories, though not as spectacular as the myth sur-
rounding them, removed the immediate danger of a great Russian victory 
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in East Prussia. Ironically, the two corps sent to the east arrived only af-
ter the conclusion of the battles, which confirmed the earlier judgments 
of Moltke and Schlieffen that a small force would suffice to protect East 
Prussia from the Russians. The long-term consequences were far in the 
future in August and September 1914. Hindenburg and, to a lesser extent, 
Ludendorff became the heroes of the war, the only command team that 
produced an important and clear-cut victory in 1914. Unfortunately for 
the Central Powers, that was not enough, even in the east.

Elsewhere, in the southern portion of the eastern front, the failure to 
develop a coherent plan in conjunction with Austria-Hungary, along with 
that country’s inability to deal with the great mass of the Russian army, 
had important long-term consequences for the war. From the outset, the 
very weak bonds of trust and cooperation that had existed since the 1908 
staff talks virtually collapsed. Worse, the Austro-Hungarian army never 
really recovered from the very heavy losses it suffered in Galicia. However 
successful the German way of war had proved in the northern sector of 
the eastern front, its fundamental failure to address the issues of coalition 
war exhibited a strategic shortsightedness that both limited the options 
in 1914 and continued to bedevil the war effort everywhere but on the 
western front.

The “Race to the Sea”

In France, the final chapter of the war before the onset of trench warfare 
was the improperly labeled “race to the sea.” Falkenhayn, in an effort to 
renew the great turning movement, transferred substantial forces from 
the German left wing to the far-right wing and inserted a variety of new 
formations created on an emergency basis. He remained optimistic about 
the possibility of a rapid decision in the west and was willing to under-
take a large-scale withdrawal to regroup the German forces. On the advice 
of Tappen, he instead sought a renewed envelopment of the French left 
flank.178 Each German effort to outflank the British and French failed, and 
by November, the front armies faced each other in a largely continuous 
line of improvised field fortifications from the French frontier to the coast. 
The most spectacular part of this effort—the attempt to create a break-
through in the Ypres sector—resulted in the tragic Battle of Langemarck, 
where a large number of Germany’s most capable and educated young 
men (including many potential officers who would be desperately needed 
later) met their deaths in improvised and poorly trained units. 
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By 8 November, Falkenhayn realized that his effort had failed and that 
there was no hope of any great victory in the west. He also reluctantly 
concluded that the old means of mobile warfare no longer offered the 
prospect of a decisive victory. On 18 November his pessimism caused him 
to urge Bethmann-Hollweg to seek a diplomatic solution to the war, pref-
erably based on peace with Russia.179

Absolute Failure or Mixed Results?

The inability of the German army to defeat the French in a short cam-
paign created a golden opportunity for critics of all sorts to blame what-
ever culprit they desired, and the historical literature and other writings 
proceeded largely along this line for the rest of the twentieth century. 
Moltke blamed the emperor. Schlieffen’s die-hard supporters blamed 
Moltke for watering down and then abandoning the largely imaginary 
Schlieffen Plan. Others, including the Reichsarchiv historians, blamed 
Hentsch and Moltke for losing their nerve and breaking off the Battle of 
the Marne, thus losing the campaign.180

If the campaign in the west is judged by its primary goal—the rapid 
defeat of France—then its failure is unequivocal. If, however, one con-
siders the larger strategic issue facing the German army—how to avoid 
being overwhelmed by superior enemies while fighting on two fronts—
the outcome of 1914 seems less a total failure: the army warded off both 
enemies, avoided a decisive defeat in both theaters, and robbed the most 
dangerous enemy, France, of much if its valuable industrial area.181 If 
the military objective in 1914 had been to stand on the defensive and 
deny the enemy victory until negotiations could end the war, in the man-
ner of the elder Moltke’s plan, then the campaign in the west might 
have seemed, in retrospect, to be less of a failure. Nonetheless, espe-
cially given the basic tenets of the “German way of war” and the desired 
outcome of the army’s prewar planning, a failure it was. The reasons for 
that failure can now be considered.

The Nature of the Failure

The leaders of the German army entered the war in 1914 with an im-
perfect understanding of the nature of the impending conflict, but they 
were not alone. All the great armies of Europe failed to fully appreciate 
the consequences of advances in weapons technology, particularly with 
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regard to defense, as well as the impact of scale. European military leaders 
could foresee the dangers of lengthy positional warfare, but they did not 
understand that it might be unavoidable, given the force-to-space ratios 
of the western front and the marginal differences between the opposing 
sides. In retrospect, one can recognize that the search for rapid victory 
was rooted, at least in part, in the well-founded fear that wars could be di-
sastrously long.182 As Dennis Showalter has argued, the Germans sought 
battles of annihilation not merely to follow tradition but also to avoid wars 
of annihilation without victors.183 The army, however, acquitted itself well 
in 1914, and although victory was in doubt from the start, failure in the 
opening campaigns can hardly be regarded as inevitable. The specific rea-
sons for the failure to win in 1914 can be found in the battlefields and in 
the armies on both sides. 

Molktke’s Failure, or Schlieffen’s?

In assessing the German failure of 1914, even the best scholarship lacks 
consensus. Sewell Tyng, author of perhaps the best one-volume account, 
concluded that the course of the campaign demonstrated “in striking 
fashion the soundness of the dying Schlieffen’s injunction, ‘make the 
right wing strong.’” Tyng then endorsed the Schlieffen school’s condem-
nation of Moltke for weakening the right wing.184 More recently, Holger 
Herwig, no believer in the Schlieffen recipe for victory, concluded his dis-
cussion by faulting both Moltke’s personal characteristics and the Prus-
sian General Staff system’s failure to coordinate the right-wing armies.185 
The most recent study of Moltke dismissed the idea that the Battle of 
the Marne was decisive, arguing that if the Germans had been victorious 
there, they would have lost somewhere else.186 That might be true for the 
war as a whole, but it sheds little light on the western campaign and the 
Marne battle.

Two schools of thought link the failure to Schlieffen’s theories, but on 
opposite grounds. The Schlieffen school had no doubt as to why the cam-
paign of 1914 failed. Wilhelm Groener wrote in 1927 that the official his-
tory demonstrated beyond question that the campaign failed because the 
Germans did not follow the advice of Schlieffen, especially that provided 
in his articles “Cannae” and “Der Krieg in der Gegenwart.”187 Others, far 
more critical of the old army, also cited the failure to follow Schlieffen’s 
teachings on turning movements and flank attacks.188 Jehuda Wallach, in 
an interesting reversal, blamed the defeat on the Marne to the fact that 
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Schlieffen had “hammered into the heads of his pupils and subordinates” 
an excessive fear of gaps in the line and “preached indefatigably the ulti-
mate necessity of closing the ranks of the company-like front of armies 
of millions.” He blamed Moltke for sticking “too much to the letter of 
the Schlieffen Plan.”189 Careful examination shows that numerous factors 
were involved in the outcome of the campaign, regardless of whether one 
believes it was doomed from the outset.

Moltke’s decision to support a major offensive on the German left wing 
in Lorraine was very problematic. Although he rejected Schlieffen’s ap-
parent willingness to abandon much of Alsace-Lorraine to the French in 
order to mass forces on the German right wing, he recognized that the 
German left wing had to tie down sufficient French forces to create a Ger-
man superiority if the primary battles were to be fought farther north and 
west. Moltke’s major emphasis, like that of his uncle in 1870, was to fight 
the main French army wherever it was found, and by 14 August, it ap-
peared that the battle would take place in Lorraine.190 The continuation of 
Crown Prince Rupprecht’s counteroffensive long after it was clear that the 
main French forces were not in Lorraine represented a return to Moltke’s 
prewar concepts of a breakthrough in Lorraine and a potential double en-
velopment of the French.191 Moltke stubbornly stuck to this approach long 
after all prospects for a decisive victory were gone.192 As a result, the Ger-
mans tied down more forces in fruitless attacks against fortified positions 
than did the French in defending against them, and numerical superiority 
at the decisive point passed from the Germans to the French.193 For this, 
Moltke has been the target of both those who blame him for abandoning 
the Schlieffen Plan and those who criticize him for following it too closely. 
By 10 September, the French had moved twenty infantry and three cavalry 
divisions from their right flank to the center and left sectors of the front. 
Indeed, Moltke continued to press the offensive in Lorraine when it was 
clear (by 16 August) that the mass of the French army was to the north. 
Moltke thus abandoned his own most basic principle of the campaign: 
that the mass of the German army must engage the mass of the French 
army wherever it was found.194

If one accepts the premise, advanced by the official history, that the 
Germans had actually won a victory by the time the retreat began, the 
logical conclusion is that the campaign failed in the way it did because 
various individuals lost their nerve. Most authors in this camp blame Sec-
ond Army commander Karl von Bülow and Lieutenant Colonel Richard 
Hentsch, whose actions touched off the retreat.195 Some histories have 
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portrayed a French army that was much weaker than the German High 
Command believed, arguing that the Germans could have won if they had 
persevered.196 This view found wide acceptance in the Reichswehr, where 
its implications that commanders should take great risks bore both good 
and bad fruit in the Second World War. Even the highly respected General 
Walther Reinhardt seemed to believe that the Marne retreat was the result 
of moral weakness rather than objective conditions on the battlefield.197 
The German retreat from the Marne can easily be seen as unnecessary, 
but it was more of a reflection of the failure of 1914 than its cause.198

Shortcomings of Command

Clearly, the German army’s methods of command, and particularly the 
specific practices of Moltke, were a major factor in the outcome of the 
campaign. As noted earlier, Prussian theory from Count Moltke onward 
stressed subordinate initiative within the overall framework of the cam-
paign concept. Schlieffen foresaw the difficulty of commanding large 
armies and was the first to create the image of the commander in the rear, 
using modern means of communication to control and direct an army of 
millions. In 1914 Moltke wrestled unsuccessfully to reconcile three po-
tentially divergent factors in commanding the campaign: (1) the army’s 
established tradition of subordinate initiative, thoroughly integrated into 
training and exercises of all kinds; (2) modern means of communications 
that, however imperfect, offered the prospect of commanding multiple 
armies and even fronts from the rear; and (3) his own personal reluctance 
to assert his authority over army-level commanders.

Historians are in almost universal agreement that Moltke declined 
to intervene in the decisions of his army commanders and that this had 
unfortunate results.199 Instead, Moltke usually gave only the broadest of 
directives, from the opening deployment instructions to those of August. 
Only occasionally did he issue direct orders that he expected to be followed 
without question. He followed this procedure in part because he believed 
in his uncle’s system; in part because he trusted the army commanders, 
especially Bülow (who became a sort of right-wing commander); and in 
part because the primitive state of communications limited what could be 
accomplished, regardless of one’s intentions.200 In addition, he may have 
felt that General Staff exercises, coupled with the directives in the de-
ployment instructions, were sufficient guidelines for the army command-
ers.201 Moltke’s refusal to visit the front or move his headquarters forward 
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left him at the mercy of his army commanders, especially because the in-
termediate level of army group commander did not yet exist and because 
he had to monitor the war in East Prussia.202

Compared with his counterpart Joffre, who traveled thousands of miles 
while visiting the front, Moltke was a desk-bound bureaucrat, possessing 
neither the ability to influence events with long-range communications, 
as envisioned by Schlieffen, nor the energy to visit the front in the dy-
namic manner of the French leader.203 Moltke may have feared that going 
forward would give the kaiser an opportunity to exercise personal com-
mand or that his absence would give his enemies an opening to unseat 
him.204

Questions about German generalship do not end with Moltke. Some 
have argued that the German seniority system placed too many elderly 
generals in key command positions.205 In addition, the ability of many 
high commanders has been called into question, although this is by no 
means a universal allegation.206 Both issues merit investigation.

Although Prussian generals of the imperial period were old by modern 
standards, this criticism applies only partly to the higher commanders. 
Of the eight field army commanders in August 1914, three were royal 
princes, one was a Saxon, and four were Prussians.207 All of the Prussians 
were colonel generals, the equivalent of a modern American four-star 
general, and along with Moltke, they were among the most senior ac-
tive officers.208 Both Alexander von Kluck and Karl von Bülow were sixty- 
eight years old, having entered the army in 1866. Max von Prittwitz und 
Gafffron was sixty-seven, and Josias von Heeringen, at sixty-four, was the 
youngest. Although all seem old by modern standards, only Bülow en-
countered contemporaneous criticism on the grounds of age and health. 
It should also be noted that some of Germany’s most successful field 
commanders during the war, such as Paul von Hindenburg and August 
von Mackensen, were about the same age to these officers.209 After the 
Battle of the Marne, the German army replaced more than thirty gener-
als for various reasons. Joffre, by contrast, relieved many more general 
officers. Over the course of August and the first week of September 1914, 
for example, Joffre relieved two army, ten corps, and thirty-eight division 
commanders, mainly on the basis of poor performance. A similar rate of 
relieving commanders was experienced in the Austro-Hungarian army as 
well.210

The army commanders in 1914 demonstrated both the strengths and 
the weaknesses of the argument that the imperial army had to assign 
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exceptional General Staff officers to high commanders. In many cases, 
the latter had attained their positions because of social standing or con-
nections rather than ability, or they were line officers without the War 
Academy or General Staff preparation for high command. Three army 
commanders, the princes of royal houses, clearly needed experienced 
General Staff officers as their primary advisers.211 Baron von Hausen, an 
experienced Saxon officer of substantial reputation, was, if anything, too 
deferential to his peers.212 Of the four Prussian army commanders, three 
were General Staff officers themselves; Kluck, perhaps the most capable 
of the group, was the only exception.

These four Prussian army commanders had a remarkable range of ex-
perience to prepare them for their positions. Karl von Bülow, a brother 
of the former imperial chancellor Bernhard von Bülow, had served in 
numerous General Staff positions, headed a key department in the War 
Ministry, commanded a corps for nearly ten years, and helped write both 
the field artillery regulations of 1889 and the infantry regulations of 1906. 
Though not without his peculiarities, he had acquired nearly every imag-
inable qualification during his forty-eight years of commissioned service 
prior to the war.213

Josias von Heeringen, who commanded Seventh Army in Alsace in 
1914, was also well connected and highly experienced. His brother was a 
prominent admiral. Heeringen, a War Academy graduate, was a General 
Staff officer and had commanded at every level; he had also served as war 
minister (1910–1913). He had nearly forty-eight years of commissioned 
service when the war began. Only a few senior commanders on either 
side could match his military qualifications and experience.

Alexander von Kluck, of more humble origins than the others, was the 
son of a civil servant (an architect) and had risen entirely by his own mer-
its. Ennobled in 1909 while commander of I Corps in East Prussia, Kluck 
had attended a Gymnasium but was neither a graduate of the War Acad-
emy nor a General Staff officer. His chief adviser, Hermann von Kuhl, 
was widely regarded as one of the best General Staff officers in the army.

Most problematic in some respects was Max von Prittwitz und Gaffron, 
commander of the critical front held by Eighth Army in East Prussia. He 
was well educated, a graduate of the War Academy, and a career General 
Staff officer with considerable experience in high-level war games and 
exercises.214 Moltke had apparently opposed his appointment as Eighth 
Army commander and tried to compensate for Prittwitz’s shortcomings 
by assigning a close associate, Count Georg von Waldersee, to be his chief 
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of staff. Prittwitz was known for his corpulence and his competence as 
a front soldier, but also for his lack of interest in any higher intellectual 
pursuits. He delighted the emperor with his anecdotes and storytelling 
and was a favorite of the Military Cabinet. There were apparently no alle-
gations that Prittwitz’s shortcomings had anything to do with his age or 
military experience.215

The campaign of 1914, particularly on the right wing, also illustrated 
the need for an intermediate headquarters between the OHL and the field 
armies to direct the latter. The General Staff, unable to move forward be-
cause of communications failures and a lack of imagination, was in no 
position to exercise proper command of the most important part of its 
western campaign. Moltke’s expedient of subordinating one army to an-
other was a failure. The practice bred resentment on the part of the army 
commander who was being subordinated to essentially a peer. The scale 
of operations made it impossible for an army commander such as Bülow 
and his staff, already overtaxed by exercising command over their own 
force, to direct the operations of another as well. The repositioning and 
increased size of the field armies in October made the problems of the 
OHL’s excessive span of control even greater.

Arguably, the first army group command was created in the east with 
the establishment of Ober Ost in November 1914, discussed in the next 
chapter. In the west, the solution was the creation of three numbered 
groups of armies, each under the most senior army commander in the 
group. In January 1915 the OHL created a fourth group, centered around 
Fifth Army near Metz. These ad hoc army group headquarters consisted 
of the headquarters of the field armies and were, at best, a modest change 
in the arrangements in effect at the opening of the campaign. In 1916 the 
OHL regularized these army group commands, henceforth known by the 
names of their commanders, who were usually royal princes but some-
times other senior generals.216

Eventually, these army group headquarters acquired an authorized 
strength more appropriate to the scope of their responsibilities. Although 
variations continued, an army group headquarters generally had the fol-
lowing staff to assist its commander: The General Staff included a chief 
(a two-star position), usually an Oberquartiermeister (one star), a primary 
staff officer (colonel), and five lower-ranking field General Staff officers. 
The headquarters also had around ten adjutants; seventy-eight enlisted 
men serving as clerks and the like; seventy-two enlisted men working 
as drivers; and specialized officers for guard duty, medical care, military 
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police, and so forth. Such a headquarters also had two small printing 
presses, bakeries, twenty-four autos, and a dozen or so trucks.217 Although 
these developments were welcome, they obviously came far too late to 
impact the campaign in 1914. The advent of the army group headquarters 
also highlights the naïveté of Moltke’s notion (once again, the underesti-
mation of scale was a factor) of having one army commander controlling 
his own and another field army.

The Enemy Gets a Vote

George Pickett, of Pickett’s Charge fame, was allegedly asked why Robert 
E. Lee had lost the Battle of Gettysburg. According to his widow Sally, 
Pickett answered, “I think the Union army had something to do with it.” 
If one could adapt this question and move it forward in time and east-
ward geographically, asking the elder Moltke why he won in 1870 and the 
younger Moltke why he failed in 1914, the answer would be the same: the 
French army had something to do with it. 

For all his acknowledged brilliance and iron nerve, plus the superb 
military instrument he had at hand in 1870, the elder Moltke was also 
fortunate in having an incompetent enemy. The performance of the 
French army at every level beyond that of the individual soldier could be 
described as abysmal. Poor performance was exacerbated by a series of 
awful decisions by Napoleon III and his principal commanders, which 
allowed Moltke to trap the French imperial armies in the twin sieges of 
Metz and Sedan. Although the improvised armies of the new republic 
caused some difficulties and thereby protracted the war, throughout the 
conflict, the Prussians were simply superior to their French opponents.

The younger Moltke had no such advantage. The French army of 1914, 
for all its defects, performed immeasurably better than its Second Empire 
antecedent. Despite his rather ponderous appearance, Joffre proved to be 
a dynamic commander who was not afraid to intervene personally with 
subordinate commanders, relieving those who did not measure up.218 
Once the initial French offensive in Alsace failed, Joffre kept his wits 
about him and shifted the focus of French operations from the right to the 
left. Using the excellent French road, rail, and communications systems, 
and maintaining close control over his forces, Joffre was consistently able 
to frustrate German efforts to envelop French forces. Joffre was also able 
to incorporate British forces into his operations, although the Allies were 
still a long way from developing effective cooperation.219 Although tactical 
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clumsiness, marked by poor coordination between infantry and artillery, 
often resulted in unnecessarily heavy casualties, the French army of 1914 
proved to be a far more dangerous opponent than that faced by the elder 
Moltke in 1870.

Just as the French (and British) got a vote in the west, the Russians got 
a vote in the east. The Russians’ ability to mount an offensive so quickly 
gave the OHL cause for concern. That concern was increased when the 
defeat at Gumbinnen was combined with Prittwitz’s apparent loss of 
control of the situation. This prompted Moltke to replace Prittwitz and 
Waldersee with Hindenburg and Ludendorff, but also to dispatch the 
Guards Reserve Corps and XI Corps to the eastern front.220 Given the slim 
margins the German army was operating with, this represented a poten-
tially serious diminution of forces. 

More critical to the OHL from a strategic point of view was the outcome 
of the border battles between the Russians and the Austro-Hungarians in 
Galicia. After a great deal of back-and-forth marked by heavy casualties, 
the outcome of the 1914 campaign ended with Conrad’s stricken armies 
forced all the way back to the Carpathians. In addition, the fortress of 
Przemyśl and its large garrison was under siege. To add insult to in-
jury, three invasions of Serbia ended with three stinging defeats for the 
Austro-Hungarians. By the end of 1914, the OHL, now led by Erich von 
Falkenhayn, had to seriously consider the prospect of devoting consider-
able resources to the support of Germany’s closest ally. This is discussed 
in the next chapter. 

Concluding Remarks

By the end of 1914, the Germans faced precisely what their long-term 
planning had attempted to avoid since Schlieffen’s first days as chief of 
the General Staff and the elder Moltke’s warnings in his final speeches 
and writings. The army faced a prolonged war on two fronts against 
substantially superior enemies, the much-feared “parallel” battlefield 
where mobile warfare could not be conducted, and the long-feared con-
sequences of trying to protect Prussia’s and Germany’s fragile social and 
political structure against both foreign enemies and domestic challenges. 
“People’s war” had finally returned on an even vaster and more danger-
ous scale than had been the case during the final months of the Franco- 
Prussian War.

The German army now had to deal with the demands of conducting 
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a prolonged war against a coalition of opponents with a significant ad-
vantage in the resources needed to conduct modern war. On the western 
front, the German army needed to devise new methods to break the po-
sitional deadlock that now prevailed. The story of how the German army 
approached this problem is the subject of later chapters. Strategically, the 
German High Command, now confronted with the prospect of conduct-
ing a multifront coalition war, had to establish priorities among the com-
peting fronts. That is the focus of the next chapter.



chapter eight
adjusting to the demands of 
prolonged war

With the prospect of a rapid victory entirely gone by 
November 1914, Germany’s leadership had to address the complex ques-
tions of conducting prolonged, multifront warfare, which up to that point 
had been largely neglected. The new mode of warfare required major ad-
justments in nearly every sector of the armed forces and society. Germany 
required a new approach to strategy and coalition warfare. The army had 
to conscript vast numbers of men and equip them with a variety of old 
and new weapons. As it multiplied its units and corps of officers and non-
commissioned officers to organize and lead the masses, the army also 
had to develop new doctrinal approaches to the battlefields, especially in 
the west. All this ensured that industrial and financial mobilization be-
came critical elements of protracted war. The nation needed to find new 
allies and, even more importantly, prevent its enemies from finding new 
partners. Above all, the nation and, in effect, the army had to develop and 
execute national and military strategies appropriate to the new circum-
stances. The nation’s failed performance in most of these areas gradually 
destroyed the old Prussian military system and the Hohenzollern Empire. 
The first task in preparing the army to deal with this new situation was to 
expand it in terms of manpower, organization, and equipment.

Expanding the Army

As the scope and duration of the war outstripped all prewar expectations, 
the army found itself seriously short of all kinds of units, equipment, 
weapons, munitions, and trained manpower. In August 1914 the army 
undertook its first expansion by creating six new reserve corps to accom-
modate some of the volunteers who had offered their services.1 These 
included many working-class men but also thousands of relatively well- 
educated but previously untrained young men from the middle class.2 
The new units, which were deficient in training, capable officers, equip-
ment of all kinds, and artillery, were ready by 10 October. Chief of the 
General Staff Erich von Falkenhayn sent one corps to the eastern front, 
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one to Fifth Army, and four to Flanders. The latter four suffered devastat-
ing losses as overaged officers and untrained enlisted men fell easy victim 
to the enemy in the battle known to history as Langemarck.3

This was but the first step in expanding the army. The second took 
place in the winter of 1914, as the army organized the eighty-one battal-
ions remaining in Germany into nine reserve divisions (five new reserve 
corps). These units contained many experienced officers and enlisted 
men who had recovered from wounds. Learning from Langemarck, the 
army also sent a substantial number of officers and noncommissioned 
officers from front-line regiments to give these units a solid core. Each of 
these reserve divisions had two field artillery regiments, more than their 
counterparts from earlier in 1914 had enjoyed.4

The third increase in divisions came about in early 1915, the product of 
a reorganization of existing formations. Based on a plan developed by War 
Ministry official Colonel Ernst von Wrisberg and accepted by Falkenhayn 
in February 1915, each division gave up an infantry regiment and corre-
sponding support units. In return, the units would receive replacements 
and additional machine guns. Over the course of 1915, the Wrisberg plan 
enabled the formation of nineteen new divisions. The War Ministry ac-
complished near miracles in finding the necessary equipment, ranging 
from airplanes to communications equipment. By 1 January 1916, the 
army had 161 infantry divisions: 78 regular army, 54 reserve, 20 Landwehr, 
and 9 other specialized types.5

One of the impacts of the Wrisberg plan was that the army changed the 
structure of its infantry divisions and artillery units to accommodate tacti-
cal changes and provide cadres for the 1915 expansion. Infantry divisions 
dropped their square structure (two brigades of two regiments) for a tri-
angular structure based on three regiments. A brigade headquarters was 
dropped as well. Firepower within the divisions increased as the number 
of machine guns and mortars grew; this compensated for the reduction in 
rifle strength. The resulting availability of experienced personnel allowed 
the number of divisions to expand. At the same time, artillery batteries 
adopted a four-tube organization, thereby freeing large numbers of pieces 
for the creation of 300 additional artillery batteries. Substantial variations 
among divisions existed until the full implementation of these changes, 
well into 1916.6
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Mobilizing Economic and Industrial Resources

The German Empire’s lack of a modern governmental mechanism for 
managing the myriad issues involved in industrial warfare meant that 
the army had to expand its range of responsibilities beyond all prewar 
planning. The problems associated with social and industrial mobiliza-
tion threatened to deprive the army of necessary weapons and munitions, 
while efforts to manage them threatened the traditional political control 
of conservative elements and the privileged positions of Germany’s in-
dustrialists. The British blockade exacerbated shortages of all kinds, par-
ticularly food, which by mid-1916 was in critically short supply. Historians 
have examined the army’s efforts to master the problems of industrial 
mobilization, and their main point in this discussion is the impact on the 
army’s ability to wage this new kind of war.7

The Prussian Siege Law of 1851, designed to deal with the Revolution of 
1848, gave the king of Prussia and his army extensive powers to deal with 
emergencies of all kinds. Article 68 of the German Constitution extended 
that law to the empire, although many legal questions remained.8 The 
army’s corps commanders thereby acquired vast powers in their peace-
time administrative areas. Upon the corps’ deployment out of their areas, 
the “deputy” commanding generals assumed those powers. The law thus 
gave elderly generals coming out of retirement authority in numerous is-
sues ranging from censorship to labor negotiations and police functions.9

The system was almost entirely unsuited to accomplish the tasks it 
assumed under the Siege Law and the requirements of the war. The corps 
areas bore little relationship to the empire’s normal civilian jurisdictions. 
The deputy corps commanders thus assumed control over areas that were 
otherwise unlinked, and in fifteen cases their jurisdictional lines crossed 
the boundaries of different states within the empire. The deputy com-
manders were responsible only to the emperor, even though they worked 
daily with a variety of civilian authorities. The war minister, who assumed 
responsibility for vast nationwide programs involving armaments, man-
power, the raising of new units, and so forth, could not always enforce his 
wishes on the deputy commanding generals.10

The British blockade soon produced serious shortages in German 
agriculture and industry. Cessation of imports from Russia was a com-
paratively minor problem, but it only made matters worse. By late 1914, 
shortages of some consumer items became apparent, and by 1916, 
Germany was short of food. By 1918, serious malnutrition threatened 
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the health of millions of Germans and caused hundreds of thousands 
of premature deaths. Nevertheless, despite strong appeals from various 
corners, the military administration did not play a fundamental role in 
controlling and rationing food supplies throughout the war.11 This was 
not the case when it came to raw materials, industrial production, and 
the mobilization of labor. On 13 August 1914 Falkenhayn, who was still 
war minister, created a new office in the War Ministry, the Raw Materials 
Section (Rohstoff-Abteilung), to work with industry to manage that aspect 
of economic mobilization.12

Munitions and Weapons

Although a recent author has denied that the Germans ever suffered 
from a serious shortage of munitions, there is ample proof to the contrary 
through much of the war.13 The army had about 1,000 rounds available 
for its field guns and light howitzers in 1914, but it clearly underestimated 
what would be required. Even as late as November 1912, Moltke had ac-
cepted a War Ministry suggestion that 1,200 rounds per tube might suf-
fice.14 These quantities soon proved entirely inadequate.

Local reports of munitions shortages appeared as early as August and 
September 1914, primarily on the western front, but in the east as well 
by November.15 The general nature of the problem was evident in an 11 
October 1914 directive from the High Command to the field command-
ers warning of a shortage of artillery ammunition and instructing the 
commanders to use strict fire discipline, limiting the length of barrages 
and the kinds of targets engaged.16 By October, the artillery had expended 
nearly all its reserve stocks of munitions and was living primarily off new 
production. Strenuous battlefield efforts to recover unused munitions 
and ammunition of all kinds yielded limited results.17 Shortages of mu-
nitions were by no means limited to the German army, and by May 1915, 
investigations into shortages and demands for increased production occu-
pied journalists and politicians across Europe.18

The war minister, reacting to the initiatives of Walther Rathenau, 
quickly established a new office, the War Material Section (Kriegsrohstof-
fabteilung, or KRA), to deal with the problems of mobilizing the nation’s 
industrial resources. The KRA soon established a series of private corpo-
rations to manage various industrial sectors, basically granting control of 
production to the prewar cartels and captains of industry. Eventually, the 
nation had about 200 of these semipublic corporations, which used pub-
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lic and private capital and governmental authority to allocate raw materi-
als and meet production goals. Numerous expedients, including changes 
in alloys and manufacturing methods, provided relief in 1915 until large 
expansions in production capabilities could be implemented.19

Falkenhayn, first as war minister and later as chief of the General Staff, 
acted energetically to induce German industries to produce more artillery 
munitions. Monthly ammunition production of all kinds increased to 400 
percent of prewar levels by December 1914 and to 1,300 percent by Octo-
ber 1915.20 By the end of 1915, production of artillery rounds had increased 
to nearly 3 million per month, and annual consumption stood at only 
about 73 percent of production.21 As the scale of fighting increased, and 
as armies on both sides created more divisions, munitions requirements 
continued to grow. The battles around Verdun and along the Somme in 
1916 resulted in a new sense of urgency by the end of Falkenhayn’s tenure 
as chief of the General Staff.22 The successor to Falkenhayn’s policy in this 
regard, the Hindenburg program, is discussed in the next chapter. In the 
meantime, as the German army expanded in terms of men and materiel 
in order to meet the demands of the new situation, the German political 
and military leadership struggled to find a way forward. 

War Aims and National Strategy

The failure to attain a rapid victory raised the separate but interdepen-
dent issues of war aims and priorities of efforts. The demands of coalition 
warfare, particularly those raised by Austria-Hungary, underscored the 
fundamental problems of defining Germany’s goals, adjusting military 
campaigns to objectives and capabilities, and finding a realistic way to 
strive for victory or accommodation.23

Unfortunately, the German Empire’s structure was ill suited for the 
demands of strategy. This deficit was even more obvious under the pres-
sures of war than it had been during peace, given the multitude of con-
crete problems related to diplomacy, economic and social mobilization, 
military campaigning, and coalition warfare that suddenly became real 
with the outbreak of hostilities. The fragmented political structure of the 
empire, the weakness of the emperor, and the vicious competition that 
frequently divided military, naval, and civilian leaders combined to pro-
duce what seem, in retrospect, to have been shortsighted and even irra-
tional solutions.

German prewar planning reflected the strengths and shortcomings 
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inherent in the empire’s military and political structure, as well as the 
highly problematic state of its civil-military relations. Only the kaiser, 
unassisted by any semblance of a national security advisory body, pos-
sessed the authority to direct and coordinate national policy and strategy. 
No institution existed for coordinating military and political plans at the 
highest national level, a problem compounded by the fact that dozens of 
individuals and agencies had direct access to the emperor. The result was 
a constant struggle within the government to gain influence with Wil-
helm II and control over national strategy. No agency of the Reichstag, the 
Prussian legislature, or any other civilian body had the slightest degree 
of oversight. The emperor’s descent into the status of a passive observer 
robbed the system of its only integrating institution. The Prussian Gen-
eral Staff, which had no authority over the imperial German navy and 
very limited power within the Prussian army, was the only organization 
capable of even limited coalition planning.24

At the risk of excessive simplification, one can reasonably argue that 
two broad groups struggled to establish German objectives in the war. 
One group, consisting primarily of the Foreign Office, eventually became 
willing to accept a relatively modest peace with security guarantees and 
German economic domination of central Europe, but few if any territo-
rial acquisitions. The other group, dominated by some military leaders, 
Pan-Germans, and rabid nationalists, demanded substantial territorial an-
nexations and other measures to ensure German domination of the conti-
nent and to secure German economic interests throughout the world. No 
major element of the government was willing to accept a peace based on 
the status quo ante. The government successfully prevented any public 
discussion of war aims until the autumn of 1916, when the OHL lifted the 
ban on such discussions in an effort to build support for the war.25

As a practical matter, the General Staff eventually became the dominant 
institution in shaping German foreign policy, military strategy, and, to a 
large extent, domestic mobilization for war. Falkenhayn, who was chief 
of the General Staff from September 1914 until August 1916, struggled 
to consolidate his authority and coordinate policy and military strategy, 
but he could neither satisfy the radical annexationists nor gain sufficient 
power to impose his views on a consistent basis. His nominal successor, 
Paul von Hindenburg, was the towering figure in Germany following the 
Battle of Tannenberg. Hindenburg, however, was largely a front man for 
Erich Ludendorff, his quartermaster general. Ludendorff, unfortunately, 
was intent on achieving victory at any price, and he clung to vast annex-
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ation schemes to the bitter end. Hans von Seeckt, for example, regarded 
the OHL’s advance into Lithuania in August 1915 as nothing more than a 
“private war” conducted by Ludendorff on behalf of expansionist-minded 
organizations in Germany.26 Germany’s military strategy thus came to re-
flect both the bitter internal conflict within the German government and 
the fundamental contradiction of striving for both peace and victory, the 
latter consisting of conditions that virtually precluded the former.

The General Staff and Strategic Adjustments, 1915–1916

The First World War placed unanticipated demands on the Prussian Gen-
eral Staff, straining its personnel establishment to the utmost and alter-
ing its traditional role in the command system. Upon mobilization, the 
Grosser Generalstab (the central General Staff in Berlin), supplemented by 
numerous other individuals, became both the command element of the 
field army and the core of the Grosse Hauptquartier (Great Headquarters) 
of the emperor. In theory, the Great Headquarters’ membership included, 
in addition to the emperor and the chief of the General Staff, the chief of 
the admiralty; the imperial chancellor; the state secretary of the Foreign 
Office; the war minister; the chiefs of the Naval, Military, and Civil Cabi-
nets; military plenipotentiaries of three of the larger federal states; heads 
of various civilian agencies; and diplomats of various allied and neutral 
states.27 The entire entourage, which required eleven railroad trains for 
movement, was about as cumbersome and disjointed as a headquarters 
could be.28 As the war continued into 1915, many of the civilian heads of 
agencies returned to Berlin, while the OHL moved from place to place as 
circumstances required. It did not return to Berlin until the end of the 
war. The attendant separation of civilian offices from the primary agency 
responsible for conducting the war became an enduring problem. Here, 
as elsewhere, Emperor Wilhelm II utterly failed to perform his prescribed 
constitutional functions or to delegate them in an effective manner.

As the war progressed and the army expanded, the OHL underwent 
numerous organizational changes. The General Staff’s peacetime organi-
zation gave way to a very different wartime structure. The prewar General 
Staff had six sections: Central for administration; First and Third for intel-
ligence and foreign armies; Second for mobilization; Fourth for staff rides 
and supervision of the War Academy; and Fifth for military history.29 This 
organization was clearly unsuited for executing a war, since it lacked sec-
tions for operations, supplies, munitions, and numerous other functions 
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necessary for a field army. Most such tasks fell under the War Ministry in 
peacetime.

In its mobilized form, the General Staff had four major sections. The 
Central Section organized staff work, correspondence, personnel matters, 
and so forth. The Operations Section worked on all matters concerning 
campaigns, orders, and the like. A third section, Intelligence, managed ef-
forts under that rubric. The Political Section, eventually redesignated the 
Military-Political Section, monitored the military policies of enemy and 
neutral states. The Secret Intelligence Service, originally created as Section 
IIIb under the prewar organization, eventually became an independent 
section. Numerous other offices, headed by senior generals responsible 
for functional or branch matters, were available to advise the chief and 
the general quartermaster. The Generalintendant was responsible for pro-
visions, while separate chiefs were responsible for railways, munitions, 
medical services, telegraph communications, and mail. Various other po-
sitions arose as the army changed during the war, and by 1918, the Gen-
eral Staff had thirteen main sections. Some of these included emerging 
branches of the service, such as aviation and engineers.30

As the previous discussions have shown, the personalities and abilities 
of key individuals had important impacts on the preparation and execu-
tion of war plans, as well as on the conduct of war on a daily basis. In this 
regard, Falkenhayn was no exception. His military background differed 
substantially from that of most of his fellow General Staff officers, to the 
point that some improperly considered him an unschooled outsider. A 
graduate of the War Academy (1890), he spent seven years (June 1896–
June 1903) in China as a military instructor, possibly in an effort to avoid 
the consequences of excessive debt. Following his return to Prussia, he 
served in General Staff positions and commanded a regiment, which was 
his highest unit command. Although he spent a number of years in Gen-
eral Staff assignments with the units, his limited time on the central Gen-
eral Staff in Berlin meant that he had little direct exposure to Schlieffen’s 
teachings. As a result, some regarded this relatively obscure and junior 
one-star general as unworthy of succeeding Moltke. The emperor pro-
moted him to Generalleutnant when he became chief of the General Staff, 
passing over about thirty senior one-star generals. This problem was ex-
acerbated when Wilhelm promoted Falkenhayn to General der Infanterie 
in early 1915 to give him a rank more commensurate with his position. 
Though intelligent, Falkenhayn was an anti-intellectual, boasting that his 
education rested on experience rather than theory. As war minister, he 
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had relatively limited official knowledge about the campaign but realized 
that he would have to exercise much stricter control over field command-
ers than had Moltke.31

Although there is some truth in Holger Herwig’s assertion that the 
German government did not reevaluate its strategy after the failure to 
achieve a rapid victory in 1914, Falkenhayn did adjust his military strategy 
to the new circumstances.32 He adopted what his biographer has called 
a strategy of calculations based on goals that were militarily attainable.33 
Although he reluctantly supported Hindenburg’s demand for a major of-
fensive in Poland and at one point even considered moving the OHL to 
the eastern front to direct the effort, he ultimately decided to use newly 
raised corps in the west in the disastrous battle around Ypres. The result 
was a lost opportunity in the east and a bloody repulse at Ypres. Following 
these failures to achieve decisive results on both fronts, Falkenhayn rec-
ognized that the situation required a new strategic approach. He clearly 
understood, at least by the middle of November 1914, that Germany could 
not obtain peace by defeating all the Allied countries. Falkenhayn came to 
believe that a great victory in the west was no longer attainable and that 
the old methods of mobile warfare would not work, owing to the strength 
of modern defenses and German inferiority.34 He wished to contain the 
human and other costs of the struggle and could not accept the idea that 
the war had its own dynamic that would compel German leaders to pur-
sue victory at any price. Falkenhayn recognized that the population could 
not endure the burdens of war forever and that eventually a peaceful solu-
tion would have to be found. He hoped to win by holding out until a 
peace could be arranged, at least with France and Russia.35 He informed 
Tirpitz and Bethmann-Hollweg of his views and proposed a new strategy 
of making peace with Russia while the navy used a submarine blockade to 
defeat England, which he regarded as the primary enemy. Falkenhayn was 
willing to renounce territorial annexations on the continent in pursuit of 
this strategy.36 

The rest of the German government rejected Falkenhayn’s approach, 
even though many agreed with his fundamental assumption that peace 
with Russia was essential. Bethmann-Hollweg continued to hope for terri-
torial acquisition in both east and west and considered control of Belgium 
essential. Most military leaders believed the army would have to inflict ad-
ditional serious defeats on the Russians prior to reaching a settlement.37

The eastern commanders retained their faith in a complete military 
victory and demanded a massive effort against the Russians. Ironically, 
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Falkenhayn himself was responsible for creating a power base that con-
stituted his principal opposition. As noted previously, Falkenhayn had 
considered moving the OHL to the eastern front in the autumn of 1914. 
Events on the western front, however, commanded his attention. Once a 
second army headquarters was established on the eastern front, a local 
coordinating mechanism was needed. Thus, on 1 November 1914 all Ger-
man forces in the east were subordinated by royal order to a new head-
quarters, Oberbefehlshaber Ost (shortened to Ober Ost). Hindenburg, the 
senior German field commander in the east, became its commander, with 
Ludendorff as chief of staff.38

The establishment of the Ober Ost, though a concession to operational 
realities that demanded the formation of a higher headquarters, also cre-
ated a rather anomalous situation. Technically, the kaiser was head of the 
OHL. The chief of the General Staff issued orders in the emperor’s name, 
but in fact he was acting largely on his own authority, even though many 
crucial decisions were presented to Wilhelm II for formal approval. During 
the course of 1915 the Ober Ost grew and acquired more field armies and 
army groups, four in all by the autumn of 1915.39 In theory, the Ober Ost 
remained subordinate to the OHL, meaning that Falkenhayn, a rather 
junior general officer, was giving orders to a field marshal. Wilhelm II  
remedied this with a couple of quick promotions for Falkenhayn, but this 
provided only partial mitigation. 

For its part, the Ober Ost attempted to act autonomously while Hinden-
burg and Ludendorff waged a lengthy campaign to unseat Falkenhayn. 
The Ober Ost often refused requests from the OHL to give up forces for 
employment elsewhere. For example, it refused Falkenhayn’s request for 
four divisions to reinforce Mackensen’s Eleventh Army in its advance into 
Galicia. Later, Falkenhayn had to pry 26th Infantry Division from the Ober 
Ost’s clutches for the invasion of Serbia. Falkenhayn tried to limit the Ober 
Ost’s authority in the autumn of 1915, but the crisis created by the Brusi-
lov offensive in the summer of 1916 forced him to restore its full authority 
on that front.40

The conflicting views of Falkenhayn and the Ober Ost reflected more 
than a clash of personalities. Falkenhayn had concluded that the days of 
traditional campaigns of movement culminating in decisive battles were 
over on the western front, but he was not willing to risk defeat there by 
sending too much of the army to the east. Hindenburg and Ludendorff 
retained their belief that the traditional reliance on a war of movement 
would eventually produce a decisive military campaign against Russia, 
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assuming that Germany committed enough forces in such an effort. In 
January 1915 Hindenburg and Ludendorff began a relentless campaign 
to force the kaiser to dismiss Falkenhayn, who nevertheless retained the 
confidence of the emperor. For his part, Falkenhayn sought to break up 
the duumvirate by shifting Ludendorff to the newly created Süd Army as 
chief of staff. Hindenburg’s threat to resign over the matter, a challenge 
to the king almost unprecedented in Prussian history, was successful in 
thwarting Falkenhayn but turned out to be counterproductive, in that it 
incurred Wilhelm II’s ire. The kaiser called Hindenburg “the new Wal-
lenstein,” a reference to the able but unscrupulous commander from the 
Thirty Years’ War. The fact that Wilhelm II’s only response was this dark 
reference displayed his true impotence. The resolution of the matter of 
the Süd Army was, however, by no means the end of the campaign against 
Falkenhayn.41

A recent historian has characterized the conflict as one between two 
views of warfare: traditional mobile campaigns on the one hand, and 
Falkenhayn’s “strategy of attrition” on the other.42 More deeply, these dif-
ferences reflected the differing circumstances of the two fronts. Falken-
hayn believed that mobile warfare in the traditional manner was no longer 
possible on the western front, but he was not opposed in principle to tradi-
tional campaigns in other circumstances. Indeed, he later conducted such 
a campaign in Romania. Mackensen’s invasion of Serbia was also based 
on a plan that aimed to encircle the Serbian forces in a mobile campaign. 
The Serbian campaign was successful, but the envisioned annihilation of 
the Serbian armies never came off.43 Likewise, despite Hindenburg and 
Ludendorff’s demand for mobile warfare in the east, their initial empha-
sis on the western front was to find more efficient ways of conducting the 
positional warfare that had gripped the trenches since early 1915. The real 
issue was strategic preference based on the very different circumstances 
in the two theaters. 

As a practical matter, the consequences of these differences are less 
easily demonstrated than the differences themselves. The Ober Ost re-
mained committed to the idea of attaining victory through large-scale 
encirclements. The first attempt, launched in February 1915, aimed at de-
stroying Russian Tenth Army. Although hopes for a decisive success were 
high, results were another matter, as the attack took place under brutal 
winter conditions. To be sure, Russian Tenth Army was severely mauled, 
and the Germans took more than 90,000 prisoners while encircling the 
Russians’ XX Corps. Although it gained some territory, the German ad-
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vance came up short because of a counterattack by the newly raised Rus-
sian Twelfth Army.44

Mackensen and Seeckt adopted the opposite approach in the Gorlice- 
Tarnow operation and the subsequent advance to recapture Lemberg. A 
combination of carefully planned but brief artillery barrages and infantry 
advances, followed by operational pauses, yielded no great encirclements 
but produced large territorial advances and enormous numbers of Rus-
sian casualties. Over the course of May 1915 alone, Mackensen’s forces 
inflicted more than 400,000 casualties on the Russian Southwest Front, 
including 170,000 prisoners.45

The conflict over the different approaches came to a head in the sum-
mer of 1915, after the recapture of Lemberg. The Ober Ost, with Luden-
dorff as its leading proponent, wanted to execute a potentially gigantic 
pincer attack, aimed at a deep encirclement of the Russian forces in Po-
land. Falkenhayn, following a proposal put forth by Seeckt and supported 
by Mackensen, sought a much more conservative approach. That plan, 
governed by logistical and topographic considerations, called for a much 
more shallow encirclement. The offensive, launched on 13 July 1915, 
succeeded in driving the Russians out of Poland.46 But the Russian field 
forces, despite suffering heavy losses, were able to evade encirclement. 

The Ober Ost assumed that a decisive military victory in the east could 
eventually lead to another one in the west. Falkenhayn assumed that at 
some point, after suffering enough casualties, at least one of the Western 
Allies would be willing to accept moderate peace terms. He continued to 
hope that Russia could be detached from the Western Allies, but he was 
no more confident of a victory in the east than in the west. Given the de-
termination of French and British leaders and their continued superiority 
over Germany in the total calculation of military power, efforts to reach 
either a diplomatic solution or a military victory were beyond Germany’s 
reach. That did not become obvious to Germany’s leaders, however, until 
the Allied offensives of 1918.

Despite his reservations about what could be achieved in the east and 
his concern for maintaining the stability of the front in the west, Falken-
hayn partially relented and sent important reinforcements to the east, 
where the Germans won a substantial if indecisive victory in the spring 
of 1915 at Gorlice and recaptured the fortress of Przemyśl. He made this 
decision in part to mollify the Hindenburg-Ludendorff team but more 
because of Austria-Hungary’s precarious situation.47 Adolf Wild von Ho-
henborn became war minister as part of the kaiser’s efforts to placate 
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Hindenburg and Ludendorff while keeping Falkenhayn as chief of the 
General Staff.48

To achieve these important but ultimately indecisive successes in the 
east and the Balkans, Falkenhayn had reluctantly accepted the necessity 
of fighting a defensive war on the western front. This, however, offered 
no solution to what he regarded as the essential problem: the hated En-
glish. In January 1915 the navy informed the High Command that it could 
not prevail in a great battle of capital ships and proposed instead a cam-
paign of unrestricted submarine warfare against England. Falkenhayn re-
sisted this until late December, when he joined the radicals in demanding 
that the chancellor approve such an effort.49 From that point on, Beth-
mann-Hollweg and Falkenhayn were bitter opponents on many strategic 
questions. The chancellor became one of the leaders of the group seeking 
to drive Falkenhayn out of office. 

Developments in High-Level Command and Control

The command problems that arose in the west in August and Septem-
ber 1914 revealed the difficulties in subordinating one field army com-
mander to another. By 10 October, the western front had ten army-level 
commands reporting directly to the OHL, which also had overall respon-
sibility for the entire ground war. Falkenhayn struggled with the difficulty 
of obtaining forces from the individual field armies to create reserves for 
rapid use in critical areas. On 25 November 1914 he therefore established 
a new command level, the army group, to command multiple field armies 
along specified sections of the front. As Falkenhayn himself admitted, 
this did not entirely solve the problem of parochialism. The army had not 
prepared its commanders to lead at this level, and they continued to focus 
on local matters at the expense of a broader perspective. They were usu-
ally just as unwilling to give up forces as the army commanders had been. 
Nevertheless, the army group proved indispensable in commanding the 
field armies and became a permanent feature of the command structure 
on both fronts.50

As mentioned in chapter 7, the High Command had great difficulty 
establishing the physical capability to exercise command over the field 
armies during the mobile campaign in August and September 1914. 
Neither Schlieffen nor Moltke had devised a satisfactory method of com-
manding even the western-front armies, a failure for which Moltke took 
the brunt of the postwar blame and for which he was indeed largely re-
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sponsible.51 Although he had been chief of the General Staff for more 
than seven years by August 1914, Moltke had failed to prepare the army to 
make effective use of emerging radio technology or aviation in maintain-
ing contact with the field armies.

 The OHL was in command of Eighth Army and other forces in East 
Prussia in 1914, but it could exercise only the most general control there. 
Moltke properly concentrated his personal efforts on the western cam-
paign and moved the headquarters and its luxurious trains to Koblenz 
on 16 August.52 The OHL moved again on 29 August to Luxembourg 
City, where the General Staff had to work in a school without any light-
ing.53 These moves, especially the latter, created problems in maintaining 
proper communications with Eighth Army and actually produced only 
marginal improvements in commanding the right-wing armies as they 
moved through Belgium. Over the course of the war, the headquarters 
moved to various locations in the west and east, ending the war in Spa, 
Belgium.54

Positional warfare on the western front between 1915 and 1918 led to 
new problems for the General Staff and its relations to field commanders 
and their staffs. Gradually, the General Staff became more involved in 
the details of battles, sometimes down to battery and battalion level, in 
part because static battles, both large and small, took the place of mobile 
campaigns, and in part because the long series of crises in 1916 and 1917 
demanded constant attention. As the fronts stabilized, the field armies 
improved their communications infrastructures, allowing much closer 
supervision of tactical activities than had been foreseen before the war. 
As early as 1916, commanders were complaining of Falkenhayn’s involve-
ment in details, and by the summer of that year, he had become totally 
absorbed in local affairs. As one highly respected officer described the 
situation in early 1916: “Positional warfare turned into a strict centraliza-
tion of details.”55 This was a complete reversal of the traditional Prussian 
emphasis on subordinate freedom and initiative, especially as practiced 
and taught by the elder Moltke, but it had some precedent in Schlieffen’s 
vision of the modern supreme commander sketched in his postretire-
ment writings.56

Falkenhayn had to alter his approach when dealing with the demands 
of a multifront war. On 7 May 1915 Falkenhayn and most of the OHL’s 
personnel moved to Pless, near the Austrian border, in order to monitor 
the progress of Mackensen’s Gorlice-Tarnow offensive. To handle mat-
ters on the western front, one of the OHL’s most able staffers, deputy 
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operations officer Fritz von Lossberg, was left behind at headquarters in 
Mézières with seven other officers. Initially, Lossberg and his colleagues 
received reports and kept Falkenhayn up to date.57 No changes could be 
made without Falkenhayn’s permission. Commanders of army groups 
and armies soon complained about this, and Pless was not nearly as well 
equipped as Mézières to handle rapid communications. Confronted with 
this reality, Falkenhayn soon reversed himself. Thus, while the OHL was 
located at Pless, army group and army commanders had a bit more lati-
tude in making tactical decisions.58

Perhaps because of communications issues and the anomalous situ-
ation with Hindenburg, relations between the OHL and upper echelons 
on other fronts were much looser. Falkenhayn rarely interfered with the 
Ober Ost’s operations, issuing only vaguely worded general directives. 
Mackensen’s campaigns in Galicia and Poland were conducted with a 
light touch. Although constant communication was maintained between 
Mackensen’s headquarters and the OHL’s eastern headquarters at Pless, 
control was light. Only once, near the end of May 1915, did Falkenhayn’s 
emissary Gerhard Tappen visit Mackensen’s headquarters at Jaroslau, 
where he was briefed by Mackensen’s chief of staff Hans von Seeckt on the 
progress of operations and the next steps that had already been planned.59 
Likewise, Mackensen had carte blanche in Serbia, even when weather dif-
ficulties at the start of the campaign caused fretting at the OHL.60

German Strategy in 1916: Verdun and Submarine Warfare

The High Command faced a fundamental dilemma in devising a German 
strategy in 1916. Efforts to create a massive breakthrough on the western 
front produced many proposals but little in the way of real prospects.61 
The army, Falkenhayn correctly judged, was simply not strong enough 
to break through the Allied lines in France and thus had no hope of win-
ning the war in a classic campaign based on traditional mobile warfare. 
Instead, both he and his Austrian counterpart recognized by early 1916 
that a total victory was unattainable.62 Nor could Germany find an answer 
to the gradually increasing Allied superiority in the positional warfare of 
the western front, which was gradually turning into the infamous and 
ultimately disastrous “battle of material”—a term that did not come into 
wide use until the British offensive on the Somme in July. Under the pre-
vailing circumstances, the army could win in the west neither by attacking 
nor by defending.63 Moreover, the war in the east continued to be a serious 
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drain on German resources as the power of Austria-Hungary gradually 
slipped away.

In considering the emerging military realities early in 1916, one is 
tempted to agree with Holger Afflerbach that the Central Powers’ one hope 
was to avoid American entry into the war and to hold out while expressing 
a willingness to compromise and make peace. Falkenhayn might have 
been willing to accept at least part of this effort with regard to France and 
Russia, but Bethmann-Hollweg clung to his desire for annexations, or at 
least to his refusal to renounce them.64 Stubborn intransigence, however, 
was not the unique property of the Germans. Given the Allies’ unwilling-
ness to forgo their own war aims and abandon their secret commitments 
to one another, condemnation of Bethmann-Hollweg has validity, primar-
ily in the realm of his extreme views and lack of realism rather than in the 
failure to attain results that were otherwise achievable.

Falkenhayn’s solution to Germany’s strategic problem was, on the one 
hand, to conduct unrestricted submarine warfare in the hope of defeating 
England and, on the other, to inflict such casualties on the French army 
that the nation’s will to resist would be broken. His views on German 
strategy for 1916 survive in scattered documents and records of conver-
sations with various civilian and military leaders.65 In a mixture of cold 
calculation and self-delusion, Falkenhayn concluded that England was the 
main enemy, but that the British Expeditionary Forces’ defensive posi-
tions in Flanders were too strong for a direct assault. He regarded France 
as England’s “best sword” but believed it had been weakened almost to the 
breaking point. He proposed to bleed the weakened French army to death, 
primarily by massed artillery at Verdun, an exposed point from which 
the French could not retreat. Falkenhayn also hoped to lure the British 
into making a major attack in Flanders to relieve the pressure on Verdun 
and then to inflict heavy losses on them by exploiting the well-recognized 
advantages of the defender in trench warfare. This, he hoped, might even 
produce favorable enough conditions that a counterattack could create a 
serious breakthrough in the Allied trench lines. He thus launched the as-
sault on Verdun, intending to use local artillery support to lure the French 
into a killing zone as they defended a target of both military and psycho-
logical value.66

The campaign at Verdun, then, had a rational and limited set of goals. 
Primarily, it was intended to force France out of the alliance with England, 
but eventually, the goal was to convince England to give up the struggle. 
Contrary to Falkenhayn’s later argument, the Verdun plan did not assume 
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unrestricted submarine warfare, although it did place substantial faith in 
the army’s ability to use defensive fighting to inflict losses on the British.67 
The Verdun effort was thus one of the few campaigns of the First World 
War that was intended to achieve limited political objectives rather than 
result in the total defeat of the enemy. Here, as during much of the war, 
there is little reason to believe that either side was prepared for a compre-
hensive compromise to obtain peace.68

The Allies also planned major offensive efforts in 1916. At the Chan-
tilly conference in December 1915, Allied representatives agreed on a se-
ries of coordinated offensives on the western, eastern, and Balkan fronts. 
Although the Germans struck first, these plans eventually produced the 
Brusilov offensive in June and the Anglo-French attack along the Somme 
in July.69

The German strategy against France and England in 1916 had a num-
ber of important shortcomings.70 Falkenhayn proceeded with planning 
for the attack on Verdun as the struggle to renew unrestricted subma-
rine warfare continued. Bethmann-Hollweg succeeded in resisting the 
General Staff’s demands for unrestricted submarine warfare even as the 
battles around Verdun raged. As events soon demonstrated, Falkenhayn 
underestimated the powers of resistance of the French army and nation. 
Tactical circumstances allowed the French to impose serious attrition on 
the German forces as well. This in turn led local commanders to demand 
more and more forces. He equally underestimated the strength of Russia 
and failed to consider the ongoing drain on Germany’s resources in the 
east. The British offensive to relieve pressure on Verdun, delivered on the 
Somme in July and lasting for months, led to far greater German losses 
than had been expected. The anticipated opportunity for a decisive coun-
terstroke never materialized; indeed, merely holding out proved to be a 
serious challenge, worsened by the policy that ground was to be held at 
all costs. 

Verdun has long served as a symbol of futility and the waste of human 
life, not to mention the idiocy of generalship in the First World War, and 
this seems reasonable from the vantage point of hindsight. In the short 
run, the battle seriously undermined Falkenhayn’s position in the army, 
as did the British army’s Somme offensive, designed to relieve pressure 
on the French. The Somme has long been seen as an example of stupidity 
and insensitivity to the loss of life, in this case engineered by Douglas 
Haig. Although now generally recognized as a great defeat for the British, 
at the time, the Somme battles caused so many German casualties that 
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they seemed to represent another German failure. They, too, undermined 
Falkenhayn’s position. By the end of August 1916, Falkenhayn’s political 
and military strategies were in a state of total and costly collapse. The de-
feat inflicted on the Austrians by the Brusilov offensive in June 1916 only 
made matters worse.71

Falkenhayn’s powerful enemies had long awaited an opportunity to 
prevail upon the kaiser to replace him, but they had always been thwarted 
by Wilhelm’s substantial personal loyalty to him. Bethmann-Hollweg had 
wanted to see Hindenburg replace Falkenhayn as early as December 1914, 
and he may have hoped that Hindenburg would assist in attaining a mod-
erate peace settlement. Important political leaders from the other Ger-
man states, eventually including the king of Bavaria, joined the plotters 
by the end of June 1916.

Romania’s decision to join the Allies in late August 1916 sealed Falken-
hayn’s fate. The kaiser, previously loyal to Falkenhayn despite the fre-
quent attacks of Bethmann-Hollweg, Hindenburg, and Ludendorff, lost 
his nerve at the news of Romania’s declaration of war on Austria-Hungary 
(27 August 1916). He dropped his long-standing support for Falkenhayn, 
possibly in a crass attempt to find a scapegoat. The chiefs of the Civil and 
Military Cabinets assembled Bethmann-Hollweg, Hindenburg, and Lu-
dendorff at the Pless castle on 28 August to ratify the decision to elevate 
Hindenburg to the position of chief of the General Staff.72 Ludendorff, 
always the driving force on this team, became the first general quarter-
master and the real architect of the High Command’s subsequent policies 
and decisions.73 Colonel Max Bauer, though lesser known, was another 
extremely important member of the new team, particularly in the areas of 
industrial production and domestic political issues.74

Falkenhayn’s tenure at the OHL, his conflicts with the Ober Ost, and 
his ouster over the issue of Romania were intertwined with two thorny 
issues: coalition warfare and unified command. These, along with the 
matter of expanding the war, are now examined in some depth.

Coalition Warfare

German-Austrian problems related to coalition warfare began long before 
the outbreak of war in 1914. In several crucial areas the German approach 
failed to meet the challenges of coalition warfare: prewar planning and 
preparation, accommodating allies’ goals and special needs, and execut-
ing plans and adapting to wartime circumstances.75 By 1914, prewar foun-
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dations for coalition warfare were extraordinarily weak. In planning and 
conducting its own army’s operations, the Prusso-German General Staff 
system was excellent; transferring that excellence to coalition warfare was 
a different matter. 

Strategic relationships with Germany’s primary ally, Austria-Hungary, 
depended substantially on the policies and personalities of the chiefs of 
staff. The elder Moltke, chief of the General Staff from the empire’s in-
ception until 1888, normally took pains to inform the Austro-Hungarian 
chief of staff, Field Marshal Friedrich Baron von Beck-Rzikowsky, of the 
broad outlines of his plans. Moltke’s desire for closer cooperation with 
Austria-Hungary was evident in 1882 when he agreed to an Austrian 
proposal to supplement the Dual Alliance with a military convention.76 
Bismarck objected and the German military gave in, although Moltke 
commented to Beck that his military planning was not dependent on the 
Foreign Office.77

Count Alfred von Waldersee, who succeeded Moltke in 1888, continued 
to work closely with his Austrian counterpart, providing him with many 
details of German mobilization and campaign plans in the east.78 In 1889 
the German General Staff went far beyond Bismarck’s restrictions and 
assured the Austrians that their mobilization would be the signal for Ger-
man entry into a war involving Austria-Hungary.79 All this was possible, of 
course, because the Germans still intended to make their major effort in 
the east, in accordance with Austrian interests, and because the moderate 
objectives of both powers did not consistently threaten the status quo.80

Cooperation in planning gradually decreased and eventually ceased al-
most altogether after Count Alfred von Schlieffen replaced Waldersee as 
chief of the General Staff in July 1891.81 Schlieffen’s earliest plans were 
consistent with the assumptions of the Austrians, who welcomed the Ger-
mans’ continued emphasis on the eastern front. Schlieffen, however, had 
little faith in coalitions in general and even less in his Austro-Hungarian  
partner in particular.82 From 1896 to 1909 contact between the two Gen-
eral Staffs steadily shrank until it was limited to the perfunctory exchange 
of holiday greetings. Thus the two allies went their separate ways in 
preparing for war against their respective potential enemies, while the 
strategic situation became more critical and the crises associated with an 
increasingly aggressive German foreign policy followed.83 On at least one 
occasion Schlieffen gave in to the complaints of the Austro-Hungarian 
chief of staff, but this was the exception that proved the rule.84

The elevation of the younger Moltke to chief seemed to presage an 
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improvement in relations with the Austrians. Given the state of such re-
lations during Schlileffen’s tenure, this was a rather low bar to get over. 
Nonetheless, Moltke did not divulge much information about German 
plans.85 It is probable, as Gerhard Ritter has argued, that as late as 1908, 
the Austrians had no idea as to the nature of the deployment plan or cam-
paign concepts.86 During the Bosnian crisis of 1908–1909 the chief of 
the Austrian General Staff, Count Franz Conrad von Hötzendorf, finally 
raised the question of what would actually happen in the event of a war 
with Russia. In a series of letters between January and April 1909, Moltke 
and Conrad outlined their general intentions, but as Norman Stone has 
pointed out, diplomats in both countries did not take these contacts se-
riously.87 Austria-Hungary’s foreign minister, Count Alois Aehrenthal, 
declined Conrad’s proposal for closer cooperation with Germany and a 
military convention. However, Aehrenthal did approve a written exchange 
of ideas on broad strategic issues.88

This exchange of letters foreshadowed the nature of the coalition war 
that erupted a few years later. Conrad, ever eager to justify his schemes, 
saw in these letters a firm German commitment to support his plans for 
a war against Russia.89 Moltke’s marginalia on Conrad’s first letters show 
that he wanted to manipulate his ally into an offensive, even though he 
knew it would be only a temporary distraction for the Russians. Moltke’s 
intention to retain complete flexibility in the event of war is clearly indi-
cated by the fact that Eighth Army’s chief of staff was not aware of the 
1909 agreements and that the General Staff’s directive to him did not call 
for an immediate offensive in direct support of the Austrians.90 The last 
prewar meeting between Conrad and Moltke, held on 12 May 1914, did 
nothing to overcome the intentionally vague and even dishonest nature of 
the military planning on both sides.91

The bill came due in August 1914. Each army essentially reneged on 
its prewar promises for what both felt were valid and pressing reasons.92 
The German army in the east remained on the defensive, while the Aus-
trians sent a substantial portion of their army to the Serbian front and 
then made matters worse by reversing the original orders, thus ensur-
ing that part of their forces would spend the critical early weeks of the 
war in transit rather than in combat. On 18 August German Eighth Army 
informed Conrad that it would not conduct the southerly attack the Aus-
trians had been counting on.93 The experience permanently embittered 
Conrad against his German allies, who in turn showed no great respect 
for the Austro-Hungarian army.94 This bitterness spilled over into the dip-
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lomatic corps of both states, as Austrian diplomats joined in the criticism 
of Germany’s military strategy.95 In retrospect, it is clear that the prewar 
discussions established a basis for failure and recrimination rather than 
success and cooperation.

 As 1914 progressed, German war aims aggressively expanded in scope, 
and those of Austria contracted. The first American offer of mediation 
fell on deaf ears in Berlin, while the Austrians (and less so the Hungari-
ans) began to wonder if they were fighting primarily for German control 
of Belgium rather than for survival against Russia and Serbia.96 Conflict 
in war aims thus replaced prewar plans as the basis for unsatisfactory 
cooperation. Over the next several years, Austria-Hungary and Germany 
disagreed over the postwar settlement of the Polish issue, the question of 
territorial concessions to Italy, a possible settlement with Serbia, and var-
ious minor issues. These disputes sometimes merely poisoned the atmo-
sphere, but in some cases, such as the unannounced Austrian attack on 
Montenegro, they substantially complicated both diplomatic and military 
efforts. It was scant consolation that German and Austrian troops never 
came to the point of firing on each other in anger, as did Austrian and 
Bulgarian forces in Albania.97

Policy conflicts were sometimes magnified by the personal tastes and 
idiosyncrasies of leaders. The most notable example was the often stormy 
relationship between Conrad and Falkenhayn. Conrad could be described 
as a man who was more comfortable with the nineteenth century. He pre-
ferred personal meetings, which he followed up with lengthy memoranda 
penned in the florid nineteenth-century style. These memoranda often 
proposed ideas that were precisely the opposite of what had been agreed 
to at the meeting. Much like the younger Moltke, Conrad spent the vast 
majority of his time at his headquarters (Armeeoberkommando, or AOK), 
located at Teschen, near the German border.98

Falkenhayn, almost a decade younger than Conrad and a much more 
active person, spent a considerable amount of time traveling. He had to 
divide his attention among the OHL on the western front, then located at 
Mézières; Berlin; the OHL’s eastern-front headquarters at Pless (about an 
hour’s drive from Teschen); and the Ober Ost’s headquarters at Allenstein. 
For Falkenhayn, personal meetings consumed far too much time. To com-
pensate, he relied on the telephone—the best communications technol-
ogy available at the time. Conrad, in contrast, was never comfortable with 
the device. In terms of written communications, Falkenhayn was the pre-
cise opposite of Conrad, favoring the clipped, curt Prussian style.99
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Relations between the two men got off to a bad start. In late October 
1914 Falkenhayn invited Conrad to Berlin for a meeting, ostensibly to 
discuss the fall campaign on the eastern front. Conrad refused to come, 
instead sending his aide, Lieutenant Colonel Rudolf Kundmann, to repre-
sent him. Falkenhayn was understandably irritated by what could only be 
described as a snub. Both men displayed a finely honed sense of sarcasm, 
but they were very different physically. When they did meet, it was usually 
Falkenhayn who took the high-speed automobile ride from Pless to Te-
schen. When he arrived—coated in dust, goggles over his cap, and smok-
ing a cigar—Falkenhayn towered over the shorter, immaculately dressed 
Conrad, who seemed almost delicate.100

Conrad found other ways to dismay his allies. Psychologically, his most 
consistent trait was obsession. In 1914 Serbia was the obsession of the 
moment. In 1915 Conrad’s principal obsession was his longtime mis-
tress Gina von Reininghaus, the wife of Austrian hotel magnate Hans 
von Reininghaus. In January 1915 she visited him in Teschen. Conrad, 
a widower, wanted to marry Gina, and she publicly asked for a divorce. 
The matter of satisfying religious, political, and social protocols took up 
increasing amounts of Conrad’s time, as indicated by his correspondence 
with the head of Francis Joseph’s Military Chancery, Baron Arthur von 
Bolfras.101 Ultimately, Conrad got his way; he married Gina on 19 October 
1915, and the happy couple set up housekeeping in Teschen. Taking their 
cue from Conrad’s example, a number of officers brought their wives and 
mistresses to the AOK. This outraged German officers, including military 
attaché Karl von Kaganeck, and it conveyed the impression of a lack of 
seriousness on the part of the Austrians.102

As the war expanded between 1915 and 1917, the two allies found them-
selves with widely divergent strategic viewpoints. At times, they were not 
even at war with the same powers. In 1915 Conrad’s fixations moved on 
to a new target: Italy. Falkenhayn had sent forces to Galicia to mount the 
Gorlice offensive in the hope that success would deter Italy from join-
ing the Allies. He also suggested that Austria-Hungary cede some border 
territories to Italy, ideas that Conrad understandably (and sarcastically) 
rejected out of hand. The victories in Galicia, however, came too late, as 
Italy signed the Pact of London on 26 April 1915 and declared war on 
Austria-Hungary a month later. Once Italy declared war, Conrad became 
consumed with punishing Italy and might have been willing to make 
peace with Russia and even Serbia to gain a free hand to deal with the 
Italians. He was also prepared to sacrifice Germany’s Turkish ally in the 
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process. For his part, Falkenhayn declined to declare war on Italy, as a way 
of stymieing Conrad’s obsessions.103

Likewise, the two governments could not agree on goals and plans for 
the Serbian front. Once Falkenhayn made it clear that Serbia would be the 
next target, Conrad’s obsessive tendencies came to the fore once again. 
Falkenhayn and Conrad agreed on the conquest of Serbia, and both rec-
ognized the need for Bulgarian participation.104 Once Mackensen’s forces 
had defeated the Serbian army and driven it out of Serbia, Conrad, fran-
tic for a success that would redound solely to Austria-Hungary, wanted 
to mount operations against Montenegro and Albania. In addition, he 
wanted an offensive against the Anglo-French bridgehead at Salonika, 
ostensibly to punish the Entente Powers for their breach of Greek neu-
trality.105 The Germans, especially Falkenhayn, wanted none of the latter. 
The matter was finally settled with regard to Serbia, but Montenegro and 
Albania were another matter. In December 1915 Conrad withdrew Gen-
eral der Infanterie Hermann Kövess von Kövessháza’s Austro-Hungarian  
Third Army from Mackensen’s control, against German wishes and with-
out even informing them. Kövess’s forces were then sent into Montene-
gro and Albania. This move completed the break between Falkenhayn and 
Conrad. By the end of 1915, the two men were not on speaking terms, 
and their representatives were lying to each other.106 Returning the favor 
for Germany’s failure to declare war on Italy in 1915, Austria-Hungary re-
fused to declare war on the United States in 1917. By that time, of course, 
the differences in war aims had become so great that the new Austrian 
emperor Karl had declared that a German victory would be the ruin of 
Austria-Hungary.107 Likewise, Ludendorff could not obtain any significant 
Austrian participation in his 1918 offensive in the west, in part because 
Karl feared that such an effort would damage possible peace negotiations 
with the Allies.108 Considering the many fundamental differences in war 
aims and national strategy, it is hardly surprising that military coopera-
tion remained as fragmentary as it did, even in the face of increasingly 
serious threats to both nations. After the Bolshevik Revolution, Germany 
and Austria-Hungary had fewer common enemies but even fewer com-
mon interests.

As the Germans increasingly dominated the coalition through sheer 
weight of economic and military power, relations worsened for a variety 
of reasons. Many Austrians resented the sacrifices they were making in 
the service of an ally that seemed more of a hegemon than a partner. The 
Germans’ Mitteleuropa scheme, most notoriously (if secretly) suggested in 
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Bethmann-Hollweg’s now-infamous “September memorandum,” seemed 
almost as great a threat to the monarchy’s sovereignty as did the aspira-
tions of its internal enemies. Eventually, the German alliance came to be 
the main prop of the dual monarchy’s German and Magyar ruling groups 
against their subject nationalities, who by 1916 could not be fed with-
out German assistance. German domination of the Austro-Hungarian 
economy had started long before the war, but the imbalance had become 
so obvious by 1916 that Austrians sometimes described themselves as 
beggars.109 Austro-Hungarian subservience culminated in Emperor Karl’s 
famous journey to Spa on 12 May 1918. There, the Germans forced the 
emperor to agree to all the old Mitteleuropa schemes for German eco-
nomic domination and even a military protocol that imposed German 
standards on Austro-Hungarian military organization and planning.110

The true extent of Austria’s decline is apparent when one remembers 
that by May 1918, most of Austria-Hungary’s military objectives had been 
attained. Serbia was occupied, and the feared partisan uprising urged 
by the exiled Serbian government had fizzled badly; the Romanians had 
been vanquished. Austrian and German troops controlled all of Poland 
and much of western Russia, and the Italian threat was under control. 
Yet at this high point of its apparent security in the east and south, the 
Hapsburg Empire was in fact close to complete collapse and was almost 
entirely dependent on the power of Germany. This had a deleterious effect 
on the German army as well, as Germany had to supply the majority of 
the 1 million soldiers needed to garrison the territories gained from the 
Treaty of Brest Litovsk.111 Any thought of preserving trust and maintain-
ing a sense of balance had long vanished from the alliance, which had 
ceased to exist as a treaty between sovereign states. Only military defeat 
and the final dissolution of the monarchy remained as possibilities to 
end complete German domination. Triumphant in the east, the alliance 
could not function to any significant degree in the final titanic struggle in 
the west. Ironically, one of the final meaningful military acts by Austria- 
Hungary was its refusal to support its “ally” in the final offensives on the 
western front in the spring of 1918.

At lower levels, the Dual Alliance powers established real military co-
operation only in dire emergencies. From the first days of the conflict, 
problems ranged from the Germans’ failure to inform the Austrians of 
events on the Marne to the simple refusal to work together on strategic 
or even operational plans.112 This kind of behavior continued after Falken-
hayn replaced Moltke.113 In January 1915 Falkenhayn agreed to shore up 
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the Austro-Hungarian position in the Carpathians by sending German 
forces in the form of the Süd Army, under Alexander von Linsingen. The 
Süd Army was part of Conrad’s first abortive Carpathian offensive.114 In 
April 1915 Mackensen’s Eleventh Army incorporated Austro-Hungarian  
VI Corps as part of its order of battle. This produced good results in the 
Gorlice-Tarnow offensive. Mackensen’s authority also extended to ele-
ments of Austro-Hungarian Third and Fourth Armies. Later, for the ad-
vance into Poland, Mackensen and Seeckt had operational control over 
Austro-Hungarian First and Fourth Armies. For the invasion of Serbia 
in the fall of 1915, Mackensen had an eponymous army group consisting 
of German Eleventh (now under Gallwitz), Austro-Hungarian Third, and 
Bulgarian First Armies.115

 Conversely, the Germans allowed some integration of units after the 
1916 Brusilov offensive. Some German noncommissioned officers were 
assigned to Austro-Hungarian units, and some German battalions served 
in Austro-Hungarian divisions. At the corps level, German divisions fre-
quently served under Austrian command to shore up important sections 
of the front. Indeed, by 1916, some Hapsburg field armies had nearly 
as many German as Austro-Hungarian soldiers. Some sympathetic offi-
cers, such as Seeckt, blamed problems with the Austro-Hungarian army 
on its leaders, not its soldiers.116 These arrangements were mere expe-
dients, however, and reflected both Austro-Hungarian weakness and the 
Germans’ mistrust of their ally. No substitute for a genuinely cooperative 
effort, these makeshift arrangements could not overcome the chaotic con-
ditions at higher levels of the eastern front.

Germany’s relations with its two other major allies, the Ottoman Em-
pire and Bulgaria, were intertwined and double edged. For Germany, 
gaining Turkey as an ally had its advantages and disadvantages. Adding 
Turkey to the Central Powers expanded the war in a way that would allow 
Germany to attack Britain, at least indirectly, while also creating another 
front against the Russians. This would be in accordance with Falken-
hayn’s view that Britain was the main enemy. For its part, the Turkish 
government was eager to reverse the pattern of decline over the past half 
century.117 The nature of the alliance, however, mandated that German 
help to Turkey would be indirect at best. The German navy cooperated 
well on a limited basis with the Turkish navy. The battle cruiser Goeben 
and light cruiser Breslau, commanded by Admiral Wilhelm Souchon, 
evaded the French and the British and arrived in Constantinople on 10 
August 1914.118 Officially “sold” to the Turkish navy, the two ships opened 
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active hostilities between Russia and Turkey by bombarding Russian 
Black Sea ports two days after Russia’s declaration of war. Thus, they 
played an important role in naval affairs on the Black Sea, while also 
embarrassing the British.119

German military cooperation with Turkey dated to before the war. In 
1913 Germany had sent a military mission to the Porte. Despite tensions 
between the military mission and the German diplomatic corps in Con-
stantinople, good relations were built between the two military estab-
lishments. The German military mission had a number of very capable 
officers to assist the Turkish army. With the mission’s help, the Turkish 
army fought off the British in the Dardanelles campaign and inflicted a 
humiliating defeat on the British-Indian force in Mesopotamia, destroy-
ing most of it at the siege of Kut-el-Amara. Although the Turkish assault 
on the Suez Canal was a bloody failure, British and Commonwealth forces 
were tied up in the Middle East. Later on, the Turks sent seven divisions 
to Bulgaria to assist their allies there. The Turks did not support German 
efforts to use Pan-Islamic movements to undermine the Allied position 
in the Middle East and Asia, but this was not a serious problem. Only in 
1917, as the strains of war became more severe, did fundamental prob-
lems emerge.120

 Turkey’s joining the Central Powers in 1914 constituted a success, but 
the country was isolated. Resolution of this situation demanded that Bul-
garia be added to the alliance and that Serbia be overrun. For its part, 
Bulgaria was anxious to square accounts with Serbia and regain territory 
lost in the Second Balkan War. Fortunately for the Germans, Mackensen’s 
victories in Galicia and Poland made a powerful impression on the Bul-
garian court. It now looked like Germany was winning the war, and Tsar 
Ferdinand and his prime minister, Vasil Radoslavov, saw their opportu-
nity. Over the summer of 1915, Bulgaria moved steadily closer to the Cen-
tral Powers. The convention was signed on 6 September 1915 at Pless. It 
is interesting to note that the signatories were Falkenhayn, Conrad, and 
Bulgarian plenipotentiary Lieutenant Colonel Petur Ganchev.121

Practical relations with Bulgaria got off on a good foot, as the Bulgari-
ans demanded that the 1915 invasion of Serbia be led by Mackensen. The 
old hussar, for his part, cultivated good relationships with the Bulgarians, 
notably Ferdinand.122 In the event, the Bulgarian army performed reason-
ably well. Bulgarian First Army was late off the mark and did not advance 
at the pace desired by Mackensen and Seeckt, a problem exacerbated by 
communications difficulties. Bulgarian Second Army made short work of 
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the minor Serbian forces facing it in Macedonia and then stoutly defended 
the Vardar River Valley against Anglo-French thrusts from Salonika.123

Once Serbia was occupied and its territory was divided between Austria- 
Hungary and Bulgaria, further Bulgarian participation became problematic. 
Overrunning Serbia met all of Bulgaria’s objectives. Thus, the Bulgarians, 
who were still recovering from the strains of the Balkan Wars and needed 
to incorporate the gains just made, were unwilling to commit to further of-
fensive operations. As one unidentified Bulgarian general officer reportedly 
stated, “For us Bulgarians the war is over. We have all we want.”124

The Bulgarians, aside from holding the Macedonian front, once again 
had to commit forces to operations when Romania entered the war. Mack-
ensen, commanding Bulgarian Third Army, was able to bring the Roma-
nian advance in Dobrudja to a halt. Commanding a force that contained 
units from every member of the Central Powers, he eventually launched 
a successful counteroffensive and, combined with a brilliant thrust con-
ducted by German Ninth Army (commanded by the now deposed Falken-
hayn), overran Romania. Mackensen entered Bucharest on 6 December 
1916.125

Ultimately, however, Bulgaria was weighed down by the same prob-
lems that beset Austria-Hungary and Turkey. Although Bulgaria had 
gained Macedonia and part of Dobrudja, it lacked the ability to sustain a 
large and well-equipped force over an extended period of time. Attacked 
by the Entente forces based at Salonika, the Bulgarians, bereft of German 
support, fought bravely but ultimately collapsed.

Unified Command 

Tied in with the conduct of coalition warfare was the issue of combined 
command. The idea of establishing a combined command in the east in 
case of war had been discussed by the Austrians and Germans in 1893 
and 1895, but without results.126 Conrad, reversing his prewar position, 
suggested the establishment of a unified command under his control; 
he even proposed that such a commander should direct the entire war 
effort of both countries. Early Austrian defeats and the emergence of 
Hindenburg’s colossal figure quickly made that impossible.127 Naturally, 
Wilhelm II would not hear of subordinating large German forces to 
Austrian control. In November 1914 some Austrian leaders renewed the 
proposal for a unified command in the east under Austrian archduke 
Friedrich, with Ludendorff as the chief of staff and Hindenburg and 
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Conrad commanding their respective national forces. Conrad himself 
was apparently the key figure in defeating this idea.128

A workable system was created for the Gorlice-Tarnow offensive. 
Mackensen was directly subordinate to the OHL, thus keeping him out 
of the clutches of the Ober Ost. This also allowed Falkenhayn to exert 
some control over affairs on the eastern front. The AOK could issue 
directives to Mackensen, but only with the OHL’s concurrence, which 
rankled the Austro-Hungarians. Mackensen, however, assured the Austro- 
Hungarians that their prestige would not be damaged. In addition, 
August von Cramon, the very able German representative at the AOK, 
received guarantees that any reports from Mackensen’s headquarters 
would be sent to the AOK as well.129

This system served the Central Powers well in the 1915 campaigns in 
Galicia and later in Poland. As noted previously, Mackensen’s authority 
was extended to the adjoining Austro-Hungarian Fourth and Third (and 
later Second) Armies. Mackensen ruffled some Austrian feathers with a 
rather tactless message to Vienna after the recapture of Przemyśl, but 
when units of the Austro-Hungarian Second Army were able to enter 
Lemberg, he became quite popular in Vienna. Mackensen’s high stand-
ing with the Austro-Hungarians was confirmed by a tumultuous visit to 
Vienna in September 1915, which concluded with a small dinner party 
and a private audience with Francis Joseph.130 The fall of Lemberg also re-
sulted in Mackensen’s promotion to Generalfeldmarschall, while Seeckt 
was elevated to Generalmajor. This mirrored the promotions received 
by Hindenburg and Ludendorff after Tannenberg. Seeckt speculated to 
his wife that he and Mackensen were being shaped by Falkenhayn into a 
counterweight (Gegenspiel) against Hindenburg and Ludendorff.131

The arrangement outlined above was used again for the invasion of 
Serbia in 1915. In the negotiations involving Germany, Austria-Hungary, 
and Bulgaria, Conrad wanted the predominantly German forces to be com-
manded by an Austro-Hungarian general. The Bulgarian representative in-
sisted on a German commander. This turned out to be Mackensen (again, 
with Seeckt as chief of staff), who was specifically named as commander 
of the invasion in the military convention signed on 6 September 1915.132

As the German representative at Austrian headquarters later com-
plained, rather than creating an effective command structure, the two 
nations relied on individual agreements and expressions of “brotherly 
alliance solidarity,” as if these could win the war.133 Russia’s Brusilov of-
fensive (June–July 1916), which crushed a major portion of the Austro- 
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Hungarian forces at the southern end of the eastern front, created such 
an emergency that something had to be done. By this time, creation of 
a unified command under a German (Hindenburg) had become inter-
twined with the ongoing efforts to replace Falkenhayn as chief of the Gen-
eral Staff. Weeks passed as this struggle prevented any united German 
approach.134 Wilhelm II very reluctantly agreed to divide the front, with 
Hindenburg taking command of all forces in the north and Archduke 
Charles taking command in the south.135 This temporary measure lasted 
from 28 July until 16 September, when the much-needed combined com-
mand more or less came into existence at about the same time as Falken-
hayn’s dismissal.

When Hindenburg and Ludendorff took over the OHL on 2 September 
1916, they moved swiftly to create a combined command (Oberste Krieg-
sleitung) in the east. Under the proposal, which the Austrians, Turks, and 
Bulgarians quickly agreed to, the German emperor commanded all mil-
itary forces through directives issued by the German High Command. A 
secret clause, not revealed to the secondary allies, provided that if the Aus-
trian High Command did not approve of a measure, Wilhelm II would 
not issue the necessary directives without first obtaining the approval of 
Francis Joseph.136 Even the German representative at Austrian headquar-
ters considered that the unified command had finally become a reality. 
This new arrangement worked well in the Romanian campaign, but it did 
not last long.137

Francis Joseph, whose approval was the cornerstone of the com-
bined-command agreement, died on 21 November 1916, and his succes-
sor, Karl, moved quickly to dismantle the Oberste Kriegsleitung. Karl took 
personal control over all Austro-Hungarian forces and restored the pre-
vious arrangement, whereby the armies cooperated through agreements 
between their General Staffs. From Karl’s perspective, this was a necessary 
step to assert both his equality with Wilhelm II and Austrian sovereignty, 
as well as an expression of military considerations. Karl soon dismissed 
Conrad, who by that time had been forced by the iron law of necessity to 
accept the reality of German domination of the war.138

The events of 1917 produced a substantial measure of victory in both 
Italy and on the eastern front. To improve the Austrian position on the Ital-
ian front, German Fourteenth Army, with two German and two Austro- 
Hungarian corps, was installed as an attack force under Otto von Below. 
This force, using new tactics described in the next chapter, shattered 
the Italian armies on the Isonzo, driving them back seventy miles to 
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the Piave River. This victory ended the Italian threat for the immediate 
future, but it was not decisive. In the east, the weakened state of the 
Austro-Hungarian forces and the near collapse of the Russian army and 
state under the combined blows of the German army and the Russian 
Revolution produced the two results Germany had long desired: military 
and political domination of the Dual Alliance and a substantial measure 
of victory in the eastern war.139 The latter eventually led to a final desper-
ate effort in the theater that most German leaders had always considered 
decisive, but it ironically caused more discord and may have hastened 
the final collapse of both alliance partners. 

In considering the question of combined command, one should not be 
too critical of the German performance. The Allied powers likewise failed 
to develop a real combined planning or command system until very late 
in the war. Even after Marshal Ferdinand Foch became supreme com-
mander in 1918, General John J. Pershing considered many of Foch’s or-
ders to be little more than suggestions.140 Thus, it would be fair to say that 
neither side was very adept at planning and executing combined efforts, 
except in the direst emergencies.

The problems encountered in creating a unified command structure 
also reflected the brutal fact that the vast majority of high-ranking German 
officers had little if any aptitude for conducting coalition warfare. Hin-
denburg and Ludendorff set the pattern early, with a series of incidents 
in the autumn of 1914 that strained relations with the Austro-Hungari-
ans. Ludendorff then made a series of statements critical of the Austro- 
Hungarians, either publicly or privately in letters to Moltke. Other senior 
German commanders such as Max von Gallwitz were not as intemperate 
as Ludendorff, but they too demonstrated an almost complete inability to 
work with allies.141

Only two German commanders proved adept at the intricacies of coali-
tion warfare. Colmar Freiherr von der Goltz, who headed the German mil-
itary mission to Turkey, and his officers proved most effective in raising 
the military proficiency of the Turkish army. The story of the partnership 
between Otto Liman von Sanders and Mustafa Kemal at Gallipoli is well 
known. Less well known but equally important, effective collaboration be-
tween Goltz and his Turkish counterpart Khalil Pasha played an import-
ant part in the major Turkish victory at Kut. Goltz’s death from typhus on 
16 April 1916 was a serious blow to the Central Powers.142

The other German commander who excelled at coalition warfare was 
August von Mackensen. His ability as a commander was matched by his 
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diplomatic tact, and Mackensen worked successfully with his Austro- 
Hungarian, Bulgarian, and Turkish counterparts. Despite the occasional 
slip, such as the unfortunate announcement of Przemyśl’s capture, Mack-
ensen was sufficiently attentive to Austro-Hungarian and Bulgarian sensitiv-
ities that he was a highly esteemed figure in both Vienna and Sofia.143 Men 
such as Goltz and Mackensen, however, were very much the exceptions.

 From the standpoint of coalition warfare, 1915 was probably the best 
year for the Central Powers. Even so, underneath the patina of success, 
weaknesses in devising and executing strategy had become manifest by 
the end of the year. The lack of a unified authority within the German 
Empire produced confusion and inconsistency in defining war aims and 
precluded a consistent strategy to achieve them. The long war magnified 
the utter failure of Wilhelm II to offer direction, which only he could pro-
vide under the empire’s structure. Even in the military realm, no unified 
command authority had emerged, and the army was divided into several 
competing fiefdoms. Worse, the lack of a single coalition High Command 
in the east seriously hampered cooperation and planning. This often left 
matters at the mercy of coalition leaders, and the fraught relationship be-
tween Falkenhayn and Conrad has already been discussed. Finally, little if 
any common ground could be found on the question of war aims, let alone 
the means to achieve them. The underlying strategic problems of the Cen-
tral Powers found expression in the irony that, by the beginning of 1916, 
the chiefs of the General Staffs of both Germany and Austria-Hungary had 
come to the conclusion that total victory was no longer possible.144

Fighting a Prolonged War

While the upper echelons of the German army struggled to meet the de-
mands of fighting a multifront war as the dominant member of a coalition, 
the army as a whole faced other problems. These included maintaining 
order and discipline, especially in the face of high casualties; ensuring a 
steady supply of replacements, particularly junior officers; and making 
the best possible use of existing weapons while also developing new tech-
nologies.

Machine Guns

The battles of 1914 had demonstrated a need for both lighter machine guns 
and more of them. Falkenhayn energetically and successfully pushed for 
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improvements in both the quantity and quality of German machine guns. 
The army designated its prewar gun, the Model 08, as a heavy machine 
gun and developed a new version (Light MG 08/15) that was better suited 
for use in infantry companies. By the time of Falkenhayn’s dismissal, the 
number of machine guns in the field had tripled since August 1914.145 The 
Germans captured and used thousands of French and British machine 
guns, even as German production increased. In the summer of 1915 these 
captured weapons made up about one-quarter of all the machine guns on 
the western front. On the eastern front, lightly armed cavalry divisions 
increased their firepower by using captured Russian machine guns.146

 The OHL moved aggressively to expand the number of machine guns 
available. Total production grew from about 7,200 in 1915 to 104,000 in 
1917. Hindenburg’s main emphasis was to make machine guns an inte-
gral part of infantry units, although machine gun companies, deployed 
across the front as the situation dictated, remained a substantial element 
of the army’s tactical firepower. The number of such companies grew 
from about 325 in 1914 to 2,500 in 1918, while their complement of guns 
doubled. By 1918, every infantry company had at least six machine guns. 
A respected authority estimated that the infantry’s strength in machine 
guns increased by a factor of eighteen from 1914 to the end of the war.147

Aviation and Antiaircraft Weapons

The German army and the German aircraft industry performed impres-
sive feats of numerical expansion, mission broadening, and technological 
progress over the course of the war, but these enhancements were not 
sufficient to meet the demands of German strategy and circumstances on 
the western front. The variety of missions foreseen in the 1913 doctrinal 
manual found expression in an air force that became increasingly capable 
of dropping bombs, conducting aerial combat, providing close air support 
and interdiction, directing artillery fire, conducting deep and close recon-
naissance, and transmitting orders and information.148 The problems that 
emerged in 1914—lack of aircraft, erratic measures for controlling them, 
and failure to use intelligence gathered by aviators—gradually found solu-
tions.149

Although German aircraft strength grew substantially during the war, 
the air force and the aviation industry could not match Allied numeri-
cal superiority over the long run. Small-state particularism continued to 
prevent full efficiency in the allocation of material and labor, even into 
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1917. The Germans developed the first machine gun synchronized to fire 
through a propeller and the first all-metal airplane in late 1915. Engine 
production remained the chief weakness in terms of both quality and 
quantity, but overall, German aircraft design and capabilities were some-
what superior to those of the Allies. Advances in design and materials be-
came barriers to production efficiency, however, as the race to maintain a 
technological edge produced rapid obsolescence. The Germans produced 
more than 200 types of aircraft as new methods and designs rapidly ren-
dered old models obsolete.

 The Hindenburg program established a production goal of 1,000 
new planes per month, while production itself remained under an inde-
pendent office. This lofty goal could not be consistently achieved. In the 
spring of 1918 the German air force, anticipating American participation, 
planned another massive expansion called the “America Program.” This 
unrealistic proposal, which aimed to increase the monthly production of 
aircraft to 2,000, had little impact on the final year of fighting.150 At the 
end of the war, Germany had about 2,500 first-line aircraft, while the Al-
lies had nearly 6,500. Ultimately, in the first air war, numbers triumphed 
over quality.151

The creation of a unified command of air units in March 1915 gave 
the chief of field aviation (Feldflugchef ) authority over all aviation offices, 
including production. A royal cabinet order of 10 August 1916 elevated 
this position to the equivalent of a corps commander with the title Com-
manding General of Air Forces (abbreviated Kogenluft), with his own 
General Staff officer. The Kogenluft reported directly to the chief of the 
General Staff and was responsible for all aviation units, antiaircraft ef-
forts, and the weather service, both in Germany and at the fronts.152 Spe-
cialized units for aerial combat, bombing, and so forth emerged as the 
embryonic structures of 1914–1915 gave way to the functional organiza-
tions that later became standard in twentieth-century military aviation. 
Command arrangements were a mixture of centralized and decentral-
ized structures, with the field armies, corps, and divisions sharing tac-
tical control of available air units. The air force’s main task gradually 
became an independent combat branch (Kampftruppe) alongside the tra-
ditional branches.153

Historians have generally concluded that airpower did not play a major 
role in the outcome of the First World War.154 This may be true, particu-
larly in view of the failure of what later became known as strategic bomb-
ing. The Germans’ first effort to mount a bombing campaign was against 
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Serbia before the invasion in 1915. That operation, plagued by a lack 
of appropriate aircraft, small bombs, and defective bomb fuses, failed. 
Later, the German campaigns to bomb London using zeppelins and then 
large bombers—the Gotha and R plane (Rieseflugzeug [giant airplane])— 
certainly produced no decisive results.155 Nevertheless, historians should 
not allow the postwar fascination with Douhet’s theories of aerial bom-
bardment of cities and factories obscure the very real contributions tac-
tical airpower made to ground combat in the last three years of the war. 
Beginning at least with the British offensives in the spring of 1917 (around 
Arras), close air support became an increasingly important part of the war 
on the western front.156

For the most part, tactical aviation was not much of an asset to the 
German army for most of the war, although artillery fire direction was 
an exception. Results of aerial reconnaissance were spotty at best in both 
east and west in the early critical days of August and September 1914. This 
was due in part to shortcomings in organization and communications 
rather than in the aviators. After the initial campaigns, the effectiveness of 
aerial reconnaissance varied according to the theater. The absence of seri-
ous Russian air opposition allowed Mackesnsen’s artillerists to build up a 
precise picture of the Russian defenses at Gorlice-Tarnow. Pairing an air 
unit with each corps commander’s artillery component contributed to the 
devastating effectiveness of the opening bombardment. Heavy artillery 
ammunition was in short supply after a month of campaigning, so for the 
attack on Przemyśl, Mackensen ordered that the fall of every shot from 
a heavy gun be observed.157 For the advance on Lemberg, German aerial 
reconnaissance ranged up to forty miles behind the front, keeping Mack-
ensen and Seeckt well apprised of the movements of Russian reserves. By 
June 1915, the German army in the east regarded aircraft as indispensable 
for reconnaissance, especially given the impotence of the German cav-
alry.158 Likewise, in the opening stages of the Serbian campaign in 1915, 
aerial reconnaissance gave Mackensen’s forces a critical edge. German 
soldiers in Serbia became so reliant on aerial reconnaissance that when 
bad weather grounded aircraft, Eleventh Army commander Max von Gall-
witz had to remind his soldiers that they were responsible for conducting 
reconnaissance.159

The western front was an entirely different matter. At Verdun, the 
Germans attempted to attain local air superiority to protect their artillery- 
spotting aircraft. Had this effort worked, it would have been very useful. 
They called the defensive cordon around their observers the Luftsperre, a 
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name adapted from the Sperrfeuer of the artillery, meaning fire to block an 
enemy advance or movement through a selected zone.160 The French soon 
won air superiority, and by 1 April 1916 they enjoyed a distinct advantage 
in artillery fire support around Verdun. This ultimately doomed the Ger-
mans’ entire enterprise.161

The German air force continued its essentially defensive approach 
through many of the Somme battles. The Germans blunted the Allied 
aerial offensive on the Somme just as they halted Haig’s grand attacks on 
the ground—inflicting and suffering great losses.162 By this time, some of 
the early aerial combatants had taken their place among military history’s 
legendary heroes, but they had little long-term impact on the grinding ae-
rial war of attrition, the results of which depended as much on production 
as on combat. As a result, German sources are replete with complaints of 
the great difficulties imposed on ground units by Allied close air support, 
regardless of how costly this may have seemed to British air commanders 
and historians.163 The late arrival of the new German fighter airplane—
the Albatross D1, with twin machine guns—opened a new era, but only 
on a limited scale.164

By 1918, the story was a familiar one. The Germans, reacting in part 
to British methods used in the Cambrai battle, had developed an effec-
tive system of managing close air support.165 The Germans massed more 
than 730 aircraft of all types (out of a total strength of 2,600 aircraft of 
all types and ages) for the opening offensive. They attained local surprise 
and temporary air superiority along the Michael front. Allied air forces 
quickly recovered, however, and soon exercised a dominating presence in 
the remaining German attacks and the subsequent counteroffensives that 
eventually brought the war to an end.166

An important if secondary part of the air war was antiaircraft artillery, 
which for much of the rest of the century was known as flak, from the 
abbreviation of the German term for antiaircraft cannon: Flug-Abwehr 
Kanon.167 The Prussian army’s antiaircraft experience began in 1870 when 
it tried to bring down balloons attempting to escape the siege of Paris. It 
failed, but the story resumed in 1906 when the Artillery Proving Commis-
sion directed new studies of the problems of engaging French balloons. 
German industry quickly produced 50mm, 65mm, and 75mm prototypes 
mounted on various vehicles. In 1910 Moltke extended these efforts to 
defense against airships, with considerable success. As the threat posed 
by airplanes became more apparent in the Italian campaign in Libya and 
the Balkan War of 1912, the army developed better systems. By 1914, the 
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Germans had the best antiaircraft programs in Europe, although these 
remained largely theoretical in nature.168

At the beginning of the war the army had a mere 18 such guns, but 
it had more than 2,550 by the time of the armistice. Along the way, the 
Germans attempted to adapt captured French, Belgian, and Russian field 
guns for antiaircraft use and then developed their own guns of 77mm 
and 88mm caliber. The reorganization of German aviation on 8 October 
1916 placed antiaircraft units under the new commander of the air force, 
replacing the Inspectorate for Flak originally established in 1915. Shortly 
thereafter, each field army acquired a staff officer, with the honors of a reg-
imental commander, to supervise antiaircraft matters and to coordinate 
all flak units, which then became separate from divisions and artillery reg-
iments. The army eventually organized its antiaircraft defenses in zones 
rather than in lines parallel to the front.169 All observers agreed that by 
1917, the coordination of machine guns and antiaircraft guns had made 
close air support a very dangerous mission. Overall, the Germans claimed 
(no doubt with considerable exaggeration) that they downed nearly 1,600 
enemy aircraft between 1916 and 1918.170

Tanks

The German army failed to develop an effective armored force during the 
First World War, a shortcoming widely regarded as one of its greatest fail-
ures.171 In 1913 the Rifle Examination Commission rejected a suggestion 
for the development of tracked armored vehicles because it saw no need 
for such vehicles, given the type of warfare the army expected.172 This lack 
of foresight, though understandable, carried over into the period of trench 
warfare. Although the army experimented with wheeled armored vehi-
cles in 1914 and 1915, serious development began only after the British 
launched history’s first tank attack on 15 September 1916 at Cambrai.173 
Ludendorff, who had arrived at the OHL only two weeks previously, was 
not impressed by the Cambrai attack, which ended with a highly success-
ful German counterattack. He remained skeptical even after the German 
army began to create its own small tank units supplied with captured 
British vehicles. He thought the initial British advance succeeded only 
because it had struck a particularly weak portion of the German line, 
and he concluded that early German antitank measures were sufficient. 
The best weapons against tanks, he wrote after the war, were “nerves, 
discipline and bravery.” He later attributed the German failure to pro-
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duce large numbers of tanks to a lack of resources. Shifting production 
to tanks would have sacrificed other critical weapons and diverted critical 
manpower resources. He clearly doubted the utility of tanks unless they 
could be employed in masses.174

Nevertheless, the Germans developed competent designs for tanks and 
took the first steps toward creating a doctrine for their use. The army’s first 
manual for tanks, written in January 1918, envisioned the new weapon as 
an auxiliary tool to assist the infantry in breaking into enemy positions. 
A few tanks accompanied storm companies in the 1918 offensive, where 
they were employed in the rear section of the first assault wave, behind 
the infantry of the lead platoons.175 Germany produced about two dozen 
of its own basic model, the A7V, by the end of 1917. At war’s end, the army 
had an additional 100 of these and nearly 600 of the LKI, a much lighter 
model.176 Nevertheless, they played no significant role in the last months 
of fighting. Postwar writers as diverse as Hans Ritter, a vociferous critic 
of the OHL on this issue, and Hermann von Kuhl agreed that more could 
and should have been done in tank development.177

Placing the German tank issue in the overall context of the war is no 
easy matter. The Germans lacked sufficient quantities of aircraft, motor 
transport, submarines, and a wide range of other finished products and 
raw materials, not to mention labor. Ludendorff argued that trading any of 
these for more tanks would not have been productive within the strategic 
context, given the view that the Germans had to win the war in 1918 or not 
at all. A few hundred tanks might have been decisive in the early stages 
of the 1918 offensive, but large numbers would not have been available 
until 1919, by which time Allied tank superiority would have been entirely 
overwhelming. As Holger Herwig has noted, by the time the OHL recog-
nized its mistake, it was too late.178 A timely appreciation of the potential 
of tanks would have provided yet another reason for the OHL to drop its 
extravagant war aims and end the war, just as it might have provided a rea-
son to postpone the 1918 offensive and wait for the tanks to arrive in 1919. 
By that time, Allied economic warfare might have ended the fighting in 
any case, regardless of American strength.

Artillery

Static warfare and the resulting trench lines created a variety of new chal-
lenges for the artillerymen of the First World War, and the Germans were 
no exception. As a result of observing the Russo-Japanese War, the Ger-
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mans had partially foreseen that shrapnel rounds would be of limited use 
against field fortifications and had adopted the “common” round to bridge 
the gap between high explosives and shrapnel. This was only margin-
ally successful. Both the field gun 96 n.A. and the light howitzer 98/09 
proved inadequate against the trenches and bunkers that dominated posi-
tional warfare by the end of 1914.

The German field artillery eventually modified its basic models to pro-
duce a new generation of field pieces more suited to trench combat. These 
were the field gun 16, the light field howitzer 16, and the light Krupp 
howitzer. Since the calibers remained constant, the main advantage of 
the new artillery pieces was a substantially increased range.179 Even so, 
German artillery gradually lost its prewar superiority as the French and 
British produced comparable guns in larger numbers with much greater 
mobility. Indeed, the use of motorized transport gave the Allies most of 
their superiority in 1918.180

The German artillery underwent a substantial expansion and rearma-
ment during the war. The field artillery expanded from about 6,300 tubes 
in 1914 to 11,000 by 1916. Nearly 800 batteries had the modified pieces 
described above, while another 1,200 retained the prewar models.181 The 
heavy artillery expanded even more, from about 575 howitzers in 1914 to 
6,800 early in 1918. In addition, the army produced more than 50,000 
mortars during the war.182 Overall production of artillery of all kinds in-
creased from about 100 pieces per month in 1914 to nearly 2,000 by early 
1918. Total German heavy artillery strength peaked in February 1917 at 
about 7,130. This included about 1,000 captured guns, mostly Russian. 
Losses in 1918 reduced the total to about 5,000 by the armistice. By that 
time, shortages of men and horses had become an even more important 
limitation.183

Gas Warfare

On 14 January 1915 two trains proceeded from Berlin to Wahn, on the 
western front, carrying contents labeled, in an eerie forerunner of Aus-
chwitz, “disinfection material.” Two companies of combat engineers then 
began training for the first important use of poison gas in the war.184 Al-
though the Prussian army had entered the war entirely unprepared for 
chemical warfare, Germany’s chemical industry, the best in the world, 
was well suited to develop such weapons. The War Ministry began such 
an effort in October 1914, fearing, correctly, that the French were doing so 
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as well.185 Following an early unsuccessful effort to use tear gas in January 
1915, the army was ready to conduct an experimental attack three months 
later.186

Although Falkenhayn and others at the High Command had legal and 
moral reservations about using poison gas, the exigencies of war soon 
provided them with reasons to rationalize its use. On 22 April 1915 the 
first large-scale gas attack, using chlorine, began, with the cover name 
“Disinfection.” Although the French had been warned by deserters, their 
resistance quickly collapsed. The attack’s success, though considerable, 
was purely local, since the Germans made no effort to exploit a break-
through. These first chlorine gas clouds, dispersed by thousands of small 
containers, were largely dependent on the wind and thus lacked flexibil-
ity.187 Despite the primitive means of dispersion, gas had proved its poten-
tial and became an increasingly dangerous and flexible weapon.188

 Contrary to many later accounts, poison gas was a very effective weapon 
by the final year of the war. Both sides used it in nearly every major battle 
on the western front that year, where gas-related deaths (perhaps 91,000 
in total for the war) were only part of the story. A recent review of the ev-
idence convincingly argues that gas served a variety of purposes beyond 
killing enemy soldiers, from rendering trenches unusable (mustard gas) 
to killing horses. The real impacts were in reducing soldiers’ effectiveness 
and in producing heavy if non-fatal casualties.189 For a variety of reasons, 
developments after the war concealed gas’s tactical potential in positional 
warfare, even as it became a key element in the visions of the prophets of 
airpower. 

Relationship between Front and Rear

The relationship between the front units and higher headquarters varied 
considerably in the German army over the course of the war. Outside the 
western front, the more mobile nature of the war demanded the move-
ment of higher headquarters. This was especially true during the 1915 
campaigns against Russia and Serbia. During the latter campaign, for ex-
ample, Mackensen’s army group headquarters had to relocate three times 
in six weeks. Given the relatively poor state of communications at the 
OHL’s eastern headquarters at Pless, control over higher field command-
ers was exercised with a very light touch. Perhaps the most important pa-
per communication to the OHL was the memorandum written by Seeckt 
that outlined the idea of a summer offensive into Poland.190
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All three OHLs spent the vast majority of their time on the western 
front.191 Located in places that were well serviced by every means of mod-
ern communication, the OHL was well situated to exercise tight control 
over the field armies and army groups in the west. As noted earlier, com-
manders of army groups and armies were soon complaining about the 
OHL’s constant intrusion into their areas of responsibility.192 This over-
sight included considerable amounts of administrative trivia, including 
reports and correspondence of all sorts. The “paper war” on the western 
front eventually became a serious problem for both the OHL and the field 
units. However, much of this correspondence was essential to keep the 
General Staff apprised of circumstances at the front and within the army. 
The General Staff aggressively sought reports on lessons learned from the 
field and used these to prepare and disseminate numerous adjustments 
to all kinds of doctrinal publications, technical manuals, procedures, and 
the like throughout the war, but especially after Ludendorff arrived at the 
High Command. Between February and March 1918, for example, the 
High Command sent 22,000 pounds of official publications to the field, 
about 160,000 cartons.193 Even Ludendorff, one of the chief instigators 
of both valuable and questionable paperwork, occasionally complained 
about the “flood of paper” that burdened the units. In 1917 a single foot 
artillery battery reported that in a six-week period it received the following 
correspondence: 1,044 numbered orders and letters, 160 monthly reports, 
and a daily total of 10 to 12 tactical orders and 60 to 80 routine orders.194

 The related problem of the relationship between headquarters and 
the front units eventually became a serious issue on the western front.195 
Trench warfare threatened army cohesion because it created a gap, at least 
in perception, between the men in the trenches and the headquarters and 
support units whose duties kept them in rear areas, far beyond the danger 
of the front lines.196 The problem had two aspects: the question of whether 
higher headquarters were aware of the army’s real circumstances and its 
fighting potential, and the state of morale and discipline in the front-line 
units (discussed separately below). 

 Falkenhayn certainly made numerous trips to the front units and 
showed an indifference to personal danger, but the problems that began 
during his tenure worsened by the time Hindenburg and Ludendorff took 
over at the OHL.197 Ludendorff made strenuous attempts to encourage 
General Staff officers at all levels to maintain close contact with their front-
line units. An order of 22 April 1917 recognized that General Staff officers 
were not going to the front to see the combat zones for themselves and 
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maintaining close personal contact with the units and their commanders. 
“During battle,” he instructed his subordinates, “the General Staff officer 
belongs beside his commander; in the periods of preparation he belongs 
at the front as much as and as often as possible.” He closed with the ad-
monition that he expected business to be conducted this way in the future 
and that the chiefs of staff at the army groups and field armies would 
see to it.198 Throughout the war, the General Staff continued its practice 
of rotating General Staff officers between field units and staff positions, 
although this frequently proved impossible under the pressures of con-
tinuing combat and shortages of trained staff officers.199 After the war, 
when the alleged problem of Frontfremdheit (literally, being a stranger to 
the front) became a serious point of criticism, senior officers insisted that 
no such problem had ever existed. One argued that, in his experience, 
commanders and General Staff officers had visited their front-line units 
several times a week.200 Nevertheless, Ludendorff clearly recognized that 
“frequently the higher staffs appear to have too little personal contact with 
the units.”201 Wilhelm Groener, writing after the war, conceded that the 
divisions had lost contact with higher commanders and that this problem 
extended all the way to the emperor. He placed ultimate responsibility on 
the nature of positional warfare.202

Discipline and Morale

There is no doubt that the German army’s discipline suffered over the 
course of the war, but the extent to which this affected the war’s outcome 
is unclear. The war at first obscured but then quickly accentuated the fun-
damental divide between social classes in the army. After the war, critics 
alleged that the privileged officer class had abused or at least alienated 
much of the army’s enlisted force and that the resulting Offizierhass (ha-
tred of officers) had been a major factor in eroding the army’s fighting 
power.203 There is no doubt that a combination of war weariness, Allied 
military superiority, personal resentments of various kinds, and disap-
pointment over the failure of the 1918 offensive had seriously reduced the 
army’s morale by mid-1918. It is likewise certain that the army’s legendary 
discipline declined during the war and reached crisis proportions by the 
beginning of armistice discussions in October 1918. Beyond that, much 
is still in dispute.

Although German officers died in larger proportions than did enlisted 
men, the fact that they maintained their prewar social superiority and priv-
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ileges was an important part of the army’s morale and discipline prob-
lems.204 Officers enjoyed better living quarters (except in the most forward 
positions), superior rations, and enhanced opportunities to receive deco-
rations than did enlisted soldiers.205 The shortages of food that afflicted 
the civilian population extended to the front by 1918. Front-line soldiers 
complained that rations were unsatisfactory in both quantity and quality 
and that the distribution system gave officers many advantages.206 Looting 
of captured Allied magazines was a serious problem during the 1918 of-
fensive.207

The influx of new officers into both regular units and the new divisions 
formed during the war may have made these problems worse. Lacking the 
socialization and experience of their prewar counterparts, many new offi-
cers could not deal with the problems of their soldiers.208 By spring 1915, 
the shortage of experienced officers and the inadequacy of their replace-
ments had become obvious to senior leaders.209 This issue is revisited in a 
later section of this chapter.

 Corruption of the army’s system for awarding medals for bravery 
during combat both cheapened the honor of those who deserved recog-
nition and created another gap between officers and enlisted men. Exces-
sive and undeserved promotions and awards for senior officers had long 
been a hallmark of Wilhelm II’s reign. Helmuth von Moltke, for exam-
ple, commented in 1909 that whereas his uncle had needed a victorious 
campaign to win the Schwarz-Adler award, epigones such as himself re-
quired only three days of maneuvers.210 The first large-scale distribution 
of wartime medals began during the Verdun campaign and continued 
for the remainder of the war. For example, the army passed out more 
than 3 million Iron Crosses, including some to civilians in Germany. This 
well-intentioned effort to build solidarity merely created widespread con-
tempt on the part of front-line soldiers for those in the rear who had not 
earned combat awards. As the Austrian representative at the OHL noted, 
many officers joked sarcastically that only suicide would prevent one from 
receiving the Iron Cross Second Class.211

Enlisted men especially resented officers who received undeserved 
awards or who recommended awards for unworthy persons, such as their 
personal aides who had never seen combat. The nearly universal award-
ing of the Iron Cross to rear-area staff officers was particularly offensive.212 
Others blamed officers for allegedly sending enlisted men to their deaths 
so that commanders could win medals for their battlefield successes.213 
Regardless of the possible exaggerated nature of such accusations, the 
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army never remedied the abuses in the awarding of decorations. En-
listed men properly felt that the army rewarded too many officers and not 
enough of those in the ranks.214

Military Justice

Throughout the war the Prussian army’s disciplinary procedures were 
anything but harsh, and they did little to deter unauthorized absences or 
even desertion to Allied lines. Germany’s military legal code, established 
in 1872 and amended by the controversial reforms of Chancellor Chlod-
wig Hohenlone-Schillingsfürst in 1897, accorded accused soldiers many 
of the rights and procedures of civil law.215 Death sentences played no 
significant role in German military justice either before or during the war, 
and even the punishment for desertion was relatively mild.216 The Ger-
man army executed fewer than 50 soldiers during the First World War for 
all causes, including about 40 for offenses associated with disobedience 
to orders, desertion, mutiny, or assault on a superior.217 The British and 
French armies, by contrast, together executed 3 officers and 347 enlisted 
men.218 During the course of the war, leniency was, in effect, built into the 
military justice system in part because it could not adjust to the demands 
of massive and lengthy combat. One scholar has identified four main 
characteristics of the military justice system that produced leniency even 
in serious cases: (1) the system was slow to begin proceedings, (2) many 
judges had no front-line experience and were sympathetic to the accused, 
(3) the complicated rules offered defendants ample room for maneuver, 
and (4) the punishments themselves were lenient.219 The army’s historical 
office later concluded that in July 1918 the High Command demanded 
that units enforce the death penalty in appropriate cases to deter other 
serious breaches of discipline.220 By 1918, there were serious disciplinary 
problems as tens of thousands of soldiers took various routes to avoid the 
front lines.221 Many of them, including former prisoners returning from 
Russia, were in no mood to return to battle in the western trenches.222 
About 10 percent of the men transferred from the eastern to the west-
ern front in 1918 deserted.223 By late summer and into the autumn, such 
problems multiplied as the hope of ending the war in the great offensive 
of 1918 faded. Even so, desertion never became a serious threat to the 
army’s total numbers. Christoph Jahr’s calculations clearly show that only 
a small percentage of the army’s 13.5 million soldiers deserted over the 
course of the war.224 Even minorities such as the Alsatians, over whom the 
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army kept an especially watchful eye, did not desert in disproportionate 
numbers until late in the war.225 In August the General Staff issued an 
order warning of the necessity to tighten discipline and even impose the 
death penalty for cowardice in the face of the enemy. An order in July had 
instructed officers to use their weapons if necessary when men refused to 
participate in attacks.226 Thousands of soldiers, perhaps hundreds of thou-
sands, had created chaos in parts of the army’s rear areas by autumn.227 
Some critics blamed this on the lax enforcement of discipline and the rou-
tine imposition of lenient punishments, but the declining circumstances 
of the army and its prospects for victory were obviously the real culprits.228 
One important aspect of dealing with these problems was the vast change 
in the nature of the officer corps between August 1914 and the end of the 
battles at Verdun and on the Somme in 1916.

Replacing the Junior Officer Corps

The German army, like the armies of France and England, suffered devas-
tating officer casualties in the opening weeks of combat in August 1914. 
As early as September, Colmar von der Goltz, then governor of Belgium, 
warned the Military Cabinet that some of his battalions had only two offi-
cers. Noncommissioned officers had taken the place of fallen officers, but 
Goltz’s request to commission some of them fell on deaf ears at the Mili-
tary Cabinet.229 The Prussian army, according to Volkmann, entered the war 
with about 22,000 active and 29,000 reserve officers. New commissions 
granted between August 1914 and mid-November 1915 totaled about 7,500 
and 52,500, respectively. Of these newly commissioned men, about 5,600 
and 7,560, respectively, had been killed by the middle of November 1915, 
with many more wounded. By late June 1915, for example, the Kaiser Al-
exander Guards Regiment had suffered 100 percent turnover in its officer 
corps.230 General Hans von Zwehl, using archival material now lost, calcu-
lated that about 40 percent of the regular officer corps of 1914 had been 
killed by the armistice and that about one-quarter of the newly commis-
sioned regular officers had met the same fate.231 Volkmann also estimated 
that the army had a total of 45,000 regular and 226,000 reserve officers 
during the war. Ludendorff’s statement that 80 to 90 percent of the prewar 
officers had become casualties by 1918 may not have been much of an exag-
geration.232 Constantin von Altrock estimated that at least 90,000 officers 
from all the German contingents were wounded during the war.233 Many 
of them, of course, returned to duty at the front, but many others did not.
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 By 1916, the old officer corps was no longer serving in the army’s com-
pany-level units, with only rare exceptions. Regular officers had filled va-
cancies in the staffs and other higher positions in the old and newly created 
regiments, divisions, and so forth. By 1917, even many battalion command 
positions were held by reserve officers, an unthinkable proposition in 
peacetime.234 The old Prussian officer corps had nearly ceased to exist at the 
levels at which officers directly commanded soldiers in training and com-
bat.235 Commanders and high staff officers noted the critical shortage of 
regular officers and the consequent weakening of the army.236 The General 
Staff, responsible for conducting the war, had little influence over the ar-
my’s personnel matters, which continued to rest with the ultraconservative, 
not to say reactionary, Military Cabinet. That institution was unwilling to 
make any fundamental changes in the commissioning process that might 
undermine the aristocratic and “old Prussian” nature of the officer corps. 
The changes the Military Cabinet and the emperor did authorize merely 
reinforced the army’s traditional social policies. As one author has demon-
strated, the army made numerous changes in the selection and training 
of potential officers and noncommissioned officers to serve as substitute 
officers, but it did little if anything to broaden the social base of the junior 
officer corps until the emergency situations of 1918.237 The army’s 5 Decem-
ber 1916 decision to transfer many cavalry officers to the infantry provided 
the latter branch with a small number of new officers, as had a previous 
decision to abolish superfluous positions in the dirigible program.238

This crisis, though more severe than anyone had foreseen, was not en-
tirely unexpected. Realizing that the army would soon be short of officers, 
war minister Falkenhayn and the chief of the Military Cabinet initiated a 
series of changes to personnel policies in August 1914. The army offered 
to reinstate officers it had previously dismissed (either by military courts 
or courts of honor) for minor legal or social infractions, leaving individual 
decisions to the newly appointed substitute corps commanders in Ger-
many.239 New applicants for commissions were to be judged by the tra-
ditional standards of “worthiness” and social background. In September 
Wilhelm II made minor changes to speed the process for granting reserve 
commissions to enlisted men who had distinguished themselves in com-
bat and whose social backgrounds were suitable for regular officers in 
peacetime. This, in effect, raised the standards for granting commissions 
to enlisted men. The regimental-based officer election principle remained 
in force for the granting of regular commissions.240 A subsequent order of 
the Military Cabinet in December also stressed the consideration of social 
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background in any personnel actions.241 In fact, the army promoted very 
few enlisted men to the officer corps during the war, perhaps as few as 
150 altogether.242

Other measures followed, but most had the effect of ensuring that the 
army’s traditional basis of officer selection and promotion (social class 
and seniority, as well as ability) would endure after the temporary inter-
ruption of the war. The Prussian officer corps, much like the American 
army during the Vietnam era, was not willing to abandon the principles 
of its officer personnel system for such a minor event as war. On 1 Sep-
tember 1914 the Military Cabinet promoted all officer candidates to lieu-
tenant and ordered a combing-out of staffs for officers to be sent to units 
at the front. The emperor and the Military Cabinet assured all officers 
that temporary assignments would not compromise the seniority lists and 
that special assignments were only a wartime measure. The War Ministry 
authorized the deputy corps commanders to use up to five civilians to re-
place adjutants who had gone to deployed units. Finally, as foreseen prior 
to the war, the army created the special rank of sergeant-lieutenant (Feld-
webelleutnant) to give capable enlisted men the responsibilities of junior 
officers without granting them commissions.243

Training the army’s new lieutenants was a great challenge under the 
conditions of continual combat and expansion in the number of units. 
The destruction of the archives makes an evaluation of the commission 
and training processes difficult. New active-duty officers spent three 
months in a replacement unit, three months in a front unit, and three 
months in the officer candidate course at Döberitz. If they passed the ex-
amination, they returned to their field units for various periods and then 
received commissions if their commanders and unit officers approved. A 
separate course for reserve officer candidates provided similar training for 
those not eligible for or not seeking regular commissions.244

Concluding Remarks

Once the initial war plans and campaigns miscarried in 1914, both sides 
had to reconsider their strategy. For the Kaiserreich, this was particularly 
difficult, as there was no overarching power that could successfully in-
tegrate the various elements of the German military and government. 
Wilhelm II, already self-limited by his prewar promise not to involve him-
self in military matters, could give only passive support to Falkenhayn. 
This meant that the direction of the German war effort throughout 1915 
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and 1916 was marked by a constant struggle between the two principal 
centers of power: the OHL and the Ober Ost. Although Falkenhayn pre-
vailed in 1915, Hindenburg and Ludendorff, as well as their supporters in 
the civilian government, waged a relentless campaign against him. The 
kaiser’s impotence was revealed by his reaction to Hindenburg’s high-
handed resignation threat in January 1915, which was nothing more than 
the utterance of imprecations. Frankly, it is difficult to imagine Wilhelm I 
standing for Hindenburg’s behavior or, for that matter, Hindenburg even 
contemplating such an action. 

Falkenhayn’s conduct of the war was a mixture of shrewd insight and 
false assumptions. His judgment that Britain was the true center of grav-
ity of the alliance was correct. The decisions to mount operations in Gali-
cia and against Serbia were as necessary as they were astute. Falkenhayn 
correctly judged that the parlous condition of Austria-Hungary required 
an attack with major forces in Galicia, although some of his closest associ-
ates such as Wild and Tappen were skeptical.245 Likewise, Turkey’s isolated 
condition necessitated that Bulgaria be added to the Central Powers and 
that Serbia be overrun if a secure land route was to be established. Given 
the successes won on the eastern front and in Serbia, plus the Turkish 
victories over the British at Gallipoli and Kut and the failed Anglo-French 
offensives on the western front, 1915 marked the high point of success for 
the Central Powers. 

Despite these successes, Falkenhayn’s position as head of the OHL 
rested on shaky foundations. His direction of German strategy was hin-
dered by the fact that he was operating with slim resources. There were 
instances when Falkenhayn argued with the Ober Ost or with Conrad over 
the disposition of small, lightly armed units such as individual cavalry 
divisions, reserve divisions, brigades, or even Landwehr organizations.246 
The unremitting campaign of the Ober Ost, abetted by many in the gov-
ernment, including Chancellor Bethmann-Hollweg, left Falkenhayn with 
no room for error, a circumstance that came true in August 1916. Also, 
the victories won were important, but none was of decisive importance. 
The major advances on the eastern front eliminated the prospect of a Rus-
sian invasion of Austria-Hungary and permanently neutralized any threat 
to East Prussia. The impact on the Russians, however, was transitory in 
nature. Although the great retreat led to the replacement of Russian com-
mander in chief Grand Duke Nikolai by Tsar Nicholas II, and although the 
Russian army suffered immense losses of men and equipment, the army 
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was not eliminated. It would recover, and far more quickly than expected 
by either the Germans or the Austro-Hungarians.247

The victory over Serbia was likewise indecisive. Mackensen could 
truthfully report that he had completed the mission assigned to him at Al-
lenstein on 16 September 1915: the Serbian army had been defeated, and 
a land route to Turkey had been opened.248 The remnants of the Serbian 
army and the government, however, had escaped to the Adriatic coast. By 
June 1916, the Army of the Orient at Salonika was bolstered by the arrival 
of six refitted Serbian divisions. This force, though quiescent for a long 
time, was a beacon for Serbian nationalists in occupied Serbia.249

The victories in 1915 also revealed underlying strains in the Central 
Powers over postwar goals. The disagreements between Austria-Hungary 
and Bulgaria over occupied Serbia and between Austria-Hungary and 
Germany over the Balkans were noted earlier. In the case of the latter, 
Conrad’s actions after Serbia’s occupation proved to be the final straw in 
the complete breakdown in relations between him and Falkenhayn. Dis-
agreements between the dual monarchy and the Kaiserreich also cropped 
up with regard to Poland, beginning with dissension over the manner in 
which the Central Powers entered Warsaw. After that, matters went from 
bad to worse as German and Austro-Hungarian military and diplomatic 
authorities disagreed over the status of Poland after the war, while the 
Poles had their own ideas.250

Falkenhayn’s idea that Britain was the main enemy was a shrewd in-
sight, but he lacked the means of carrying the fight to the British, espe-
cially after he concluded that the British position in Flanders could not 
be assaulted. The High Seas Fleet had its one moment of tactical and 
technical splendor at Jutland, but then it retired to strategic irrelevance. 
The naval fight against Britain would have to be carried out using the 
distinctly unsatisfactory method of submarines and the rules of prize war-
fare against merchant shipping. The chief of the Admiralty Staff, Admiral 
Henning von Holtzendorff, wanted to mount an operation against the 
Baltic Islands in late 1915, but Falkenhayn would have none of it.251 Op-
posing the British was also the principal reason for bringing Ottoman 
Turkey into the Central Powers. Although the performance of the Turkish 
army was a pleasant surprise, using it to carry the fight to the British was 
the second-best option for Falkenhayn. 

Having run through his options and cleared the decks, Falkenheyn 
came up with the rather peculiar idea that the best way to fight Britain was 
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by mounting an operation against France. His underlying assumptions 
were optimistic to the point of delusional. Falkenhayn believed he could 
fight a controlled battle of attrition in which the French suffered the vast 
majority of the casualties. In addition, Falkenhayn apparently believed the 
British would stand idle while this took place.252

Falkenhayn’s assumptions were proved invalid even before the attack 
began, and he had to accede to the demands of Crown Prince Wilhelm 
and his chief of staff, Konstantin Schmidt von Knobelsdorf, for a larger 
assault force. Although Falkenhayn was right in assuming that the French 
would react strongly to an attack on Verdun, he clearly underestimated 
the depth of French resistance and its effectiveness. Joffre and General 
Phillippe Petain were able to employ French artillery to devastating effect, 
while also devising an excellent supply system.253 Although the Somme 
offensive got off to a bad start, it also inflicted heavy casualties on the 
Germans, magnified by the policy of holding every inch of ground. The 
combination of failure at Verdun and heavy losses on the Somme under-
mined Falkenhayn’s position at the OHL. Romania’s entry into the war 
proved to be the proverbial straw that broke the camel’s back with regard 
to Falkenhayn’s position. 

While changes were occurring at the top of the German army, they 
were happening at the lower end as well. The pace of losses was hav-
ing a profound effect on the German army in a number of ways. The 
Queen Elisabeth Guards Regiment, like the Kaiser Alexander Regiment, 
had suffered 100 percent turnover in officers. By August 1915, seven of 
the Elisabeth Regiment’s companies were commanded by non-noble offi-
cers. Several of them had reserve commissions, an almost unimaginable 
circumstance in the prewar army. The bloodletting of Verdun and the 
Somme simply completed the process begun by the onset of war: destruc-
tion of the prewar army.254

By the end of 1916, Germany was in a perilous situation. Although Ro-
mania had been brought to heel by the operational and tactical brilliance 
of Mackensen and Falkenhayn, the western front was another matter. The 
line opposite the BEF had been stabilized as both sides fell into mutual 
exhaustion, but Verdun was an unmitigated failure. Although Jutland was 
arguably a tactical success, it was a strategic failure, and the British block-
ade continued to strangle the Germany economy. As 1916 turned into 
1917, the operative word for Germany was “new.” The war would have 
to be fought by a new army with new tactics and under a new OHL, with 
Germany’s most popular hero at the helm. 



Austro-Hungarian emperor Francis Joseph (right). Next to him is Archduke Franz 
Ferdinand, the heir to the throne before his ill-fated visit to Sarajevo on 28 June 1914. 
(National Archives)



Coalition warfare: Mackensen visiting an Austro-Hungarian unit. (Bain Collection, 
Library of Congress)
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Conrad von Hötzendorf, 
pondering war and perhaps 
his impending marriage. 
(National Archives)
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boss. (National Archives)



chapter nine
the third ohl strategic and 
tactical change, 1917–1918 

The events of 1916 created a major crisis for Ger-
many. Jutland, although tactically satisfying for the High Seas Fleet, failed 
to alter the strategic circumstances of the naval war. The combination of 
the failure at Verdun, the heavy losses on the Somme, and the crisis on 
the eastern front created by the Brusilov offensive and Romania’s oppor-
tunistic entry into the war led to the deposing of Falkenhayn as head of 
the Second OHL, as detailed in the previous chapter. A number of people 
both in the government and at the court pressed Wilhelm II to turn to the 
most popular duo in Germany: Hindenburg and Ludendorff. 

Hindenburg and Ludendorff, 1916–1918

In the area of strategy, the advent of the Third OHL, as the Hindenburg- 
Ludendorff team became known, had a number of fateful consequences.1 
Deeply committed to total military victory, the new team rejected all ef-
forts to limit war aims and military efforts designed to reach a negotiated 
peace.2 Instead, the new OHL became much more aggressive in political 
affairs and soon achieved nearly total military domination of the conflict 
in an effort to see the war through to victory at any cost. The arrival of Hin-
denburg, who was already a mythical figure, produced a renewed faith in 
Germany’s prospects for victory in both the army and the civilian popula-
tion. Hopes ran extraordinarily high that the victor of Tannenberg could 
achieve an even larger military success, regardless of the weakness of the 
foundations for such hopes. So great was the respect for Hindenburg that 
some argued that if worse came to worst, an unsatisfactory peace would 
be more acceptable under Hindenburg than under Falkenhayn.3 Even the 
army’s enlisted men had great confidence in Hindenburg and Ludendorff 
at the outset of their time in the OHL.4 

 Ludendorff was the central figure in the new OHL. His dominant will 
and powerful but limited intellect found their full expression, and he soon 
became the most important individual on the German side in the war. As 
Gerhard Ritter noted, Hindenburg’s signature on documents authored 
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or shaped by Ludendorff was “no more than a mere matter of form.”5 
By 1917, Ludendorff no longer required the chief of staff’s signature on 
anything but the most important documents. Decisions normally rested 
with Ludendorff.

The duo “reoriented German strategy, diplomacy, and domestic pol-
icy.”6 They also reinvigorated the war effort on land by accelerating 
changes in tactics, both offensive and defensive, and by intensifying the 
army’s training and drive for efficiency. In the fall of 1916 they convinced 
the emperor to replace war minister Adolf Wild von Hohenborn with Her-
mann von Stein, who faithfully implemented most of their programs in 
the domestic and armaments arenas. In January 1917 they succeeded in 
bludgeoning Bethmann-Hollweg into accepting unrestricted submarine 
warfare. To support all this, they pushed the government into adopting the 
“Hindenburg program,” a rash and ultimately counterproductive effort to 
mobilize the nation’s entire material resources in a ruthless expansion 
of the production of munitions and weapons. To gin up public support, 
the duumvirate employed a major propaganda campaign aimed at the 
German civilian population. Hindenburg and Ludendorff thus commit-
ted the nation to military triumph at any price and sought a victory that 
conquest alone could produce. The policies put in place to achieve that 
conquest are now examined in turn. 

Unrestricted Submarine Warfare

The most controversial of Ludendorff’s decisions was the turn to un-
restricted submarine warfare, a dismal tale that has been related many 
times. One study called it the “worst decision of the war.”7 The German 
navy began the war without any comprehensive study of the effects of a 
commerce war on England, but it soon began to look into the matter.8 Al-
though a new epoch in naval warfare began on 22 September 1914, when 
a German U-boat sank three English cruisers off the Dutch coast, the first 
discussions of a submarine blockade against England in September and 
October 1914 came to nothing because of a crippling shortage of U-boats.9 
In August 1914 the German navy had twenty-four submarines (actually 
submersibles), a number that rose to twenty-nine by year’s end. They 
sank a mere three commercial vessels by the end of December. Germany 
adopted unrestricted submarine warfare in February 1915, with poor re-
sults. By the end of August, the twenty-seven available submarines had 
managed to sink only twenty-one England-bound ships, one of which was 
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the Lusitania. The kaiser, influenced by Bethmann-Hollweg and moderate 
naval leaders who feared that President Woodrow Wilson’s protests would 
lead to American entry into the war, ordered a cessation of the campaign 
on 18 September 1915.10 Falkenhayn, originally opposed to unrestricted 
submarine warfare, reconsidered his position around Christmas 1915. 
Bethmann-Hollweg successfully resisted this, however, and Wilhelm 
agreed. Admiral Tirpitz resigned in March 1916, when the kaiser again 
declined to approve a resumption of unrestricted submarine warfare, and 
the Verdun campaign began without it.11 

When Hindenburg and Ludendorff took over the OHL in September, 
they sensibly opposed the immediate adoption of unrestricted submarine 
warfare because, under the circumstances, Germany could not afford to 
add new enemies, particularly the United States. They decided to wait at 
least until the end of the campaign in Romania.12 Legal questions played 
little if any role in discussions of submarine warfare, but it should be 
noted that moral and legal rectitude did not reside entirely on the Al-
lied side, considering the nature of the British blockade of Germany.13 
As summer gave way to autumn, Tirpitz’s successor, Admiral Henning 
von Holtzendorff, renewed the push for naval expansion and a submarine 
campaign. Radical nationalists, Pan-Germans, and other extremists soon 
joined in demanding all-out attacks on commercial targets.14 The success-
ful offensive against Romania in December 1916 removed the OHL’s last 
reservations, and on 8 December Hindenburg joined the navalists in de-
manding the removal of all restrictions on Germany’s submarines.15 

Regardless of whether one accepts the argument that this decision 
made American entry into the war and ultimate German defeat inevitable, 
it was certainly a fateful decision. The irony was that Ludendorff, who had 
long been demanding massive efforts on the eastern front, pushed for a 
measure that added a very powerful enemy but provided no immediate 
assistance against Russia. Bethmann-Hollweg, who still had the emper-
or’s confidence, finally gave in on 9 January 1917, probably in the belief 
that this was the last chance to win the war. He was also no doubt dis-
couraged by the failure of his latest proposals for negotiations.16 These 
failed because of both the nature of his demands (which were moderate 
in comparison with prior and later goals) and the Allies’ outright refusal 
to consider anything short of surrender.17 His reward was a renewed ef-
fort by Hindenburg to convince the emperor to dismiss him. Germany’s 
reward was war with the United States.18

This fateful decision seems especially foolish in light of the unimpres-
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sive results expected and the even more meager results achieved. Holt-
zendorff hoped that the renewed unrestricted campaign would sink about 
600,000 tons of Allied shipping per month. By late 1916, cruiser-type 
attacks were sinking about 350,000 to 400,000 tons a month, leaving an 
anticipated gain of a mere 200,000 tons as the booty for provoking Amer-
ican intervention. Based on this, the navalists hoped to induce the British 
to conclude a peace.19 The campaign rarely achieved its monthly goal, and 
by September, sinkings were fewer than in late 1916. The Allies defeated 
the U-boats by a combination of convoys, mine warfare, aerial patrolling, 
expanded food production in England, increased ship construction, and 
rationing.20 The German navy’s hope for success had rested in large part 
on the anticipated psychological reaction in both Britain and neutral 
countries, but this, too, proved ephemeral.21

 The irony was that the collapse of the tsarist regime a month after the 
Germans announced their decision created the long-sought opportunity 
to end the war in the east on favorable terms. Ludendorff had long seen 
such an eventuality as an opportunity to both expand war aims in the east 
and shift the bulk of the army for the war’s decisive battle in the west. By 
mid-1917, then, the German position might have been quite favorable, 
with Russia out of the war, the United States remaining neutral, and Ger-
many able to attack the Western Allies with all available forces.22 In this 
context, the decision for unrestricted submarine warfare was both prema-
ture and foolish.

To others, the decision to adopt unrestricted submarine warfare is evi-
dence of the triumph of technical military matters over political consider-
ations, with catastrophic results—allegedly a predominant characteristic 
of German strategy in general. Actually, the decision followed logically 
from the political and military circumstances as they were known at the 
time. Ludendorff could not have predicted the imminent collapse of the 
tsar’s government. He did recognize, however, on the basis of very con-
crete evidence, that the “war of material” in the west could not go on for-
ever and that the army had insufficient means to strike a decisive blow 
against England and France. From the days of the elder Moltke through 
Schlieffen, the younger Moltke, and even Falkenhayn, German military 
leaders assumed that the nation could not win a long war on two fronts. 
Both the results of the English blockade and the emergence of positional 
warfare across the western front reinforced the view that Allied mate-
rial superiority would eventually prevail unless a decisive blow could be 
struck. In discussing the decision for unrestricted submarine warfare, 
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historians should consider the impact of the Somme fighting and the Al-
lies’ emerging ability to dictate the nature of the so-called material battle 
on the western front. The decision for unrestricted submarine warfare 
was, therefore, a fateful and ill-considered gamble, but not necessarily a 
completely baseless or irrational act of narrow military chauvinism.23 The 
decision did not ignore political considerations; rather, it rested on a wide 
range of political, economic, and military factors, including war aims and 
possible annexations. That the navy, the chancellor, and the chief of the 
General Staff were entirely wrong in their estimates of the campaign’s 
success and impact is another question. 

Russia’s Collapse and the Treaty of Brest Litovsk

The culmination of the Brusilov offensive and the defeat of the Romanian 
army in late 1916 brought the eastern front back to a condition of stasis. 
The imperial Russian army had made its last effort. By early 1917, the en-
tire tsarist regime was in a state of near collapse. Even as early as January 
1917 there were instances of soldiers refusing to attack.24 The prospect 
of full revolution became real on 8 March 1917, when a women’s protest 
over shortages of bread and coal in Petrograd resulted in Russian Guards 
Corps infantrymen refusing orders to fire on them. The disorder quickly 
spread and overwhelmed the spent tsarist government. Within a week, 
the Romanov dynasty, which had ruled Russia for three centuries, was no 
more.25

The position of the provisional government, headed by Alexander 
Kerensky, was that it would continue the war, at least defensively. In an 
ill-conceived effort to restore discipline to the army, in June 1917 Keren-
sky ordered an offensive against the part of the front held by the Austro- 
Hungarians. The attack enjoyed initial success, but it was fleeting. Within 
days, the attack had broken down completely under the weight of deser-
tions and German counterattacks. The line of the Central Powers ad-
vanced some sixty miles.26

The final actions on the eastern front took place at the northern end of 
the front. On 1 September 1917 German forces seized Riga, after unveil-
ing new tactics (discussed later in this chapter). The last action occurred 
in October 1917, when the German army and navy executed the most 
successful amphibious operation of the war. A navy armada of 300 ships, 
including 10 battleships wrested from the High Seas Fleet, and XXIII Re-
serve Corps’ 24,000 men (in reality, a heavily reinforced 42nd Infantry 
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Division), sailed from Libau on 11 October 1917. Arriving off the island of 
Ösel the next morning, the Germans landed and seized the three Baltic 
islands of Ösel, Moon, and Dagö.27

The sudden fall of the tsarist regime gave the OHL an opportunity to 
finally wind up matters on the eastern front. To facilitate the prospect of 
a separate peace, the German government arranged the passage of noted 
revolutionary Vladimir Lenin from Switzerland to Petrograd. Lenin, who 
had publicly stated the desire to take Russia out of the war, immediately 
tried to undermine the provisional government. By the autumn of 1917, 
the provisional government, weakened by the terrible economy and 
self-inflicted wounds, was teetering. On the night of 6–7 November 1917 
Lenin and his Bolsheviks gave it a final shove, overthrowing the govern-
ment and seizing power. 

Once in power, Lenin immediately sought to extricate Russia from the 
war. What followed was a negotiation between Leon Trotsky and Ober Ost 
chief of staff Max Hoffmann that can only be described as bizarre. After 
Trotsky walked out, saying that Russia would follow a policy of “no peace, 
no war,” the OHL ordered the resumption of offensive operations. On 
3 March 1918 Lenin ordered Trotsky to agree to Germany’s terms. The 
Treaty of Brest Litovsk was followed by the Treaty of Bucharest in May 
1918, which officially took Romania out of the war. 

The two treaties satisfied all the desires of the annexationists in Ger-
many, including Ludendorff. Germany gained vast new territories in what 
had been Russia’s Baltic provinces. Ideally, the treaties were designed to 
provide the Central Powers with all the food and raw material needed 
to continue the war and meet Germany’s domestic needs. In reality, the 
treaties were signed too late to make a difference. Disagreements between 
Germany and Austria-Hungary over Poland, as well as violations of the 
economic clauses, only furthered the unraveling of the alliance. Finally, 
the territorial gains required large commitments of manpower, 250,000 
Austro-Hungarian and 500,000 German soldiers, to garrison them.28 The 
“easterners” had achieved their victory. 

The Hindenburg Program

Hindenburg’s first major act upon replacing Falkenhayn was to launch a 
new effort to increase war production drastically. He succeeded in pushing 
through a number of internal changes to streamline industrial production 
and labor management. A new office, the Allgemeine Kriegsamt (Supreme 
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War Office) under Wilhelm Groener, supervised nearly the entire effort to 
mobilize the nation’s industrial resources. Though technically an element 
of the War Ministry, Groener’s empire worked directly for the OHL.29 The 
Hindenburg-Ludendorff team also proposed, and the Reichstag passed 
(on 5 December 1916), the Auxiliary Service Law to mobilize the nation’s 
manpower. Hindenburg saw these measures, conceived by Colonel Max 
Bauer and Ludendorff, as an effort to restructure German society for “to-
tal war.” The programs envisioned compulsory work for men under age 
sixty who were not employed in the armed services, extension of service 
obligations to age sixty, a vast increase in the mobilization of women, 
curtailment of nonessential work, exploitation of foreign labor, and a re-
structuring of labor-management relationships and industrial pricing.30

Overall, the Hindenburg program and related measures were counter-
productive failures. They were also unnecessary. Vast increases in the pro-
duction of rifles, machine guns, and artillery were largely achieved before 
the Hindenburg program could accomplish anything. The program failed 
to rationalize or efficiently control production costs, profits, or wages. It 
was essentially a surrender to industrial interests rather than a forced 
rationalization of the war effort. Personnel displacement caused seri-
ous manpower problems both in the army and in the factories. Even the  
Reichsarchiv concluded that the program did not significantly increase 
the production of what was really needed and could be effectively used, 
given the lack of critical raw materials and shortage of transport capacity 
at the front.31

Propaganda

German efforts to use censorship and propaganda to control the war’s im-
age at home began in October 1914 and intensified as the war progressed. 
The deputy commanding generals supervised the censorship programs 
in their districts, while various government officials, both civilian and 
military, held frequent press conferences in Berlin to publicize the offi-
cial news accounts of the war. In practice, the war minister’s inability to 
control the deputy commanding generals meant that the government did 
not achieve uniform standards in controlling local press commentaries 
on the war.32 The primary concern here was the effort to use propaganda 
to maintain the army’s fighting spirit, a challenge that became acute as 
the war effort faltered under the dual pressures of Verdun and the British 
offensive on the Somme.33
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Hindenburg and Ludendorff dealt with problems of morale and dis-
cipline by launching a campaign to increase soldiers’ motivation, the in-
famous program of “patriotic instruction” (vaterländischer Unterricht). In 
a memorandum of 29 July 1917 Ludendorff recognized that a number 
of the field armies had already created organizations to instill patriotism 
in the enlisted men and stated his intention to create a unified organiza-
tion for all such activity. The memorandum defined five essential areas of 
instruction: (1) causes of the war, (2) the scale of German successes and 
confidence in victory, (3) the necessity and significance of leadership and 
the need for authority and subordination, (4) the necessity of enduring 
economic and other hardships, and (5) an understanding that Germany’s 
enemies would attempt to use peace negotiations to rob Germany of the 
fruits of victory.34 Another office, the Military Bureau of the Foreign Of-
fice, took charge of foreign propaganda and collected reports to be made 
available within Germany.35

Over the next seventeen months, the program expanded widely as the 
OHL, the War Ministry, and various commands established the specific 
nature of “patriotic instruction” and its subjects.36 An order of the acting 
commander of XIX Corps on 15 December 1917 was probably representa-
tive. The commanding general distinguished among young recruits, veter-
ans, and wounded soldiers. Instruction for the first group would use tales 
of heroism to create enthusiasm for fatherland, freedom, comradeship, 
loyalty, obedience, and courage. Instruction for older enlisted men would 
stress the army’s understanding of their difficult financial circumstances 
and the social circumstances of the war. Instruction for wounded soldiers 
would take note of their need for recovery. Specific themes for all three 
groups were as one might expect: German culture and the value of its 
diversity; responsibility for the war; Germany’s past victories and future 
prospects; acceptance of economic hardships; valuing the qualities of Ger-
many’s land, geography, and people; and satisfaction with constitutional 
and legal issues. Significantly, only the subject of war aims was banned.37

One would expect the resulting massive campaign to be one-sided and 
its “instruction” nationalistic, but it went to extremes that remind one of 
the crass nature of modern governmental propaganda. Its content ranged 
from silliness (warning German women against having sex with Allied 
prisoners) to moral self-righteousness (based on alleged Allied atrocities). 
Along the way, it waved the flag of the Pan-German annexationists, de-
spite the official prohibition against such subjects.38

By all accounts, the program accomplished little. The soldiers responded 
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with indifference at best, while many in the Reichstag denounced the en-
tire effort. Volkmann and Groener, no social democrats, both later wrote 
that the program in general and the Pan-German propaganda woven into 
it were futile at best and counterproductive at worst. Some commanders 
simply refused to participate on the scale Ludendorff demanded.39 This 
does not mean that the army’s morale collapsed because of the futility 
of patriotic instruction. On the contrary, the army’s morale and fighting 
spirit remained high until the combination of increasingly difficult phys-
ical circumstances and failure of the 1918 offensive caused a broad col-
lapse in the summer of 1918. 

Hindenburg and Ludendorff devoted a great deal of effort to imple-
menting policies to shape Germany’s society, economy, and political or-
der. All this, however, was of a piece. The principal problem for the new 
OHL was the same one that had flummoxed the Second OHL—namely, 
how to halt the battle of material, restore mobility to the battlefield, and 
achieve that elusive victory on the western front. This goal became even 
more imperative once the failure of unrestricted submarine warfare en-
sured that the United States would commit large numbers of men in the 
near future. 

The Shortcomings Revealed in 1914

After the German offensive ebbed on the Marne, and as the so-called race 
to the sea failed to produce new flanks to be exploited in the mobile battles 
anticipated in the prewar doctrines of both sides, the tools of siege warfare 
gradually replaced fire and movement as the primary means of combat in 
the western theater. Ironically, in view of subsequent developments, the 
French and British were the first to question the tactical assumptions of 
1914, whereas the Germans tended to attribute the failure of their open-
ing offensive to prewar armaments policies and the shortcomings of the 
man who had borne the responsibility for its execution. Even after the 
war, many knowledgeable officers maintained that senior commanders, 
not tactics, were the culprits in 1914.40 

The simple fact was that despite devoting a great deal of time and effort 
to preparing for war, the army had fallen short in several critical respects. 
These included the effectiveness of the army reserve component, espe-
cially in terms of individual soldiers; poor training for reserve officers; 
haphazard tactical performance; and a failure to coordinate the actions of 
infantry and artillery. 
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Training Deficiencies

One of the problems in preparing the German army for war in 1914 was 
that it, like most of its friends and enemies, was a cadre army dependent 
on reservists, particularly reserve officers, for much of its tactical perfor-
mance. In 1914, for example, a typical full-strength regular unit had only 
a few more active soldiers (54 percent) than newly assigned reservists (46 
percent). Reserve units had active officers in all ranks above captain, but 
these made up only about 1 percent of the unit’s total strength.41 The units 
that went to war were thus quite different from those that participated in 
peacetime training. The massive influx of reservists into mobilizing units 
may have robbed many battalions of any finesse and in some cases may 
have reduced tactics to massed headlong attacks.42

The prewar training cycle itself made unit-level training difficult. After 
the autumn maneuvers, and after the departure of soldiers completing 
their second year of active duty and any temporarily activated reservists, 
the training challenges of the company commander became critical. The 
need to repair equipment, maintain buildings, and train draftees in the 
most basic military skills left the commander with no unit to train in  
company-level tactics. This situation persisted well into the next year, and 
even then, companies and battalions trained with just over half their war-
time strength. This made realistic practice in tactical formations difficult, 
particularly in the areas of maintaining distances within skirmish lines 
and accustoming junior officers to the difficulties of controlling their 
units.43 Otto von Moser’s 1914 handbook warned of the danger of con-
ducting training with platoons and companies at peacetime strength be-
cause, once these units deployed in combat with their full complements 
of soldiers, they tended to be too tightly bunched together.44

More serious were the training shortcomings of the reservists. Al-
though every reservist was obligated to undergo two training sessions of 
up to eight weeks each year, and every Landwehr soldier up to fourteen days 
of training, as a practical matter, financial issues curtailed training in the 
majority of cases. This fact, usually overlooked by historians, meant that 
most reserve soldiers, in either the reserve units or the Landwehr, actually 
had only about half the training the formal programs required.45 Men who 
were not called to military duty went into the Ersatz reserve, to be used as 
replacements in wartime. But only a fraction of these men, perhaps as few 
as 3 percent, had been to the units for training or field exercises.46

Most command positions—indeed, virtually all ranks above captain— 
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were reserved for officers of the active army, but reserve officers dom-
inated numerically at the lower levels, particularly in the reserve and 
Landwehr units. As a result, reserve officers were more important in the 
battles of 1914 than most writers recognize, and from 1915 on, they were 
the real combat leaders.

Numerous military writers had warned before the war that reserve offi-
cers were not sufficiently trained to lead their units in wartime. It may be, 
as one noted historian has argued, that reserve officers were more likely 
to “go by the book” than were their better-trained and more experienced 
active counterparts, exhibiting more enthusiasm than coordination, but 
this is by no means a satisfactory general explanation. A contemporary 
officer named Bärensprung, writing in 1913, warned that reserve officers 
did not know what was in “the book” and thus did not know how to make 
tactical decisions and give good orders.47 The “book,” consisting of all the 
army’s manuals on infantry and combined-arms tactics, did not call for 
dense formations in every case. Nevertheless, Dennis Showalter is correct 
in the substance of his argument that reserve officers tended to follow 
established norms rather than think flexibly and develop tactical forms 
based on their local situation, which was the essential requirement of the 
1906 infantry regulations.48 Indeed, Bärensprung argued that lack of ini-
tiative was the key shortcoming of reserve officers.49

Here, it should be noted that some historians critical of the army’s 
social exclusivity have argued that reserve officers had sufficient qualifica-
tions and that the war proved they were just as good as the active officers 
of the prewar army.50 Neither argument stands up to examination. Re-
serve officers had only a fraction of the active officers’ experience in com-
manding units, they had much less opportunity to study on their own and 
participate in the official and unofficial war games that were a staple of the 
army’s training, and they had very differentiated experiences in their time 
as one-year volunteers. While it is true that differences in tactical profi-
ciency between experienced active and reserve officers had diminished by 
1918, the near absence of prewar officers at the company level makes any 
meaningful comparison almost impossible. Equally important, by 1918, 
all the units and their officers on the western front were so accustomed to 
trench warfare that a return to mobile warfare required emergency mea-
sures to train them to follow the new regulations of mobile warfare. It is 
worth noting that when units were transferred from the western front for 
operations in the east or Serbia in 1915, they took extensive hikes to pre-
pare them for mobile warfare.51
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Efforts to find other sources of reserve officers also proved unavailing. 
The War Ministry’s attempt to train one-year volunteers as combat leaders 
in July 1914 was quickly overcome by events.52 Those who had spent years 
on active duty before moving into reserve positions had difficulty main-
taining currency in tactics, and although they were more experienced, 
they might be even less prepared than one-year volunteers just leaving ac-
tive duty.53 Regular units also complained about the difficulties in training 
reserve officers, the requirements of which could be difficult to meet.54 
In fact, it seems that some units all too willingly excused their reserve 
officers from annual field maneuvers, a practice that may have eased the 
units’ tasks in the short run but harmed both the reserve officers and 
the army in the long term.55 By 1914, many voices in the Prussian army 
were warning that reserve officers, though hopefully better than those 
of other nations, were not fully prepared to take their places beside their 
active counterparts—an especially important issue because even the open 
literature recognized that the majority of infantry officer positions would 
be occupied by reservists.56 The highly respected General Otto von Moser 
warned in the fourth edition (1914) of his prewar handbook that many 
active and reserve officers made serious mistakes in tactics.57 The experi-
ence of 1914 showed that these concerns were quite justified.

Excessive Haste in Infantry Attacks

Excessive haste in training may have been the foundation of the army’s 
fundamental weaknesses going into the war. But the prewar criticism and 
the early war experience related to unrealistic views of combat primarily 
involved the tendency to practice tactical deployments and movements 
too rapidly. Connected with this was the refusal by many commanders 
to consider protracted, methodical attacks on prepared positions. Nearly 
twenty years prior to 1914, Schlichting had warned against excessive haste 
in simulating combat in training of all kinds. He was by no means the 
first to issue such a caution.58 The experiences of 1870–1871 had shown 
the dangers of sending units against enemy positions without proper 
preparations ranging from sufficient reconnaissance to adequate artillery 
support. The much-maligned infantry regulations of 1906 recognized 
that training tended to proceed much more quickly than real battles. Ar-
ticle 253 of the regulations specifically warned against unrealistic haste 
in peacetime practice. This was difficult to execute in practice, as com-
manders pushed their units to move and attack quickly. The resulting 
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hasty course of the action created “peace tactics” that did not correspond 
to reality. To deal with this, the regulations instructed umpires to work to 
slow down attacks to attain realism.59

Numerous authors—some in accord with Schlieffen and the army es-
tablishment, as well as some mavericks—warned in subsequent years 
that the army had not heeded these words of caution. Hugo von Freytag- 
Loringhoven and Konstantin Hierl were among those who repeated the 
warnings after Schlichting’s influential writings gave the issue substantial 
prominence.60 The semiofficial weekly Militär-Wochenblatt contained a 
number of articles on the “hunting attack,” one conducted with the haste 
of hunting rather than with the caution and reduced speed appropriate to 
real combat.61 Other articles recalled the elder Moltke’s warnings against 
excessive haste or called for more energetic action by umpires to prevent 
commanders and units from attaining false victories by rapid acts of bra-
vado.62

The results of early combat in 1914 were mixed. Some units moved im-
mediately to attack without proper reconnaissance and artillery support, 
while others exercised much caution. The Prussian emphasis on rapid 
judgment and speedy execution of decisions encouraged haste, as did the 
battlefield situation. Delay, after all, frequently assisted the defender more 
than the attacker, particularly where large units were involved in critical 
efforts to turn enemy flanks or gain valuable terrain before its defenders 
could strengthen their positions.

Combined-Arms Action

This led to a related issue, also much discussed in the prewar literature 
on training and combat: combined-arms warfare. Long before 1914, nu-
merous doctrinal publications and private writings emphasized the need 
to bring all available weapons to bear in combat.63 Nevertheless, it is clear 
that commanders frequently did not wait or make the effort to achieve 
ideal or even minimal combined-arms effects before sending their infan-
trymen into the jaws of the defender’s firepower, a shortcoming by no 
means limited to the Germans.64 Prewar warnings on this point went un-
heeded.65 Given the limitations of communications tools in 1914, the con-
flict between the requirement for speed in mobile warfare and the need 
to synchronize infantry and artillery was a serious issue for all armies.66 
The army’s prewar literature recognized this problem, but no solution 
was at hand until late in the war.67 Attacking forces everywhere were un-
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able to overcome the disadvantages they faced, a challenge surmounted 
only later in the war with improved infantry tactics and combined-arms 
cooperation.

Overall, it is reasonable to conclude that although the official regulations 
foresaw most of the problems inherent in conducting offensive combat, 
too many commanders failed to train their officers and units in how to 
implement those official recommendations.68 One prewar officer warned 
that regiments massed their infantry in areas that the regulations set 
forth as appropriate for platoons. Here again, the problems of peacetime 
training with understrength units created distortions that found their re-
venge on the battlefields of 1914.69 This was due in part to the principle of 
decentralization in training, whereby the twenty-five corps commanders 
could create their own priorities and systems, and individual command-
ers could maintain outdated and erroneous practices throughout their 
tenures, which in some cases lasted eight years or more.70

In conclusion, it is difficult to disagree with the postwar views of those 
officers and contemporary historians who posited that although the reg-
ulations were strong in many respects, training and practice did not al-
ways follow them.71 Overall, the experience of the Germans in the period 
1900–1914 is another illustration that doctrine is only as valuable as its 
implementation, no matter how solid its content. Once the deficiencies in 
the army’s doctrine and practice had been exposed by the test of combat 
in 1914, the army had to correct them, while also fighting a war on at least 
three fronts.72

The Challenges of Stellungskrieg

The tactical challenges of what the Germans called Stellungskrieg (posi-
tional warfare) on the western front led to two immediate problems. The 
most pressing was making the transition to preparing extensive defensive 
works and relying on defensive rather than offensive tactics as the pri-
mary means of conducting warfare. The other, then only dimly emerging, 
was the problem of attacking in trench warfare. Most authors agree that 
the Germans quickly adapted to the need to construct effective field forti-
fications and trench systems, but in the long run, this was only a partial 
solution to the first problem and was of no relevance to the second.

As the trench lines became more continuous and the stalemate along 
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the western front became more rigid, both sides sought to fight primar-
ily by intensifying their prewar tactical methods. This meant, in the de-
fense, reliance on stronger field fortifications supplemented by increased 
reliance on machine guns and continuing emphasis on defending and 
retaining every foot of the front line. On the offense, both armies began 
to stress artillery preparation to create gaps that could be exploited by 
what were still relatively dense lines of riflemen. Thus, by the end of 1914, 
circumstances had forced battalions and even companies to abandon the 
so-called parade-ground tactics of the prewar era and to adopt the spirit of 
the infantry regulations of 1906, intensifying their efforts to achieve close 
tactical coordination with the artillery.73 As early as March 1915, a War 
Ministry memorandum conceded the failure of prewar tactical methods 
under the circumstances of the ongoing war.74 It should also be noted that 
the development of new equipment tailored to the requirements of attack-
ing trench lines was already under way by the end of 1914.75 The problem, 
then and later, was that movement had disappeared from tactics, and the 
traditional balance between fire and movement had been lost.76

Defensive Strategy in the West

Several factors combined to place defensive warfare at the center of the 
German army’s concerns on the western front. In November 1914 Falken-
hayn, who had replaced the younger Moltke as chief of the General Staff 
and thus as the head of OHL, decided to send reinforcements to the east-
ern front. The greater opportunities for successful offensive operations 
and the dire necessity of rescuing the Austro-Hungarian army from its 
disastrous defeats in Galicia dominated Germany’s short-term concerns. 
In any case, additional major offensives on the western front were un-
likely to succeed because of the army’s heavy losses during the opening 
campaign, the severe shortage of artillery munitions, and the seemingly 
impossible task of attaining decisive results without lengthy and detailed 
preparations. For the most part, the German army remained on the defen-
sive on the western front from the fall of 1914 until the Verdun offensive 
of 1916, and it did not mount a major offensive until March 1918.

Two major long-term factors gradually reshaped the army’s approach to 
positional warfare in the west until December 1917. Most important from 
the strategic point of view was the effort to find defensive methods that 
could cope with the increasingly dangerous Allied offensives at a cost the 
army could bear in a lengthy war. Defending became increasingly diffi-
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cult and costly as the enemy’s superiority in artillery and aviation became 
more pronounced. By 1916, in fact, no system of field fortifications could 
protect the Germans from the enormous barrages mounted by the Brit-
ish and French, although the full extent of that problem was only dimly 
apparent in early 1915. The German army thus faced the dual problem 
of preventing Allied breakthroughs and avoiding levels of attrition that 
would gradually destroy its powers of resistance.

In a related but separate development, the army sought new methods 
of attacking in positional warfare, which were necessary both to recover 
defensive positions lost to Allied offensives and to build the foundation 
for effective offensive action when the strategic situation allowed it. Ex-
perimentation by small units eventually produced a series of innovations 
that offered a partial solution to the problems of tactical stalemate. These 
were termed, with questionable validity, “infiltration tactics.” Since tacti-
cal developments required adaptation to the changing nature of warfare 
on the western front between 1915 and 1918, that theater became a place 
of fairly constant, if gradual, change. 

Falkenhayn, who still hoped to achieve a decisive victory in the west, 
at first adhered to the traditional Prussian concept of holding ground at 
all costs. In memoranda to the western field armies in January 1915, he 
insisted on defending the front line of trenches and recovering them if 
necessary. He was subsequently severely criticized by subordinate com-
manders and historians for his stubborn inflexibility. Conversely, even in 
January 1915 he advocated defense in depth, calling on the armies to cre-
ate second lines of trenches and even authorizing units to retreat to those 
trenches for protection against enemy artillery fire. In this, he was at least 
a year out in front of the tactical changes for which others later gained 
fame. Thus, while it is true that he demanded a static defense along the 
front positions, his views were realistic, in that he allowed the units to 
move within the forward positions as the situation required.77

Tactical Developments Elsewhere 

While the Germans adopted a defensive posture on the western front, ma-
jor offensive operations were conducted on the eastern front and in Serbia 
in 1915.78 Combat on both fronts was conducted using standard infan-
try tactics. The most important development was the Germans’ ability to 
combine the capabilities of aerial reconnaissance, artillery, and infantry. 
For the Gorlice attack, aerial reconnaissance allowed Mackensen’s artil-
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lery officers to pinpoint targets for the opening four-hour bombardment. 
The infantry assault was timed to begin in the final moments of the bar-
rage, so that the infantry would reach the enemy trenches just as the bar-
rage was lifting.79 Against the Russians, this formula proved devastatingly 
effective in the 1915 campaigns. The same system was employed with 
success against Serbia, although bad weather and poor observation occa-
sionally resulted in German artillery rounds falling short, into their own 
infantry positions.80 In both cases the Germans were aided by the weak-
ness of the enemy’s artillery response. The German forces also employed 
practices that were contrary to those used on the western front. While 
the War Ministry was emphasizing night combat operations, for example, 
German forces in Russia and Serbia sought to maximize the advantages 
of daylight.81 Thus, the experiences gained on other fronts offered little 
help to the OHL as it attempted to solve the problem of deadlock on the 
western front. 

Defense in Depth

By the middle of 1915, the Germans had begun to debate the correctness 
of their doctrinal requirement that the front line be held under all cir-
cumstances.82 It should be noted that at some locations the Germans had 
already begun to prepare a second line of strongpoints behind the front 
line, in a manner, according to some, suggested by Schlieffen in 1905.83 
The British assault on the German lines at Neuve Chapelle on 10 March 
1915 was a case in point. At Neuve Chapelle, German Seventh Army’s 
forces had deployed in considerable depth, in accordance with Falken-
hayn’s very broad directives. The front lines were weak, but about 1,000 
yards behind them was a line of concrete machine gun nests. A local 
backup force stood ready behind the machine guns. The main reserve 
force was about 4,000 yards behind the front line. The British quickly 
overcame the front line but could make no headway beyond it, a failure 
perhaps equally attributable to the German defense and a bungling Brit-
ish command system.84 The German reserves restored most of the lost 
ground in a rapid counterattack.85 Not too much should be made of this 
single battle, as other German units managed to repulse Allied attacks 
whether they had fully adopted Falkenhayn’s system or not.86 A prelimi-
nary manual published by the High Command in February 1915 required 
the stubborn defense of every foot of land and warned that defense in 
depth did not mean a weakening of the forward positions. Accordingly, it 
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called for deployment of reserves in the front line if it became seriously 
threatened.87 Over the next few months, the entire German front began 
to correspond to Falkenhayn’s vision of a static but deep defense, relying 
on a double system of combat trenches connected with communications 
trenches and numerous machine gun nests for firepower.

In October 1915 the General Staff issued a new version of the February 
manual with the title “Instructions for Positional Warfare.” This docu-
ment called for at least two defensive positions (preferably three) suffi-
ciently separated so that the enemy would have to undertake two attacks. 
Each position was to have at least two lines, and each line of trenches was 
to be separate so that enemy artillery could not attack them simultane-
ously. The first line was the main line of resistance, to be held or taken 
back.88

Here, it must be noted that the origins of the revised German tactics are 
in dispute. G. C. Wynne, one of the authors of the official British history 
of the war, argued that these relatively minor changes were copied from a 
French document captured early in 1915.89 Though widely accepted, this 
view is incorrect. The original impetus came from German Third Army, 
which had already partially adopted these changes; the French document 
merely provided a corroborating argument.90 The French document, 
moreover, contained only the sketchiest outline of a defensive system. It 
was less detailed than Falkenhayn’s instructions of January, and its pro-
visions were primitive compared with both the preliminary manual (Feb-
ruary 1915) and the system being implemented by several German field 
armies, in particular Seventh Army at Neuve Chapelle.91 The captured 
order may have had some influence at the High Command, as Wynne 
suggests, but only after April 1915.92 Even then, its influence would have 
been indirect and delayed, since the German army had already started 
to move toward defense in depth and had already gone far beyond the 
French order. 

At about the same time, a higher-level debate began on essentially the 
same subject. A group of General Staff officers at the OHL, led by Bauer, 
argued for a general thinning of the front lines to protect the infantry 
against the increasingly effective Allied artillery fire. Little remains of the 
actual views held by these officers in mid-1915. Wynne concluded that 
they went so far as to propose methods that would invite enemy break-
throughs on a small scale to set up flanking machine gun fire and vigor-
ous local counterattacks. This extreme view, if it really existed, found no 
favor with senior officers at the OHL, then or later. 
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Opposed to this group was an officer later associated with tactical 
flexibility, Colonel Fritz von Lossberg, head of the Operations Section of 
that portion of the General Staff–OHL that had not moved to the east-
ern front.93 Lossberg accepted the principle of defense in depth but in-
sisted on the necessity of the prewar doctrine of holding the front line at 
whatever cost. Accordingly, in August the OHL ordered German Second 
Army to issue a doctrinal pamphlet on defensive positions emphasizing 
both the necessity and the limits of flexibility. The publication noted that 
the enemy might penetrate the front line and that deep positions must 
be available to halt further advances. Lossberg, who later remarked that 
his subordinates at the Operations Section lacked experience at the front, 
thus maintained Falkenhayn’s position of limited flexibility within the 
context of holding or recovering the front line. Some divisions resisted 
even this slight modification to prewar doctrine, and the OHL felt com-
pelled to send General Eberhard von Claer to supervise implementation 
of the army-level regulation.94

 Some commanders, in contrast, readily accepted the need for more 
flexibility and even began to link defense with a revival of offensive tactics. 
In May 1916 General Hermann von Stein, commander of XIV Reserve 
Corps and later war minister, issued a pamphlet covering the defense of 
his area of the front. He ordered a reduction in the number of defenders 
in the front line, with the main line of resistance to be in the second line 
of trenches, where the bulk of the machine guns were placed. The ene-
my’s penetrations were to be defeated by flanking counterthrusts.95

The German reactions to British and French attacks in September 1915 
marked another step in the evolution of German defensive methods and 
the emergence of Lossberg as the army’s chief expert on conducting de-
fensive battles. Following some initial losses, German Third Army pro-
posed a significant retreat under enemy pressure. Falkenhayn, who had 
returned to discuss matters with the kaiser, appointed Lossberg chief of 
the General Staff of that field army. From that time until the end of the 
war, Lossberg served as a sort of fireman for the western front, moving 
from one field army to another as the Allies mounted major offensives at 
various points along the lengthy front from Verdun to the English Chan-
nel.96 According to Wynne, Third Army halted the Allied offensive pri-
marily because of the defensive system Lossberg quickly established. This 
is no doubt an exaggeration, since Third Army had long since adopted a 
deep defensive system along the lines previously established by Falken-
hayn and the High Command. The system had a well-positioned line of 
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outposts on a ridge crest, a front line on the reverse slope, a rear position 
on the forward slope of the next ridge (giving good fields of fire and obser-
vation of the first ridge’s reverse slope, down which the attackers had to 
advance), and a second strong position on the reverse slope of the second 
ridge. The total depth was about 8,000 yards, placing the final positions 
beyond the range of most Allied artillery.97 The enemy offensive ended at 
this second main position, on the reverse slope of the second ridgeline. 

The Reichsarchiv historians concluded that, although the two German 
armies attempted to adhere to the prewar principle of holding the most 
forward position, both actually relied on a second position beyond the 
range of enemy artillery fire. The success also demonstrated the potential 
effectiveness of immediate local counterattacks as the enemy force lost 
some of its cohesion when taking portions of the front line, where a garri-
son of one man for each two to three yards of front had proved sufficient. 
Both armies successfully used enfilading fire to engage the flanks of those 
portions of the enemy forces that advanced beyond the front line.98 Loss-
berg no doubt vigorously executed the defensive efforts of Third Army, 
but he did not create the dispositions on which they were based.

Defense along the Somme

In October 1915 the General Staff circulated a new manual called “Prin-
ciples for Positional Warfare,” outlining a new defensive doctrine. The 
brief document (twenty large pages) laid out general principles for the 
defense. Every stretch of front had to have at least two positions located 
far enough apart so that assaulting them both would require two separate 
attacks. Each position had to have at least two defensive lines, which were 
required to have sufficient distance between them so that enemy artillery 
could not attack both simultaneously. The manual designated the first 
line of the first position as the “main line of resistance” (Hauptkampflinie), 
which was to be held or taken back if lost. The publication emphasized 
the construction of protective positions sufficient to withstand artillery 
attacks and located so that the defenders could quickly occupy the firing 
line. Positions were to emphasize flanking fire by machine guns and bar-
riers with gaps to facilitate counterattacks. Finally, the manual empha-
sized cooperation between the defender’s infantry and artillery, and it 
demanded close communications with higher headquarters.99

As the Battle of Verdun progressed, Falkenhayn recognized the need 
to create field manuals to incorporate lessons learned and techniques for 
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using new weapons. In cooperation with the War Ministry, he issued a 
series of new manuals under the title “Regulations for Positional Warfare 
for all Arms.” The initial titles included “Mine Warfare,” “Illumination 
Methods,” “Construction of Positions,” and “Means of Close Combat.” 
This series was in its infancy when the British attack in the Somme sector 
began.100

The next major test of the deepened German defensive system was 
the famous Battle of the Somme, perhaps the Germans’ most wrenching 
battlefield experience next to Verdun and Langemarck. The sacrifices of 
the British and, to a lesser degree, the French have dominated the histo-
riography of the Somme battle, which became a symbol of futility, poverty 
of leadership, and stubborn squandering of human life in an act of enor-
mous stupidity.101 It was a traumatic experience for the Germans as well, 
for the same battle marked a new phase in combat on the western front—
the emergence of the infamous “battle of materiel,” in which the great 
weight of Allied firepower and resources was matched against the primar-
ily human resources of the German army. The experience also produced 
the famous German defensive manual of 1917, one of two fundamental 
reorientations in German combat methods during the war.102

The weight of the primarily British attack on the Somme fell on Ger-
man Second Army, commanded by General Fritz von Below, with Loss-
berg arriving as chief of the General Staff just as the ground assault began 
on 1 July 1916. Lossberg’s predecessor had proposed a local retreat as the 
British infantry approached, but Falkenhayn would not hear of it and dis-
patched his defensive specialist to oversee that part of the front.103

Second Army had prepared a static but deep defense according to 
principles that had been generally accepted if not ideally implemented 
across the entire western front. The defense consisted of three positions 
to provide immediate tactical defense and local support and reserves for 
the front units. The first position apparently consisted of three lines of 
trenches 150 to 200 yards apart. The second position, located beyond the 
range of the bulk of the British artillery as deployed on 1 July, was also 
strong, while the third, about 3,000 yards behind the second, was still 
under construction. The German plan was to use a combination of deter-
mined resistance along the first line of trenches and local counterattacks 
in an effort to defend the first position, where about half the available 
infantry awaited the assault. The first position was on a forward slope to 
increase its field of fire, with the hope that the entrenchments and bun-
kers could withstand the anticipated Allied artillery barrage. The defend-



THE THIRD OHL : 369

ers knew a major assault was coming, although Falkenhayn thought the 
main effort would be against neighboring Sixth Army.104

The British attack, aimed at a major breakthrough, opened on 23 June 
1916 with an enormous artillery barrage. Over the next seven days the 
British artillery, densely concentrated and greatly superior to that of Ger-
man Second Army, fired between 1 million and 1.5 million rounds at the 
German positions. On 1 July dense waves of British infantrymen, disdain-
ing more sophisticated fire and movement tactics and expecting the total 
destruction of the German trenches, moved forward.105 Their expectations 
were largely correct as far as the German trenches were concerned but 
fatally incorrect about the nature of the remaining resistance.

By 1 July, the weight of the British bombardment had almost com-
pletely annihilated the entire first German position. Telephone links to 
rear headquarters quickly fell victim, even though they had been dug into 
the ground. Trench lines, bunkers, and wire entanglements disappeared 
over the course of the weeklong shelling.106 The entire front line became 
a mass of craters as all but the deepest living quarters succumbed to the 
British artillery. The few survivors of the forward garrison, joined by those 
who emerged from the deep dugouts, took up defensive positions in the 
craters, from which they inflicted massive losses on the advancing enemy. 
Around 60,000 British soldiers fell on that infamous day, making it a 
lasting symbol of military failure. That development has frequently ob-
scured other important aspects of the Somme battles.

 The first of these overlooked aspects is the lengthy duration of the 
campaign and the enormity of the resulting struggle, which seemed to be 
a defeat for both sides in the long run. Despite their initial losses, the Brit-
ish and French continued their attacks along the Somme for months, with 
pauses for regrouping and preparations. Lossberg initially demanded that 
the forward commanders maintain every foot of ground and forbade any 
retreats, even while work on rear positions continued.107 The British re-
sponded with continued massive artillery bombardments and the insertion 
of additional infantry divisions. British aerial observers directed artillery 
fire onto successive German positions with deadly effectiveness, so that 
by 1 August, many rear lines and even the communications trenches had 
disappeared in the mass of craters.108 This actually turned into a sort of 
advantage for the defenders, however, as isolated groups of soldiers with 
their machine guns could not be identified visually. Nevertheless, unit 
after unit fell victim to the relentless British artillery fire.109 The Germans 
gave ground grudgingly and inflicted great losses. The British never man-
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aged to achieve a serious breakthrough, partly due to the determination of 
the defenders, but also partly due to their own shortcomings. 

The second major development during the course of the epic struggle 
along the Somme was the changed nature of the German defensive sys-
tem and its accompanying tactics. The Germans began to occupy the for-
ward craters with very light garrisons and to rely on local counterattacks, 
called counterthrusts (Gegenstösse), controlled by subordinate command-
ers to recover lost ground. If these failed or if the front-line units were 
unable to mount them, higher commanders prepared full-scale coun-
terattacks (Gegenangriffe). Lossberg began to change the emphasis from 
holding ground to containing the enemy advance and inflicting losses 
while reducing German casualties. Many divisions caught in this to-and-
fro combat across the moonscape of the battlefield lost up to 90 percent of 
their infantry strength by the time they were relieved.110 Front soldiers had 
to live in the shell holes, where the most basic necessities were lacking, 
opening an entirely new chapter in the war.111 Great problems emerged as 
the infantrymen found themselves plagued by thirst, made worse by their 
salty rations, and they were unable to acquire regular hot meals. The indi-
vidual soldier’s single flask of water hardly sufficed, and basic standards 
of hygiene lapsed. One division commander recommended, apparently 
with some success, the distribution of “hard spirits” as part of the in-
fantryman’s provisions.112 The first cracks in the army’s discipline, which 
later turned into a serious problem, began to show along the Somme by 
September.113

By the end of August, it was clear to the Germans that the English 
would not achieve a major breakthrough, but that hardly signified an end 
to the fighting. Sir Douglas Haig shifted his focus from German Sec-
ond Army’s front to First Army, in the Cambrai area, where heavy as-
saults continued into October. There the Germans experienced the same 
basic results: initial Allied successes against front lines annihilated by 
artillery fire, bitter back-and-forth fighting around rear positions, costly 
counterthrusts to restore critical positions, and eventual stalemate—all 
achieved at a terrible cost in men and material. Although precise figures 
are difficult to determine, when the final count was in, the bill was stag-
gering indeed. The Somme battles can be seen as the end of the prewar 
army. The Germans suffered about 465,000 casualties (dead and seri-
ously wounded) in the battles, many fewer than the British (420,000) and 
French (200,000) combined, but many more than their overstretched re-
sources could comfortably bear.114 After the Somme, as historians have 
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remarked, the German army no longer had large numbers of prewar of-
ficers, noncommissioned officers, and soldiers in its infantry units. The 
army had truly become a militia army, commanded at battalion level and 
higher by the regular officers of the old Prussian army, but actually pop-
ulated by citizens in arms who were relatively poorly trained and lacked 
many of the best qualities of the prewar force.115 Such battles could not 
recur indefinitely.

By September 1916, the High Command recognized the necessity of 
making fundamental changes in defensive fighting and began to collect 
reports and recommendations from divisional and higher headquarters 
that had participated in the battle.116 Although the specifics of the new 
concepts for defensive fighting varied, surviving accounts are remarkably 
consistent in their broad outlines and basic considerations. Perhaps the 
most important point was that the defending units had to assign fewer 
soldiers to the very vulnerable front-line positions. As the OHL’s own 
study concluded, “The more strength that was placed in the first line, the 
greater were the losses.” Nor should large numbers of soldiers take shel-
ter in the deep platoon-sized bunkers that had been constructed along the 
front lines of trenches, even though they provided good protection from 
artillery. If their occupants did not get out of these bunkers between the 
end of the barrage and the arrival of the enemy infantry, as was frequently 
the case, they became death traps or collection points for prisoners. In-
stead, most agreed, the main body of the defending infantry should be 
in the second and third defensive positions, far enough to the rear to be 
protected from the enemy’s preparatory artillery fire and the initial infan-
try assault.117

Equally important, most observers recognized that the units had to 
become more proficient in conducting counterattacks to regain import-
ant positions lost to enemy infantry. Gallwitz was brutally direct: “The 
infantry is not sufficiently trained for the attack.”118 This in turn required 
a major change in the nature of command in infantry tactics. Responsi-
bility for ordering and conducting counterthrusts (immediate local coun-
terattacks by the front units) rested with local commanders, usually at 
battalion level, using small units. The use of large units almost always 
produced high losses and failure. At this point, the concepts of offense 
and defense, separated by the realities of positional warfare and by Ger-
man military strategy since early 1915, began to converge in a rebirth of 
the old Prussian theory of mobile warfare, although this return to tradi-
tional basics was only dimly recognized at the time.119 Many observers 
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were critical of the command practices that had developed over nearly 
two years of positional warfare and admonished commanders to move 
closer to the forward lines, where they could directly intervene in tactical 
developments.

 Finally, the army began to reexamine its use of artillery based on the 
Somme experience. Gallwitz and others identified shortcomings in ar-
tillery as one of the primary problems that emerged during the Allied 
offensive. The infantry division commanders, even at this stage of the 
war, had insufficiently coordinated their measures with the supporting ar-
tillery. The latter, in turn, had relied too much on the use of gas to disrupt 
the enemy’s artillery rather than trying to destroy it. Both Gallwitz and the 
OHL stressed utilizing aerial observation in directing fire (a strength of 
Allied artillery) as an imperative. Furthermore, the High Command’s re-
port concluded, the heavy artillery should conduct the counterbattery bat-
tle, while the field artillery should concentrate on blocking the advance of 
enemy infantry. The continuing shortage of artillery munitions remained 
in evidence. In short, although the German defense had prevented a ma-
jor Allied victory in the Somme battles, its manpower and other resources 
would not allow a repetition of this outcome, which many regarded as a 
failure because of the losses incurred.120

New Principles of Defensive Combat

Generalfeldmarschall Paul von Hindenburg replaced Falkenhayn as chief 
of the General Staff at the end of August 1916, but the real force behind the 
High Command until the end of the war was First Generalquartiermeister 
Erich Ludendorff. Neither Ludendorff’s failed strategies nor his sinister 
reputation as a rabid anti-Semite and prophet of the Radical Right parties 
during the Weimar Republic should obscure the fact that he brought a 
fresh spirit of innovation and flexibility in both organization and tactics. 
He led the way in implementing a solution to the cruel dilemma that had 
arisen on the Somme and elsewhere—that is, a defense that succeeds in 
the short run is bound to destroy the army’s combat capability in the long 
run.121

Ludendorff has rightly received credit for many of the changes in of-
fensive and defensive tactics, but it is useful to remember that the two 
most famous regulations, dealing with principles of defense and offense 
in positional warfare, were part of a larger ongoing effort.122 As previously 
noted, Falkenhayn instituted a comprehensive review of the army’s basic 



THE THIRD OHL : 373

combat and related regulations beginning in April 1916. That project had 
started to bear fruit by the time Ludendorff arrived at the High Command.

Ludendorff vigorously pushed the process of doctrinal reform, with the 
goals of updating individual manuals and integrating the results into gen-
eral sets of instructions for defense and offense. The new series of spe-
cialized manuals, completed by 1 January 1917, covered the construction 
of positions, employment of artillery spotters, mortars, and the infantry’s 
communication with aviators and balloons; they also included a revision 
of Falkenhayn’s “Means of Close Combat.”123

 A team led initially by Bavarian Generalleutnant von Hoehn and Col-
onel Max Bauer (probably the key figure) prepared various drafts of com-
prehensive new regulations. Hoehn, Bauer, and OHL staff officer Captain 
Geyer had access to the full range of field reports, including those by 
Gallwitz, Crown Prince Rupprecht, and Lossberg, on which to base their 
new manual.124 It officially appeared on 1 December 1916 under the title 
“Principles for the Conduct of the Defensive Battle.”125 Part of this effort 
to improve the army’s defense was the requirement that every corps and 
division that had participated in the Somme battles submit a report on 
its experiences.126 The new regulations were intended primarily for the 
western front. The High Command was willing to accept the relatively 
minor price of some inconsistencies between practices in the east and 
those in the west, since the defensive problems of the latter were much 
more critical.127

Ludendorff’s subsequent account wrongly claimed that the manual re-
placed a static defense that was lacking depth and burdened by excessive 
garrisons, a criticism of the previous system that was only partly true.128 
Nevertheless, the manual is rightly seen as a fundamental change in pro-
cedure if not an entirely new approach to defense. The manual’s most 
important innovation, from which all else flowed, was the emphasis on 
inflicting the maximum number of enemy casualties while preserving 
friendly forces to the greatest extent possible, a recognition that man-
power relationships were more important than terrain.129 Accordingly, the 
defender was to substitute weapons for humans, mobility for standing 
fast, and lower-level flexibility for the rigid defense of lines.130 Although 
various editions of the manual changed slightly over the course of 1917 
and 1918, the basic principles remained the same.131

The Reichsarchiv historians, reflecting the judgment of senior partici-
pants after the war, concluded that the most important points of the new 
regulations and its defensive system were (1) maintaining the initiative 
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even while on the defensive; (2) substituting machines (e.g., machine 
guns, artillery) for soldiers; (3) employing a mobile defense, using terrain 
to create conditions as unfavorable to the attacker as possible; and (4) 
utilizing depth in defending.132 A supplemental General Staff instruction 
to the field in 1917 summarized the new system simply: “This offensive 
conduct of the defense, with a multi-sided surprise of the enemy, and 
the greatest possible preservation of our own human material with the 
greatest possible attrition (Verblütung) of the enemy is the main mission 
of the defensive battle in the West.”133 To achieve this reduction of losses, 
the January 1917 directive authorized extensive local withdrawals if the 
preexisting positions were especially exposed to enemy firepower.134

The earliest edition established three defensive zones: forward, main 
battle, and rear battle. Each was to be prepared with multiple lines and po-
sitions in great depth, with at least 3,000 yards from the front of the main 
battle zone to the front of the rear zone. Each zone was to have numerous 
strongpoints to produce flanking fire against groups of the enemy that 
managed to advance into them. All editions stressed granting flexibility 
to junior commanders in conducting their local engagements, although 
no zone was to be surrendered voluntarily.135 This flexibility gave division 
and even battalion commanders great latitude in moving their units from 
position to position and in choosing the time and place to use local coun-
terthrusts to annihilate or eject the attacker. 

Counterattacks

The manual stressed the use of two kinds of counterattacks to repel the 
enemy where appropriate, but not necessarily in all cases. The first, a local 
action, was to be used at the discretion of division or lower commanders 
when circumstances were such that they could carry it out with their own 
units. This counterstroke (Gegenstoss) required rapid action and little sys-
tematic preparation (reconnaissance, artillery, engineers, and so forth). 
The second action—a larger effort termed a counterattack (Gegenan-
griff )—was to be used when additional large units had to be brought into 
the battle. This required extensive preparation and had to be planned very 
carefully, because the assumption in this case was that the attacker had 
consolidated his position and was on the defense. Hence the roles were 
reversed, and the counterattack would be a potentially costly attack in its 
own right. The solution, appearing only in the last edition of the manual, 
was to move the counterattacking forces, called Engreif divisions, closer to 
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the front where possible.136 This reduced the time available to the original 
attacker to prepare a defense of the captured sector. This kind of revision 
indicates the continuing role of Generalleutnant Hoehn, who was behind 
much of the effort to reallocate the reserve divisions.137

These innovations involved a major change in the Prussian army’s old 
system of command. The division commander, located near the battle 
zone, replaced the corps commander as the primary leader of the defen-
sive battle. The corps commander’s primary role was to provide support 
of various kinds.138 Some of the details of that support, particularly the 
artillery, remained unresolved and controversial.139

Although Ludendorff had initiated a training program to improve indi-
vidual marksmanship throughout the western army, the regulations shifted 
the emphasis from individual action with rifles and grenades to machine 
guns as the basis for close combat. The relatively few machine guns in the 
forward line were to be used in a mobile manner. Ironically, the German 
army was gradually returning to its traditional offensive way of fighting, 
even as it remained mired in defensive combat in positional warfare.

The first proposals for such revisions, as well as the first edition of 
the manual, received a cool reception in portions of the western army, 
including Lossberg, who continued to resist what he regarded as excessive 
flexibility and surrendering of terrain.140 There seems to be no doubt that 
Ludendorff, in an unusual move that reflected his respect for Lossberg, 
gave the latter’s point of view a fair hearing and even circulated copies of 
Lossberg’s own proposals with drafts of the new regulations. Neverthe-
less, Ludendorff finally decided in favor of the Bauer-Geyer approach, the 
so-called elastic defense.141 “Elastic,” of course, referred to snapping back 
as well as bending under pressure.142 Many officers enthusiastically ac-
cepted the new approach, and the army began the process of learning how 
to implement it.143 Even Lossberg, who implemented defensive measures 
in his various subsequent assignments, successfully reconciled his views 
with those of the new regulations, effectively compromising between his 
concerns about holding important positions and the manual’s stress on 
mobility within combat zones.144

The various editions of the regulations addressed other questions re-
lated to a more cost-effective defense. From the outset of his tenure at the 
High Command, Ludendorff stressed increasing and improving artillery 
support for the infantry, and the new regulations contained numerous 
provisions for better cooperation between the two main branches. In 
addition, the new system emphasized using the air force for a range of 
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missions, from artillery spotting to attacking enemy artillery and other 
important targets.145

Training the Army in the New Tactics

To spread these new defensive concepts throughout the army as quickly as 
possible, Ludendorff ordered the establishment of a number of schools. 
General Otto von Moser, later a harsh critic of the army’s conduct of the 
war, established the first such school at Solesmes in January 1917. The 
school had a complete infantry division to test and teach the doctrine. The 
first class taught eight officers above the rank of regimental commander, 
while subsequent iterations at Sedan and Valenciennes taught younger 
staff officers and commanders who had not attended the peacetime War 
Academy. Eventually, the course at Solesmes had about 100 students per 
session, including German officers from the eastern and western theaters 
as well as guests from Austria-Hungary, Bulgaria, and Turkey. Observ-
ers of the OHL, including Captain Geyer, attended, and two were per-
manently stationed there to incorporate lessons learned into the various 
editions and amendments to the defensive manuals under preparation 
and modification. The training division established a combat test ground 
near the school to conduct exercises examining new concepts of defen-
sive positions and the use of mortars, gas, aviation, communications, and 
so forth.146 Nine special artillery schools conducted training in Colonel 
Georg Bruchmüller’s artillery methods.147

A few records of the General Staff describe the most famous courses 
taught at Sedan in 1917, offering glimpses into their content and meth-
ods. The seventh iteration, taught between 11 and 18 May 1917, covered 
the following general subjects by day: (1) main principles for the conduct 
of the defensive battle, including French artillery methods and the con-
struction of field positions; (2) construction of positions during the battle, 
such as command posts and antitank schemes; (3) infantry and artillery 
tactics in defense; (4) construction of rear positions, including the use 
of infantry and machine guns in these positions; (5) infantry and artil-
lery aerial observation, including the use of gas munitions by artillery; 
(6) mortars and grenade launchers, which involved a trip to visit the Rohr 
Battalion; (7) intelligence; and (8) demonstrations of various activities by 
a storm company. 

Experts who lectured at and taught these courses, which included both 
classroom instruction and field trips, included a company commander 
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from the Rohr Battalion, commanders of various weapons schools, a fly-
ing squadron commander, and an artillery expert. The surviving list of 
students shows officers ranging in rank from captain to three-star general 
and coming from all kinds and levels of unit assignments. The surviving 
records, limited to the eighteenth iteration of the course taught in Sep-
tember 1917, reveal only slight variations in subjects and days.148

Intensified General Staff Oversight

In supervising the implementation of these new defensive measures, 
Ludendorff intensified the General Staff’s involvement in the details of 
tactical planning and execution, a long-term trend that eventually became 
a serious source of disgruntlement among the front-line units and their 
staffs, however necessary it may have been in some cases.149 The Gen-
eral Staff demanded that all field armies submit maps of their defensive 
systems. These had to contain, among other items of information, unit 
boundaries, locations of all positions, artillery deployments, communica-
tions networks, and resupply plans. The field armies also had to estimate 
their requirements for divisions, artillery support, aircraft, and so forth, 
as well as plans for their employment. This was, to say the least, a great 
burden for staffs at all levels, but it offered some insurance against casual 
neglect of the new system.150

By early October 1916, field commanders and their General Staff of-
ficers were complaining bitterly about the burdens of dealing with the 
High Command’s constant inquiries, instructions, and demands for writ-
ten reports. A new pejorative term, Generalstabswirtschaft (General Staff 
husbandry), arose to describe the emergence of the General Staff’s par-
allel systems of gathering information, demanding reports, and issuing 
orders outside the regular command channels.151

Of course, there were many variations in practice and results through-
out the long German defensive line on the western front. Although the 
German defense was not entirely successful everywhere, the new de-
fensive tactics staved off any serious breakthroughs and inflicted mas-
sive losses on the Allied forces. The French and British launched bloody 
attacks around Arras and along the Aisne in April, at the Chemin des 
Dames in May, at Messines Ridge in June, at the Third Battle of Ypres in 
July, near Verdun in August, and at Passchendaele and Cambrai in No-
vember. The results were meager in most places, despite massive artillery 
preparations and an increasing number of tanks. 
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Testing the New German Defense

Arras–Vimy Ridge

The first test of the Germans’ new defensive methods came in a Brit-
ish offensive in the Arras–Vimy Ridge sector in April 1917. Following a 
very lengthy bombardment and a short period of relative calm, British 
and Canadian infantry assaulted German Sixth Army on 9 April, closely 
following a brief but intense bombardment. The attacks, which achieved 
complete tactical surprise, quickly overran major portions of the German 
front positions and resulted in an initial penetration of four miles along 
a nine-mile front. The British thus captured Vimy Ridge and inflicted a 
major tactical defeat on Sixth Army, commanded by the elderly General 
Falkenhausen.152

Ludendorff dispatched Lossberg to assume the duties of Sixth Army’s 
chief of the General Staff, giving him plenipotentiary powers (Vollmacht) 
to take whatever steps were necessary. Lossberg, who arrived on 14 April, 
quickly implemented an elastic defense along the lines preferred by Lu-
dendorff and abandoned his own insistence on a static (but deep) defense. 
By 23 April, his efforts had begun to prevail. The offensive faltered, and the 
British suffered heavy losses as the combination of flexibility in defense 
and local counterattacks overcame British artillery superiority.153 The Brit-
ish stubbornly continued their assaults until 3 May. From the German per-
spective, the crisis had passed.154 Nevertheless, many Germans, then and 
later, considered the action a “serious defeat.”155 It was certainly costly.156

The OHL sent officers to investigate the causes of Sixth Army’s de-
feat and summoned others from the front-line units to Kreuznach for 
interviews. Even Ludendorff may have been temporarily concerned that 
his new defensive system would not work in practice.157 The investiga-
tion concluded that numerous problems had contributed to the poor 
performance but that the system was basically sound. Falkenhausen’s 
Sixth Army, for various reasons, had not effectively implemented the new 
defensive scheme.158 Its positions were improperly prepared and lacked 
depth, while the reserves were too far to the rear for effective counter-
attacks.159 Sixth Army’s artillery, substantially overmatched, was largely 
ineffective, partly due to poor coordination with the overall defensive 
scheme. Sixth Army, expecting the enemy to fire a lengthy, heavy bar-
rage immediately prior to the infantry assault, was entirely surprised and 
poorly prepared when the British infantry attacked after less than thirty 
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minutes of artillery fire. Finally, and most worrisome in the long run, the 
defeat was attributable to the nearly inescapable power of enemy artil-
lery fire, which was twice as heavy as that in the Somme offensive in the 
summer of 1916.160 Ludendorff, in a rare move, convinced the Military 
Cabinet to relieve Falkenhausen, who became the new governor-general 
of Belgium, even though Lossberg strongly opposed the punitive action.161 
Falkenhausen’s successor, Otto von Below, who came from the eastern 
front, was quite willing to follow Lossberg’s suggestions—a common-
sense attitude, given the latter’s high standing with Ludendorff. Lossberg 
himself apparently came to see the advantages of the elastic defense and 
adapted his own methods accordingly.162

The Nivelle Offensive

The British attack had actually been a large diversionary effort to draw 
German forces away from the long-planned French attack known to the 
Allies and to most historians as the (ill-fated) Nivelle offensive.163 General 
Robert Nivelle, commander in chief of the French army, had prepared 
a very large offensive to be conducted in the area of the front between  
Reims and St. Quentin. He massed 4,800 pieces of artillery (about twice 
as many as the Germans had in that area), a thousand aircraft, and fifty- 
two divisions for the assault. Nivelle promised a decisive victory, a deep ad-
vance, and at least 200,000 German prisoners.164 He confidently planned 
to use the weight of his artillery to crush the defenders in the front po-
sitions and assumed that a subsequent rolling barrage advancing at the 
rate of 1,000 yards per hour would lead the infantry to an easy occupation 
of the territory in the German rear. The infantrymen supposedly would 
not need their watches, as the precisely calculated and shifting barrage 
would determine the nature and speed of the advance.165 Nivelle’s staff 
had planned everything in advance, thus depriving commanders at divi-
sion level and above of nearly all tactical flexibility.166 The First World War 
had a way of dashing the hopes of most optimists, especially the foolish 
ones, and Nivelle was no exception.167

The initial impetus of Nivelle’s opening assault lasted only a few days, 
although the offensive eventually took some ground and by that measure 
did not totally fail. Its primary consequence was the French army mutinies 
of 1917. Due to numerous indiscretions at the highest levels of the French 
army and to effective tactical reconnaissance, the Germans had ample 
warning of the impending attack.168 The army group of the German crown 
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prince prepared by reinforcing the threatened Seventh and Third Armies, 
arranging defensive positions according to the new system, improving ar-
tillery preparations, and positioning reserves effectively. Bavarian General 
Boehn, who arrived shortly before the offensive began, took command of 
Seventh Army, which had been equally thorough in preparing its sector.169 
The terrain, moreover, was in many areas conducive to defending rather 
than attacking.170

Nivelle’s offensive began on 16 April after an artillery preparation of 
nearly ten days. The advancing French infantry found the German for-
ward positions transformed into the usual land of craters, but it also en-
countered determined and well-prepared defenders scattered throughout 
the pock-marked land. In most places the attack came to a halt within the 
first position. After the initial attack, there was virtually no chance of a 
rapid victory.171 Nevertheless, the French army persisted with dogged de-
termination while the soldiers on both sides sacrificed themselves in the 
usual manner and to the customary degree until June, long after Petain 
had replaced the disgraced Nivelle. The final reckoning included 163,000 
German casualties and between 250,000 and 300,000 French losses. 
The French mutinies began in earnest on 20 May, rendering the offensive 
a nearly complete and counterproductive failure.172

Messines Ridge and the Flanders Offensive

By June 1917, Sir Douglas Haig was ready for another offensive, this one 
in the Ypres-Passchendaele area of Flanders. Although this can be seen as 
an effort to relieve the hard-pressed French, its main purpose was to cre-
ate a strategic breakthrough, seize the German submarine bases along the 
coast, and inflict a decisive blow on the Germans. Haig hoped to decide 
the war before the Americans, whom he disliked, could arrive in force.173 
The opening blow was the famous destruction of the main German posi-
tions on Messines Ridge by an enormous underground detonation. Nearly 
a year of mining efforts had placed about 600 tons of explosives at key 
locations beneath the German positions. The resulting series of nineteen 
major explosions produced shock waves detectable in London and utter 
devastation of the unsuspecting defenders. Following the detonation on 7 
June, British forces easily occupied the Messines Ridge area and rounded 
up the dazed survivors as the rear German units rushed to recover from 
one of the most unpleasant and spectacular surprises of the war.

The rest of the British offensive in Flanders followed an all too familiar 
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pattern of successive costly attacks that lasted until mid-November. For 
this study’s purposes, the main innovations involved the tactics of both 
sides. The British, chastened by their experiences, realized that penetra-
tions into the Germans’ deep positions would result in failure under the 
pressure of German counterattacks against their forward infantry. Accord-
ingly, British units employed very heavy bombardments to destroy the 
forward German positions, followed up by limited infantry advances to 
occupy only the front areas. The British units then reverted to the tactical 
defense to meet the German counterattacks in consolidated and effective 
positions of their own.174 Whereas the Germans incorporated offensive 
tactics into their defensive strategy on the western front, the British in-
tegrated defensive tactics into their strategic offensives. Although John 
Keegan exaggerated in concluding that, by the end of the Passchendaele 
attack, the two sides’ tactics “resemble[d] each other exactly,” he had a 
point, in that both used defensive attrition as the basis for conducting the 
war on the western front.175

As the battles in Flanders raged, the Germans discovered that local 
counterattacks would not prevail in the expected manner against the Brit-
ish tactics of limited advances. Lossberg, whom Ludendorff had sent to 
the threatened Fourth Army as part of the typical rotation of General Staff 
chiefs, briefly experimented with stronger front-line garrisons to halt the 
initial British infantry assault. This soon proved costly and futile in the 
face of British artillery, and the Germans reverted to their proven elastic 
defense, although by October, it was much less effective.176 A new form of 
bloody stalemate had emerged.

Cambrai

The last of the British offensives of 1917 was the surprise attack at Cam-
brai, undertaken on 20 November against a small section of the Hin-
denburg Line in the area around Cambrai–St. Quentin–La Fere. After a 
relatively brief artillery barrage and a large aerial attack on the German 
positions, British Third Army, with substantial surprise, advanced with 
a supporting force of 360 tanks. The attackers broke through the front 
positions easily and quickly, but they had no larger concept of exploiting 
what was a minor victory. While this may have been a harbinger of fu-
ture warfare, equally important for the First World War was the success-
ful counterattack delivered by units of German Second Army using the 
“infiltration” tactics that were beginning to restore mobility to the tactical 
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attack.177 The Germans had been developing these tactics since 1915, and 
by the end of 1917, their efforts had begun to bear fruit, although the real 
impact would not be apparent until the following March.

New Offensive Tactics

At this point, it is necessary to return to the other problem of positional 
warfare: attacking under conditions that clearly favor the defender. The 
basic idea of using new formations, weapons, and tactics for assaulting 
trench lines preceded the formation of those units that eventually became 
the famous Sturmabteilungen, or storm (assault) battalions. At first, en-
terprising units tried to use light artillery, metal shields, and grenades to 
overcome the defender’s trench lines. The available artillery pieces were 
too heavy, and the metal shields were not very effective. However, the Ger-
man army’s variety of grenades developed since the Russo-Japanese War 
showed promise. Enterprising combat engineer officers, especially Cap-
tain Walter Beumelberg of 30th Pionier (Combat Engineer) Battalion, were 
the main innovators in the fall of 1914 in battles in the Argonne region.178 
In this regard, the history of the earliest assault unit equipment supports 
those who see the process of change as being primarily the product of tac-
tical units. However, officers at the German High Command, especially 
Colonel Max Bauer, were interested in new tactical forms and equipment. 
Bauer, in fact, ordered the creation of three special experimental units to 
test new items such as trench mortars, flamethrowers, and light assault 
cannons to accompany the infantry to forward positions.179 Thus, even at 
the earliest stages, the impetus for reform came as much from the highest 
levels of the German army as from the lowest.

In fact, it was the OHL that first formalized the concept of special as-
sault units. On 2 March 1915 it ordered VIII Corps to establish a Sturm-
abteilung. The High Command chose to use 18th Pionier Battalion to 
establish a special assault unit at the firing range located at Wahn. The ex-
perimental unit consisted of two pioneer companies equipped with metal 
shields and one artillery section equipped with twenty light guns (37mm). 
In this respect, the first real initiatives in offensive tactics in trench war-
fare came from the artillery. The experimental unit at Wahn quickly iden-
tified the four critical tasks of breaking through trench lines: (1) advancing 
from one’s own lines up to the enemy position, (2) clearing obstacles, (3) 
breaking into the enemy’s position and fighting its garrison, and (4) fur-
ther advances against rear lines in and beyond the trenches.180
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 Such specialized units found their basic concepts in the prewar regula-
tions on fortress warfare, which called for the formation of special assault 
columns (Sturm-Kolonnen) to attack permanent fortifications.181 The pre-
war term “assault column” remained with the special units well into their 
development during the First World War. An active officer, Major Calsow 
from the combat engineers, was the first commander of such a unit. His 
detachment had 21 officers and about 630 enlisted men.182 Its initial em-
ployments were disasters, and the unit was virtually destroyed between 15 
and 18 June 1915.183 Calsow blamed this on the failure to employ his unit 
according to regulations. In particular, the new mobile field gun proved 
to be of little value.184

The War Ministry assigned the remnants of Calsow’s unit to Army De-
tachment Gaede and selected a new commander from the Guards Rifle 
Battalion. Bauer claimed that he made this selection personally.185 The 
commander was the famous Captain Willi Rohr, who gave his name to 
that detachment and to the history of tactical change in the First World 
War. General Hans Gaede selected Rohr because he was an infantryman 
(rather than an engineer) with combat experience, and he gave Rohr full 
scope to train his new unit accordingly. Gaede, whose units were almost 
entirely Landwehr formations, was glad to have the assistance of a unit 
with handpicked young men.186 Rohr’s tactical concepts emphasized the 
offensive use of machine guns and hand grenades and close cooperation 
between infantry and artillery.187 Another officer, Landwehr Major Her-
mann Reddemann, a flamethrower specialist, developed the idea of aban-
doning long skirmish lines and substituted deeply echeloned small units 
(Trupps, or squads) for the attack. He also created the term Stosstrupp. By 
December 1915, Rohr’s battalion had developed a course to broaden the 
army detachment’s skills in these new methods. After many months of 
training and deployment in companies and smaller units, the new Sturm-
abteilung went into action as an entire unit on 22 December 1915 and was 
quite successful.188

 During this long period, Rohr’s unit developed its methods more 
fully, participated substantially in combat, and saw its principles spread 
to other parts of the German army. Rohr defined his unit’s mission as 
leading infantry platoons and companies, rolling up enemy trenches, and 
taking whatever strongpoints were in the area. The infantry, according 
to his ideas, would follow in long columns through the gaps in the wire 
prepared by the storm troops. The infantry units would then finish clear-
ing the enemy positions and strengthen them against enemy counterat-
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tacks.189 Rohr’s unit officially became a battalion, Storm Battalion 5, on 1 
April 1916.190

In the meantime, the Rohr Battalion found itself enmeshed in the 
Verdun fighting, with mixed results. Beginning on 3 February 1916, the 
battalion participated in a number of actions undertaken by 6th Infantry 
Division. The two regiments to which the battalion’s elements were at-
tached made no progress and suffered substantial losses. Both regiments’ 
reports were highly critical of the battalion’s assault elements, with one 
remarking that the Rohr Battalion seemed to be unaccustomed to such 
difficult combat. The assault units, moreover, had no clear idea of how 
they should be employed. Another regimental report blamed the failure 
on a lack of reconnaissance and preparation, while acknowledging that 
the assault units accomplished as much as possible under the circum-
stances. Rohr attributed the problems to a lack of proper coordination and 
little understanding of the real task of his battalion’s soldiers. Clearly, the 
infantry units lacked confidence in the Rohr Battalion.191

Two initiatives to clarify the relationship between the Rohr Battalion’s 
Sturmtrupps (squad-sized elements) and the regular infantry soon fol-
lowed. In cooperation with Captain Rohr, Fifth Army produced a report 
(17 March 1916) to the High Command on the proper use of these special-
ized units. This report recommended for the first time that the battalion 
should have both combat and training missions.192 The Rohr Battalion 
itself soon produced guidelines for the use of its elements in support of 
regular infantry.

The Rohr Battalions’s report, which is the earliest evidence of sys-
tematic thought on the tactics of the assault units, appeared on 27 May 
1916. The document apparently no longer exists, but Helmuth Gruss’s 
book and a few other sources give broad outlines of its main features. 
The Rohr Battalion was to deploy its Sturmtrupps of engineers, attached 
to regular infantry units, in “especially difficult places of attack.”193 These 
Sturmtrupps were to lead infantry platoons in “opening the breaking-in 
position,” in “rolling up the trenches,” and in “taking any block houses” 
encountered. The objective, therefore, was not to bypass enemy positions 
but to destroy them so that the infantry units could advance without suf-
fering excessive losses. 

Rohr’s guidelines warned against using lines of riflemen in assaults 
on fortified positions. Instead, small columns of the assault units should 
advance against preselected positions deemed vulnerable to attack. The 
Sturmtrupps should closely follow the artillery barrage in order to surprise 
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the enemy, and infantry units (squads, half platoons, or entire platoons) 
should follow immediately behind. Other infantry and labor units were 
to form a third wave to completely clean out and consolidate the objec-
tive. The instructions emphasized the proper use of machine guns for 
fire support while the Sturmtrupps advanced, flamethrowers for clearing 
trenches, and light field guns and mortars for artillery support.194

The Rohr Battalion’s role as a training unit for regular infantry units 
began quite by chance during the Verdun battles. During one pause in the 
fighting, the German crown prince asked Rohr why the German infantry 
had not been more effective in attacking trenches. Rohr replied that the 
reason was insufficient training in the use of hand grenades. Soldiers had 
discarded many thousands of grenades on a nearby battleground because 
they had no faith in them. The crown prince assigned the Rohr Battalion 
the task of training the divisions in his command (Fifth Army) how to use 
grenades and how to use combined arms in trench fighting. This led to 
the creation of a specialized training institution at Doncourt.195

Chief of the General Staff Falkenhayn kept the army informed of the 
evolving tactics of the assault battalions. A surviving unit report with 
a compilation of lessons learned prepared by the General Staff and an 
overall after-action report from April 1916 described the organization and 
basic tactics of these early storm battalions. According to a report by III 
Reserve Corps, the General Staff study supplied the following informa-
tion: The typical storm battalion attacked with a breadth of about 400 
yards, with three companies in the first line and one in reserve. Each 
company had two platoons in its first line, with a third following closely to 
clear the trenches overrun by the first two. Each platoon, in turn, normally 
had two “assault columns,” each consisting of four combat engineers and 
three squads of infantry. The remaining squads followed closely, carrying 
spades and picks to construct defensive positions. Behind each company 
came another unit of engineers (nine men) with rapidly emplaced wire 
barriers to create hasty defensive positions at the objective.196

Falkenhayn recognized the potential of the Rohr concept and on 15 May 
1916 ordered all field armies and army detachments to send officers and 
noncommissioned officers to school to study storm battalion methods for 
two weeks. Upon returning to their units, these officers were to super-
vise the formation of storm detachments throughout their commands, 
until every division had sufficient trained personnel to form the kernels 
of such units. Falkenhayn’s order stipulated that these personnel had to 
come from men already assigned to the various units, since there was no 
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intention of establishing these units on a regular basis with official tables 
of organization and equipment.197 This was a potentially serious problem 
because many commanders were reluctant to give up capable soldiers for 
these essentially ad hoc units, regardless of their overall value.198 Never-
theless, those who criticized Falkenhayn for his indifference to revitaliz-
ing German tactics, the most prominent of which was General Wetzell, 
were clearly in error. Most of the basic programs to use storm units to test 
war experience, improve small-scale offensive skills, and provide training 
to other units began and found vigorous support during Falkenhayn’s ten-
ure, sometimes against considerable resistance from front-line units and 
commanders. In this area, the army group commanded by Crown Prince 
Rupprecht of Bavaria had already acted. On 11 February 1916 it ordered 
each of its field armies to create a storm battalion, both for teaching tactics 
to infantry units and for use in combat. 

A number of authors have created the false impression that tactical 
change was driven primarily by enthusiastic reformers at lower levels of 
the army. In fact, many field units refused to cooperate with efforts to 
expand the storm units and refused to use them properly. This attitude 
went back to the days of the Calsow detachment, whose initial failures 
were at least partly due to improper use by the units whose attacks it was 
supporting.199 Gruss’s study has a number of concrete examples of the 
front units’ resistance to the order to establish their own storm battalions, 
primarily because of manpower shortages, but also because of the fail-
ure to recognize their tactical value.200 Some commanders actually tried to 
eliminate their newly established storm battalions because they had to fill 
their ranks from other units. As of 1916, the storm battalions lacked their 
own independent authorizations for personnel. Even Crown Prince Rup-
precht’s army group vacillated between filling the units with personnel 
and taking them away, eventually re-forming the battalions.201

At higher command levels, some field armies enthusiastically em-
braced the new concepts. In February 1916, as previously noted, Crown 
Prince Rupprecht of Bavaria ordered each of his army group’s field armies 
to create a storm battalion with a special establishment of machine guns, 
light infantry field guns, mortars, and flamethrowers. In this area, as in so 
many others, the influence of Hermann von Kuhl was evident.202

During the course of 1916 the OHL and the Prussian War Ministry 
issued a number of directives that had an important impact on the storm 
units themselves and on the tactical training of the broader army. In June 
1916 the High Command withdrew two Jäger (light infantry) battalions 
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from the front for training in assault unit tactics. The response within the 
battalions was favorable, as Rohr’s concepts seemed to offer the prospect 
of success.203 In July 1916 the War Ministry converted four Jäger battalions 
to storm battalions, instructed the general in charge of the Engineer and 
Pioneer Corps to assign pioneer officers to the units, and repeated the 
General Staff’s previous requirement that young soldiers be assigned to 
these units.204 By that time, the General Staff had established the strength 
of a storm unit as follows: a commander and a small staff, four assault 
companies, a machine gun company, an infantry cannon battery, a small 
trench mortar detachment, a flamethrower squad, and various items of 
equipment, including spades, carbines, and radios.205 In August the War 
Ministry converted three additional Jäger battalions to storm battalions. In 
December the War Ministry began the process of giving the storm units a 
regular designation by establishing Storm Battalion 1 in First Army. The 
German term etasiert meant that a unit had become a regular rather than 
an ad hoc unit.206

The Romanian campaign showed the potential of Rohr’s approach. 
The deposed Falkenhayn, now commanding Ninth Army, employed units 
such as the Württemberg Mountain Battalion in terrain that was well 
suited to its capabilities. The German units, using combined-arms tac-
tics and rapid maneuver, quickly reversed a dangerous situation and sent 
the Romanian forces in the Transylvanian Alps into a headlong retreat. 
Meanwhile, Mackensen’s force in Dobrudja, drawn from every member 
of the Central Powers, relied on a combination of standard infantry tactics 
and carefully timed artillery bombardments to defeat the Romanian and 
Russian forces south of the Danube. His forces ultimately severed the 
Constanta-Cernavoda rail line, effectively isolating Romania from further 
Russian assistance.207 As pointed out by Michael Barrett, by 1916 stan-
dards, the Romanians were “neophytes” at conducting modern combat 
operations, and the Central Powers made sure that the learning curve was 
too steep for the Romanians to achieve tactical parity.208

The few assault battalions in existence had little impact on the course 
or the outcome of the battles around Verdun or on the Somme River. 
Nevertheless, the contribution their tactics might make if applied on a 
wider scale was starting to be recognized by the time Hindenburg and Lu-
dendorff arrived at the High Command in late August 1916. Also by that 
time, Storm Battalion 5 (Rohr) had begun to offer courses to personnel 
from all the western field armies. By then, Wilhelm II had visited the Rohr 
training course and had become an advocate of the new methods.209 The 
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transition from Falkenhayn to Ludendorff, coupled with the dual crisis in 
the east (the Brusilov offensive and Romania’s entry into the war), caused 
a delay in the full implementation of Falkenhayn’s plans for expansion of 
the storm units. Ludendorff soon visited part of the Rohr Battalion at the 
headquarters of the German crown prince and, after a short delay, ordered 
a rapid expansion of the number of storm battalions. Within a few days, 
the War Ministry was pressing for information on the speed of the new 
units’ formation and their real strength.210

 On 4 December 1916 the War Ministry gave the storm battalions a reg-
ular establishment of men and material, thus ending their dependence on 
regular units for replacements.211 Shortly thereafter, as more storm bat-
talions became functional, the Prussian War Ministry ordered all units of 
the army’s replacement battalions to send officers and noncommissioned 
officers to the field army’s training courses.212 The Bavarian War Minis-
try followed suit for its replacement units in January 1917.213 Ludendorff 
pushed this program forward with great energy and substantial results.214 
He also ordered the German armies in the east to send officers and men 
to be trained by the Rohr Battalion.215 By that time, various reports had 
recorded successful small-scale attacks by storm units.216 Some units, 
however, continued to be suspicious and were won over only gradually as 
pressure from the High Command and successful local attacks changed 
attitudes.217

In October 1916 Ludendorff ordered all field armies and equivalent 
commands (only army groups on the eastern front) to create teaching units 
to universalize training fundamentals and the experiences of storm battal-
ions.218 By March 1917, the army had ten storm battalions on the western 
front, usually with numerical designations corresponding to their parent 
field armies. The Rohr Battalion, although the first in existence, thus be-
came Storm Battalion 5.219 At the beginning of 1918 the army had sixteen 
assault battalions, numbered 1 through 12 and 14 through 17, and two 
assault companies.220 Eastern-front units followed suit on a lesser scale, 
but with great enthusiasm in some cases. In fact, the training capacity of 
the western front could not accommodate the eastern High Command’s 
requests for places in the training courses.221

The Rohr Battalion was not the only unit conducting extensive training 
by December 1916. First Army’s storm battalion began teaching a similar 
course, to which each division had to send nine officers and thirty-six 
noncommissioned officers. First Army had developed a double function 
for its assault unit, called the “assault-training section,” and this later be-
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came a common characteristic of assault units. The assault unit’s dual 
functions were to prepare assault squads (Sturmtrupps) for combat and 
to serve as an instructional unit for the regular infantry formations. The 
training program (lasting six days) for this unit consisted of more than 
thirty basic tasks for assault unit training and a number of others for 
cooperation with infantry and artillery units. Many of these were basic 
infantry skills, while others were directly related to the unit’s role as a 
leading assault element.222 These subjects included assaulting trenches, 
overcoming barriers, using grenades, engaging in combat in fields of cra-
ters, counterattacking to recover lost positions, using enemy weapons, 
and employing flamethrowers and light machine guns. In November 
1916 the High Command decreed that the primary mission of the storm 
battalions was to train other units; actual employment in combat was to 
be the exception.223

Throughout 1917 storm unit attacks were purely local affairs with very 
limited objectives. Ludendorff’s strategic approach to the war called for 
the German army to remain on the defensive on the western front in 1917 
while it recovered from the heavy fighting on both fronts in 1916.224 This 
consideration, when combined with the increasingly heavy Allied artil-
lery bombardments and the German army’s inability to sustain excessive 
losses in defensive fighting, led Ludendorff to turn his energies to the 
development of improved defensive tactics in 1917, discussed previously. 
Nevertheless, it should be remembered that as assault unit tactics became 
more widespread, they improved the army’s capacity to conduct vigorous 
counterattacks as part of the evolving concepts of defense in depth and, 
later, elastic defense.225 The larger challenge was to incorporate them into 
an offensive strategy, but that was of no practical value as long as the Ger-
man army remained on the defensive on the western front.

Preparing for an Offensive in the West

In the fall of 1917, as Ludendorff turned his attention to the possibility of 
a great offensive in the west in 1918, he realized that the army was trained 
and prepared only for defense and limited tactical attacks. Preparing the 
army for offensive action in the west entailed a wide range of activities, 
only a few of which are considered here. The tactical changes adopted in 
the more flexible and offensively oriented manuals for defense might be 
applicable to offensive measures in trench warfare, as were the tactics 
developed by the storm battalions. A larger problem was that the German 
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army in the west was very different from the prewar army, which had been 
steeped in offensive theory and trained to conduct mobile warfare. The 
officer corps of 1914 had been decimated, as had the corps of noncom-
missioned officers and the highly trained enlisted men. The army in the 
east could make some divisions available, but although they were more 
accustomed to the traditional ways of conducting mobile offensive war-
fare, they were entirely unaccustomed to the much more lethal and con-
straining conditions of the western front. There were, moreover, serious 
questions about the availability of horses, supplies of various kinds, and 
virtually everything else a decisive strategic offensive would require. De-
spite these daunting problems, Hindenburg and Ludendorff realized that 
they had to win the war in 1918 or lose it to their enemies the following 
year.226 As a result, in the fall of 1917 the German army began to prepare 
for its last great offensive, set to begin in the spring of 1918.

New Manuals and Regulations, 1916–1918

The OHL produced a number of new manuals between late 1916 and 
early 1918 to provide the doctrinal basis for training leaders, individual 
soldiers, and units in the new offensive tactics and in carrying out large-
scale offensives when the strategic situation allowed. 

Training Regulations for Company Commanders

One of the first new manuals to be produced was the 1916 edition of the 
training regulations for company commanders. This manual reflected the 
decentralization of tactics that eventually became the hallmark of German 
combat methods over the last two years of the war. The regulations estab-
lished the squad commander, the Gruppen-Führer, as the person responsi-
ble for executing the breakthrough attack in positional warfare. Battalion 
or higher-level commanders had held that responsibility in the prewar 
regulations. Although the 1916 regulations recognized the traditional dis-
tinction between mobile and positional warfare, the emphasis was on the 
latter. The manual set forth the basic concepts of applying storm unit 
principles to the line infantry company.227

The company commanders’ regulations stressed the same principles 
as Rohr’s 1916 manual; indeed, the two were remarkably similar in many 
respects. The storm units, advancing in small columns, were to follow im-
mediately behind the artillery barrage and conduct surprise attacks. The 
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remainder of the company was to follow closely in squads, half platoons, 
or platoons. The company should advance in three waves, with the first 
penetrating as rapidly as possible to the established objective, while the 
second and third waves, also deployed in small units, cleared the remain-
der of the enemy position. The company commander was to use machine 
guns, flamethrowers, and light field guns to support his attack. The Stoss-
trupps would be drawn from the ranks of each company, at least three 
from each.228 Contemporary manuals frequently used the terms Sturm-
trupps and Stosstrupps interchangeably. As a rule of thumb, the former 
referred to small units of the storm battalions, and the latter to small units 
of regular infantry trained in the new assault tactics. Not every portion of 
every infantry company functioned as part of these assault units.

The regulations, however, did not place the entire burden of the assault 
on the elite units of Stosstrupps, even though they wore insignia reflect-
ing their special status. The manual stressed: “In any case, however, the 
training of the Stosstrupps must not so influence the energy of the units 
that they believe that the Stosstrupps do everything.” Only the most ruth-
less drive to advance on the part of every man of the attacking infantry, in 
conjunction with the Stosstrupps, would produce victory, according to the 
regulations.229

Two important distinctions, frequently overlooked by historians, pre-
vailed in German tactical doctrine throughout the new offensive proce-
dures and at all levels. The first distinction was between positional warfare 
and mobile warfare. Storm unit tactics applied primarily to positional 
warfare, with its detailed planning and precisely defined objectives; they 
became less relevant under the conditions of mobile warfare. It should 
also be noted that in positional warfare, the purpose of attacks conducted 
as part of a large offensive was to allow the German army to escape the 
shackles of the trenches. The second important distinction was that the 
more traditional form of the infantry attack, the line of skirmishers, did 
not disappear entirely, either in positional warfare or in mobile warfare.230

The September 1918 edition of the company commanders’ regulations 
reflected the practices that had proved effective in the 1916 version and 
incorporated a few changes developed in the interim. For the most part, 
however, the two were nearly identical.231 The 1918 version specified that 
companies should have their own Stosstrupps, but it also urged command-
ers to train as many junior leaders and soldiers as possible for action ac-
cording to storm unit tactics. Stosstrupps could either precede the regular 
infantrymen or follow them, according to circumstances.
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The 1918 regulations formalized a common concept that had developed 
over time—the reinforced assault team, called a Sturmblock or Sturmklotz. 
Such a unit was a temporary amalgamation of men and equipment into 
a stronger assault group. It had its regular Sturmtrupp leader and six to 
eight soldiers, but it also contained three infantry squads to bring up am-
munition and to provide flank security, a squad of combat engineers to 
destroy obstacles and underground shelters, one or two light machine 
gun squads, and various kinds of additional equipment.232

Based on its organization, as well as numerous references in the text, 
the manual largely limited Stosstrupp tactics to positional warfare. In this 
form of combat, the squad leaders were “those who conduct the infan-
try engagement.”233 In conditions of mobile warfare, in contrast, the pla-
toon “should serve as the unit for the conduct of battle for as long as possible” 
(emphasis in original).234 When conditions of mobile warfare returned, 
the company’s Stosstrupps would be dissolved and the soldiers returned 
to their platoons. There, the men of the Stosstrupps would assist attacks 
against enemy centers of resistance encountered by their permanent 
units.235 The company commander should thus deploy his platoons one 
behind another, not side by side, to give depth to the attack. The regula-
tions further recognized that in mobile warfare, thin skirmish lines with 
intervals of five or six paces might be appropriate, especially in the sec-
ond wave of the attacking company.236 Both versions of the company com-
manders’ regulations thus sought to restore mobile combat to both the 
offensive and defensive forms of war at the company and platoon levels.237

The 1918 company commanders’ manual explained that the burden of 
combat remained with the regular infantry, even when special Stosstrupps 
were formed for positional warfare. The manual marked a return to the 
old principles of the German infantry: “In no case may even the training 
of special Stosstrupps so affect the energy of the units that they believe the 
Stosstrupps do everything. Only a ruthless drive forward by every single 
man of the attacking infantry in conjunction with the Stosstrupps creates 
victory. This old experience must remain in the minds of the soldiers and 
be the common knowledge of everyone.”238

New Infantry Training Regulations

After the crises on the Somme subsided in late 1916, Ludendorff turned 
his attention to the broader issues of training the infantry, which nearly 
everyone agreed had declined during two years of trench warfare. On 
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13 November 1916 he instructed Third Army Headquarters to prepare 
“a short, simple and experience-based training regulation for the infan-
try.”239 General Fritz von Below, Third Army commander, thus became the 
primary author of the overall infantry training manual. Though largely 
forgotten today, Below was a well-known and highly respected officer in 
his time. The young reformers on the General Staff—Geyer, Bauer, and 
Harbou—were apparently not directly involved to a great extent.240

The new manual was ready in January 1917 and was titled “Training 
Regulation for the Infantry in War.” Because individual training had suf-
fered as new recruits replaced most of the trained infantry soldiers of 
1914, the new regulations emphasized a variety of basic skills in close 
combat, requiring all soldiers to become skilled in precise shooting and 
in the use of hand grenades, machine guns, and trench mortars. Unlike 
prewar infantry regulations, it omitted nearly all drill and parade-ground 
formations while concentrating on those skills vital for combat, both of-
fensive and defensive. 

The manual maintained the German differentiation between mobile 
and positional warfare and carefully distinguished between the tradi-
tional methods of the two forms of combat.241 The regulations continued 
the old concept of the firing line as the basic tactical formation for mobile 
warfare. Even in this case, however, the process of decentralizing respon-
sibilities and command was evident in the provision that the platoon was 
the basic unit for combat and was to be maintained as a single tactical 
unit for as long as possible.242 The regulations warned that there could 
be no universal tactical formation for the platoon. Only when the platoon 
could not move as a unit would squads, half squads, or individual rifle-
men move in combat independently. The regulations also stressed, as did 
nearly all German tactical manuals during the war, the use of machine 
guns.

The 1917 infantry training manual devoted considerable space to the 
attack in positional warfare.243 There, the new concepts of storm units 
came to the fore. Even in positional warfare, however, the regulations stip-
ulated that circumstances at jumping-off positions, terrain, and the pres-
ence of barriers would determine whether the attack used small columns, 
Trupps, or thin firing lines. Usually, it stated, the Sturmtrupps, composed 
of the most capable men in the company, would attack in the first wave. 
It proposed that the attack be conducted in the form of “waves” of units: 
Sturmtrupps within the infantry of the first wave, supporting units, groups 
advancing to entrench and construct positions, communications special-
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ists, and supply units.244 The section on Sturmtrupps emphasized light 
mortars, flamethrowers, and the new mobile “infantry guns.”

The manual contained the usual broad concepts for using elements of 
the storm battalions in positional warfare. It made the army-level storm 
battalions responsible for training the regular infantry and for providing 
direct combat support. In the latter case, the Sturmtrupps would be at-
tached to the regular infantry, but not in company-sized units. Various 
parts of the regulations recognized the storm battalions’ roles as trainers 
for regular units.245

A revised version of the infantry training regulations became available 
in January 1918. This version, along with the broader regulations on the 
attack in positional warfare, was one of the most important foundations 
of the final German offensives that year. It, too, retained the fundamen-
tal distinction between positional and mobile warfare. It established thin 
firing lines with intervals of five to six paces between riflemen as one of 
the formations in which the units had to be trained for mobile warfare.246

Over the course of 1917 the General Staff supervised the preparation of 
a series of new manuals (fifteen in all) on positional warfare. These regu-
lations, of varying length, covered signals, communications, construction 
of positions, aviation, and artillery. Other regulations followed in 1918; 
some were updates of 1917 editions, and some were entirely new. The 
most important two were “Defense in Positional Warfare” and “Attack in 
Positional Warfare.” The latter was important because it served as a cap-
stone manual to prepare the army for the 1918 offensive.247

The January 1918 infantry training manual treated the new tactics in 
positional warfare in two ways. First, it stipulated that all officers and en-
listed men should be trained in Stosstrupp tactics. The units, primarily 
companies, should form temporary ad hoc storm units consisting of es-
pecially capable men as individual circumstances required.248 When not 
needed for a particular Stosstrupp action, these individuals remained in 
their normal positions in their platoons and companies. In combat, the 
storm units could precede or follow the regular infantry.

 Second, the 1918 manual dealt with the use of storm battalions. Their 
task was to support the infantry by deploying Stosstrupps in the first wave, 
strengthened by several infantry squads. Elements of the storm battalions 
were not to be sent into combat without these attached infantrymen. The 
local commander of the attack acted as the overall commander of these 
ad hoc platoons of soldiers created from the storm battalions and the line 
infantry units. Use of Trupps from the storm battalion was restricted to 
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attacks prepared long in advance because the field army headquarters had 
to approve their deployment; in addition, they were to be used only after 
they had been given sufficient time to practice as a unit for the local cir-
cumstances.249

In practice, German tactical formations in 1918 showed substantial 
variation. The infantry training regulations demanded this flexibility, 
which the army had traditionally attempted to develop in its units. Accord-
ingly, the regulations gave subordinate commanders substantial freedom 
to use their units as the terrain and the situation demanded. In general, 
however, the distance between individual soldiers was doubled from the 
one yard in the prewar regulations to two yards. The company line con-
sisted of two companies, each deployed on a breadth of about 120 yards, 
but in two lines of half a platoon each. The third platoon followed by at 
least 200 yards, in a very wide line of riflemen. If special storm troops 
were used, they would be deployed in the first line of the forward half pla-
toon. Most machine gun support would be attached to these forward half 
platoons. Under the new infantry training regulations, German infantry 
tactics were, in short, a mixture of the storm unit tactics needed to break 
through enemy defensive lines and the wider formations more suitable 
for the other types of combat that would be undertaken when the break-
through had been achieved and more traditional mobile warfare had been 
restored.250

 Nevertheless, the main problem in 1918 was finding a way to break 
through the enemy’s prepared defensive lines, regardless of all other con-
siderations. Therefore, perhaps the best starting point in considering the 
assault unit tactics of 1918 is to realize that the storm units’ objective was 
to destroy centers of resistance, not to bypass them. For that reason, the 
term “infiltration tactics” is quite inappropriate, and historians should 
stop using it. Infiltration is a method of movement through enemy lines 
without combat, whereas the storm troops’ purpose was to seek out and 
destroy main centers of enemy resistance.251

“The Attack in Positional Warfare”

This brings the discussion to the best known of the 1918 regulations, “The 
Attack in Positional Warfare.”252 That manual, as its name implies, had a 
very limited scope and purpose, since it was intended to establish general 
principles of attacking only in trench warfare. It focused on two types of 
limited attacks, which were clearly laid out in the opening remarks: “The 
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Regulation concerns the attack in positional warfare with a limited objec-
tive and the major attack that leads out of positional warfare to a break-
through.”253 The attack with limited objectives had the goal of improving 
one’s tactical position, drawing enemy forces away from the main sector, 
deceiving the enemy, or gathering intelligence. The regulations went on 
to say that the offensive battle (Angriffsschlacht) seeks the tactical break-in 
and, ultimately, the resulting operative breakthrough. The Angriffsschlacht 
thus expands to the breakthrough battle, “which seeks to achieve the tran-
sition to the war of movement (Bewegungskrieg).”254 The provisions did 
not apply to warfare beyond the enemy’s defensive positions once mobile 
warfare had resumed. An amendment to the regulations, dated 1 Febru-
ary 1918, stated in no uncertain terms: “The great breakthrough battle 
requires liberation of commanders and troops from the practices and pat-
terns of thought of positional warfare. The tools and tactics have changed 
in details. Nevertheless, the great military principles which formed the 
basis of our military training in peace, and to which we owe all the great 
successes of the war, remain the same. They are to be revived wherever 
they have been forgotten.”255

The subject of “The Attack in Positional Warfare” was thus exactly what 
its name stated and nothing more. In the context of 1918, it was designed 
to promulgate a common method for achieving a breakthrough in trench 
warfare. It was not a universally applicable revision of all German infan-
try doctrine. Its assumptions and provisions were limited to trench war-
fare and were irrelevant to the opposite form, mobile war. Historians and 
others should also remember that it was merely one of fifteen volumes 
of regulations for positional warfare.256 This volume was intended to en-
able the German army to make the transition to mobile warfare but was 
considered irrelevant beyond that. The many historians who have tried 
to analyze the methods of 1918 without making this important distinc-
tion—that storm unit tactics and the related regulations were applicable 
only to positional warfare—have failed to understand the true nature of 
German doctrine. The Germans always regarded positional warfare as an 
aberration, as the opposite of real war. The purpose of “The Attack in Po-
sitional Warfare” was to end trench warfare, not to extend its principles 
beyond the trenches or to continue it for the remainder of the war. If 
successful, these methods would have become irrelevant, as they were in 
the Second World War. Thus, historians who have written about the great 
revolution in German infantry tactics with reference to “The Attack in 
Positional Warfare” based their discussions on the wrong manual. It was 
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the infantry training manual, not the narrower manual on positional war, 
that dominated tactical thought during the Weimar period.

In the section on general principles, the regulations stressed strict con-
trol, careful and detailed instructions for the coordination of all arms, and 
the establishment of clear goals. The next sentence, in contrast, empha-
sized that the attack offered the opportunity for free activity and respon-
sibility in action all the way down to the individual soldier. The manual’s 
opening section also stressed maintaining close contact among all arms 
and all commanders from the front to the rear, from the rear to the front, 
and to the sides. If accomplished, this would secure an offensive advance 
according to plan and would prevent surprises, especially on the flanks. 
Finally, every attack must have a center of gravity, that is, a main effort 
focused on the primary objective.257

The manual then considered the various branches of the army and the 
role of each in the attack. It was not a new way of fighting in any sense 
beyond a few simple procedures unique to combined-arms combat in po-
sitional (trench) warfare. It addressed battle primarily at the division level 
and referred readers to the infantry training regulations of 1918 for details 
about the infantry attack.258

The opening section of the manual argued that the first task, breaking 
into the enemy position, was relatively easy. This was a clear recognition 
of the power of artillery against even the most fully prepared positions. 
The challenge was to maintain the attack beyond the first positions and 
to prevent the defender from recovering. Speed was essential. Artillery 
and infantry firepower was more important than masses of soldiers, ac-
cording to the manual, just as excessive strength only made matters of 
command and resupply more difficult. “Everything depends on rapid and 
independent action by all arms acting within the overall framework, as 
well as upon the ability to bring up artillery and munitions.” Surprising 
the enemy was therefore “of decisive importance.” Tactical flanking of 
entire positions was to be attempted in the breakthrough battle.259

The regulations then presented a lengthy discussion of general prepa-
rations for the breakthrough battle. Of course, sufficient artillery and 
munitions were the first issue, but the discussion also stressed that 
the leading divisions should attack and advance deeply as long as their 
strength allowed. Divisions should attack on a width of up to two miles, 
but not less than one. The manual then presented a lengthy list of prepa-
rations that had to precede such a breakthrough battle.260

The next subject was command, where, in the traditional Prussian ap-
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proach, tactics and command were completely interwoven. The division 
conducted attacks, even limited ones, because it alone had the requisite 
resources and means to ensure the unified control of actions in combat, 
especially arranging and directing artillery fire and combined-arms ac-
tions. In large-scale attacks the division was the unit of combat. Attack 
orders had to contain many details dealing with time and space, “since all 
arms in the entire sector had to work closely together to the minute.”261 
The closer the breakthrough came to achieving the objective of mobile 
warfare, the more forward the higher commander had to go, often on 
horseback.262 This might seem obvious, but it was the kind of action that 
had frequently been lacking in the years of positional warfare.

The regulations devoted considerable space to the roles of the various 
main branches in the breakthrough battle, but substantially more to artil-
lery than to infantry. This point is usually not fully appreciated by those 
who wish to see primarily a revolution in infantry tactics in the German 
offensives of 1918. In considering the artillery, the regulations stressed 
integration of all weapons and types of munitions in close coordination 
with the infantry, and it put forth a number of basic principles for using 
artillery to support the close assault. Major provisions included warnings 
that premature bombardments would eliminate the possibility of surprise 
and that enemy resistance would survive in the craters. The regulations 
designated enemy command posts, rear railway facilities, unit assembly 
areas, and ammunition depots as additional major targets.263 The regu-
lations struggled with the question of the rolling barrage, stating, on the 
one hand, that it required precise regulation in the attack order, but cau-
tioning, on the other hand, that the pace of the infantry advance must not 
be slowed because of the speed of the barrage.264 The regulations recog-
nized that artillery support would be particularly difficult in breakthrough 
attacks where the artillery would have to move forward to support the 
infantry advance. Despite these difficulties, the regulations cautioned that 
“the infantry may not be without strong artillery support for even a mo-
ment.”265

 The manual’s consideration of the infantry attack stressed the use of 
artillery and skillful action to reduce casualties. The combat power of the 
infantry, it stated, “rests not only in the number of riflemen and grenade 
throwers, but equally in firepower.”266 When considering the infantry, the 
manual first argued that success depends not on numbers but on the 
individual infantryman’s combat power, the care given to preparations, 
the skill of the commanders and the units, and the rapidity and decisive-
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ness of the measures taken. A few paragraphs later, after warning against 
the use of inflexible schema, the manual stated that the infantry should 
attack using the forms laid out in the training manual (discussed above). 
It said that although goals and conditions usually demanded the use of 
storm units, these units should be formed with infantrymen trained and 
reinforced for this purpose. Next the manual stated very clearly that “the 
decision, whether to use waves of riflemen in line or waves of Stosstrupps, 
or a mixture of the two, must be decided on a case by case basis.”267 The 
regulations nevertheless stressed that the final assault depended on the 
proper use of artillery and machine guns in providing supporting fire-
power to allow the infantry assault to succeed.

In discussing the course of the attack, the regulations required that 
when battle groups or storm units became mixed up, they should rejoin 
their loosely formed lines of riflemen as quickly as possible, as stated in 
the infantry training regulations, so that they would be available to serve 
as reserves and for flank protection, patrols, and forward or sideward 
advances and to guard against surprises.268 In a remarkable section, the 
manual warned that looting of enemy bunkers and depots by soldiers in 
search of food were more likely to weaken the attacker than were enemy 
firepower or exhaustion.269

The theoretical basis of the 1918 offensives was both sets of regula-
tions, but ultimately, “The Attack in Positional Warfare” depended on the 
training regulations for the infantry for its basic tactical forms below the 
regimental level. There was, therefore, no single manual for the 1918 of-
fensive. Rather, there was only a single concept, that of fighting through 
the trenches so that mobile war could resume. The resulting concept can 
be found in several manuals.270

The manual also devoted a relatively lengthy section to the use of air-
power in the offensive, a point frequently overlooked in the literature. 
Consistent with much of the manual’s concern with surprise, its treat-
ment of the German air force emphasized the danger of compromising 
an upcoming offensive through excessive preparatory activity. Once the 
battle had been joined, the manual called for aircraft to give close support 
and to attack enemy airfields, railroad stations, rolling stock, and head-
quarters. It also stressed spotting support for friendly artillery fire and 
attacks on enemy artillery.271
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Overview of Offensive Infantry Tactics in 1918

Only at the risk of some oversimplification can one devise a general 
description of the storm unit tactics used in 1918. An assault company 
might consist of 80 to 100 men deployed in three successive groups, or 
waves, since depth was more necessary than breadth for this kind of unit. 
A company typically had three platoons, each consisting of three or four 
squads and an assault squad. The first platoon (wave) had a combination 
of grenade throwers, riflemen, and machine gunners. The second wave 
was smaller, designed in part to protect the first wave in case of a local 
counterattack. Both waves had the task of penetrating as rapidly as pos-
sible through successive enemy positions to the greatest possible depth. 
Disregarding developments to their flanks and rear, these waves were to 
continue forward to the final objective—usually the enemy’s forward ar-
tillery position. Their commanders had full freedom of action in deciding 
how to achieve this. The third wave came after most of the fighting was 
over to consolidate and fortify positions that had been taken. The timing of 
the first attack had to be carefully coordinated with the artillery and other 
fire support, since the best hope for success was for the assault elements 
to close on the enemy’s defensive positions before their occupants had re-
covered from the artillery fire.272 All this, of course, pushed basic combat 
decisions downward to the platoon and squad levels, where great indepen-
dence of action was critical once the assault had begun.273 In some cases 
the storm companies did not lead the infantry assault but instead followed 
in a second wave to attack particularly difficult objectives.274 Where storm 
companies were not available, units formed their own storm squads to 
deploy in the first line of infantry, as described above. Commanders had 
the option of using loose skirmish lines or columns of individual soldiers, 
depending on circumstances. In difficult cases, all kinds of specialized 
weapons were attached to assaulting regiments, and these were attached 
to lower-level assault elements as required. These included light cannons, 
mortars, flamethrowers, and engineers with demolitions.275

In conditions of open or mobile warfare, German units returned to a 
variation of their prewar tactics. Units moved to combat in columns of 
squads or in single file with intervals of one to two yards between soldiers. 
The latter formation offered gaps through which machine gunners could 
deliver fire support. Commanders, especially platoon leaders, chose their 
own formations according to local circumstances. Final assaults had the 
option of using traditional skirmish lines to gain fire superiority. Actual 
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entry into enemy trench lines could be accomplished by either squads 
acting individually or skirmish lines.276

New Artillery Methods

The German army stood on the defensive (with the exception of Verdun) 
in the west, but in the east and in Serbia it more often employed artillery 
in offensive actions. Two factors governed artillery employment in these 
cases: complete German air dominance and the relatively limited supply 
of artillery munitions available.

 German control of the air allowed for extensive aerial photography 
of enemy defenses both before and during operations. Orders from the 
army and later army group level called for the rapid development of ae-
rial reconnaissance photos and the widest possible dissemination of re-
ports.277 The effectiveness of the artillery preparation, planned by Ziethen, 
for the Gorlice operation has already been discussed. Later on, during the 
siege of Przemyśl, Mackensen’s headquarters ordered that every round 
from heavy artillery pieces be observed. This allowed the old hussar to 
make the most of his very limited stock of heavy munitions.278

The Germans adopted a somewhat more conventional approach with 
regard to Serbia. German and Austro-Hungarian guns used registration 
fire after moving into their firing positions. Once again, observation, 
aided by aerial reconnaissance, proved critical in the success of the open-
ing bombardment (planned in this case by Richard von Berendt) prior to 
the river crossings. The assaults against the Serbian positions, like those 
in Galicia and Poland, depended on precise timing between the lifting of 
the artillery bombardment and the start of infantry assaults.279

The most important commonalities of the two attacks involved cal-
iber and duration. The use of heavy artillery in sufficient quantity was 
regarded as critical to the success of both attacks. Particularly desirable 
were the very large caliber howitzers that were capable of high-angle fire. 
Perhaps the most notable hit in the Serbian campaign occurred when 
a Krupp 420mm howitzer (popularly known as a “Big Bertha”) literally 
removed the top of the Anatema Hills. The other important aspect of the 
German artillery bombardment in this attack was its relatively brief dura-
tion. Following periods of harassing fire, the preassault artillery barrages 
lasted about four hours, with the last hour before the infantry assault be-
ing the most intense. Once the campaigns were under way, the prepara-
tory bombardments were shortened considerably, sometimes to less than 
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an hour. This conserved artillery ammunition and minimized wear and 
tear on the tubes.280

 The revised offensive doctrine of the German army, though known 
primarily for its new infantry tactics, was equally dependent on fire sup-
port from the various kinds of artillery. Several aspects of the artillery 
preparation and procedures for the 1918 offensives stand out. New artil-
lery methods that eliminated the need for careful registration at the front 
enhanced effectiveness and concealed much of the branch’s preparations 
for a major offensive. By 1918, the German artillery had begun to focus on 
temporarily disrupting the enemy infantry and artillery rather than trying 
to destroy targets completely. The army attempted to create mobile infan-
try guns that could be transported across the battlefields and through the 
craters to provide close artillery support as the attack advanced beyond the 
range of the original artillery positions. Finally, the army took important 
steps to ensure closer cooperation between infantry and artillery than had 
been achieved in its previous offensives.281

The German army successfully massed a substantial amount of artil-
lery to support the first of the 1918 offensives (the “Michael” attack), but 
the most important innovations were in methods. In numbers, the Ger-
mans were still markedly inferior to the Allies.282 For the Michael offen-
sive, the army had around 2,700 pieces of artillery available to support the 
three attacking field armies. The real strength of the artillery was the mat-
uration of a number of procedural changes that had been in development 
since 1915 and were known by the names of their creators: Pulkowski and 
Bruchmüller.

The first of these innovations was the so-called Pulkowski method of 
fire direction. Developed by a captain of the foot artillery, this procedure 
required determining the unique characteristics of each piece of artillery 
and ammunition batch and coordinating this information with variations 
in weather to establish the precise azimuth and deflection for hitting 
known targets. These data could be developed behind the front, using 
maps to plot accurate fire from the location of any piece of artillery. Previ-
ous fire direction procedures required lengthy trial-and-error adjustments 
based on visual observation of the points of impact. Undertaken on a large 
scale, this traditional preparatory phase eliminated all hope for secrecy 
and deception. Pulkowski’s procedures, the forerunner of modern artil-
lery methods, allowed individual crews, using data from test ranges and a 
touch of trigonometry, to fire accurately on the basis of maps and calibra-
tion data on each tube. The French had developed similar procedures at 
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an earlier stage of the war, but the Germans were unaware of this.283 The 
March 1918 offensive was the first time the German army relied exclu-
sively on this method of fire direction, although it had been under devel-
opment, especially on the eastern front, for some time.284

Another important innovation was the detailed method of coordinating 
artillery and infantry associated with Colonel Georg Bruchmüller, nick-
named Durchbruchmüller for his use of artillery in positional warfare.285 
His system stressed relatively short preparatory bombardments designed 
to create gaps in wire barriers, force the enemy to take cover, disrupt and 
reduce enemy artillery support, and inflict casualties among rear instal-
lations. To achieve his primary objective of supporting the infantry as-
sault, Bruchmüller’s system relied on centralized and detailed control of 
artillery, elaborate combined-arms coordination through the use of de-
tailed fire plans as part of the infantry scheme of attack, surprise, and a 
rapidly moving creeping barrage (Feuerwalz) to assist the infantry’s ad-
vance through the depth of the enemy’s position.286 Bruchmüller himself 
regarded surprise as the key to linking artillery preparations to effective 
infantry attacks.287

The Bruchmüller method of creating the rolling barrage differed 
slightly from that of the British and French. Essentially, it consisted of 
a moving line of artillery fire advancing at regular intervals through the 
enemy positions, with the infantry following about 200 yards behind.288 
In their spring 1918 offensive, the Germans’ rolling barrages advanced 
in phases, about 200 to 400 yards at a time. The goal was to neutralize 
enemy artillery temporarily and disrupt the enemy defense, rather than 
to annihilate the entire defensive system.289 Bruchmüller’s system thus 
stressed relatively brief barrages of great intensity, both to suppress en-
emy resistance and to preserve the element of surprise, which had al-
ways been lost owing to the lengthy bombardments common to previous 
offensives on both sides.290 The goal was to force the enemy infantry to 
take cover, in the hope that the German infantry could then overrun the 
defenders’ positions without suffering unbearable losses.291 Ludendorff, 
who had great respect for Bruchmüller, ordered all units to adopt his sys-
tem of artillery support in planning for the 1918 offensives.292

 A surviving artillery order for 28th Infantry Division from 15 March 
1918 provides a useful illustration of the detailed and mechanistic na-
ture of the Bruchmüller system.293 The artillery preparation had seven 
preliminary stages, with the Feuerwalz constituting an eighth. The first 
stage, 120 minutes in length, consisted of general barrages against en-
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emy artillery, telephone centers, and other rear installations. The second 
stage, 10 minutes long, consisted of fire on enemy second-line positions, 
especially against known mortar locations, and enemy artillery. The third 
stage, also 10 minutes long, consisted of gas and shrapnel attacks on the 
second position. The fourth stage, also of 10 minutes’ duration, empha-
sized observation of results and assumed that some enemy soldiers would 
expect the infantry attack and occupy exposed positions. The fifth stage, 
lasting 70 minutes, consisted of heavy fire on all kinds of targets from 
the front-line positions back to the enemy artillery. The sixth stage lasted 
75 minutes and consisted of fire, including mortars, against many close 
targets and particular areas identified individually in the order. The sev-
enth stage was the first 5 minutes of the rolling barrage, behind which 
the assaulting infantry closely advanced. The eighth stage was the execu-
tion of a detailed fire plan for the rolling barrage, calculated to coordinate 
the infantry attack with the forward movement of the artillery fire. At the 
breakthrough point, each battery was to concentrate its fire on a front of 
about 100 yards.294

Bruchmüller’s system was not perfect, and many senior infantry and 
artillery officers did not agree with either his centralized command sys-
tem or what they regarded as the excessively rapid rate of the rolling bar-
rage’s advance.295 Other western-front commanders objected to devoting 
a large proportion of the effort to counterbattery fire, to Bruchmüller’s 
demand that the artillery be as far forward as possible, and even to the use 
of nonpersistent gas against the enemy’s advanced infantry positions. The 
resulting debate over which headquarters, divisional or corps, should con-
trol artillery support was an old one. Corps control, according to many, had 
not worked well at Verdun, but artillery officers resisted subordination to 
division commanders.296 The matter had been decided in favor of division 
control by the beginning of 1918, but the High Command’s imposition 
of centralization at corps headquarters reversed this decision.297 Hinden-
burg and Ludendorff, in the meantime, had created a new position, the 
General of the Artillery, to unify foot and field artillery in large concentra-
tions of brigades for coordinated efforts for individual situations.298

A final innovation that attempted to make artillery support immedi-
ately available to the advancing infantry was the infantry gun, literally the 
“accompanying gun.” This concept began as an experiment of the Rohr 
Battalion in 1916, although by then the French had devised a similar solu-
tion to providing mobile artillery support. After moderately successful at-
tempts to adapt captured Russian 75mm guns to the task, the army finally 
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turned to Krupp for a new weapon, the Infantry Gun 18. By the end of 
1917, the army had fielded at least fifty batteries for attachment directly to 
infantry units. The enduring problem was that while the crew could drag 
this gun forward briefly, at least two horses were required to do so over 
extended distances or rough ground. This proved impractical under com-
bat conditions in deep defensive zones. Supplying ammunition was an 
equally difficult task. Overall, the experiment was a failure, but this was 
not evident until well after the 1918 offensive had begun.299

In the end, the artillery procedures for the 1918 offensive were a com-
promise between competing schools of artillery theory, on the one hand, 
and the infantry’s need for substantial artillery support against enemy 
positions, on the other. Seizing on Bruchmüller’s emphasis on surprise 
(which was also a basic tenet of the infantry regulations), many argued 
for artillery bombardments of only an hour or so before the main infan-
try attack. After careful consideration and consultation with many of the 
General Staff officers in the field, Ludendorff compromised and decided 
that artillery bombardments would last several hours. He reasoned that 
surprise, though essential, was not enough, and no attack could succeed 
without considerable artillery preparation.300

Dress Rehearsals: Riga and Caporetto

The Germans had the luxury of testing their revamped infantry and artil-
lery tactics in two operations in late 1917. On 1 September 1917 General 
Oskar von Hutier’s Eighth Army launched an attack against Russian Gen-
eral Vladimir Klemboski’s Northern Front, positioned along the Dvina 
River covering Riga. Using an artillery barrage planned by Bruchmüller, 
Hutier’s forces attacked on a narrow front. The German forces, spear-
headed by LI Corps and using the new infantry tactics, quickly broke 
through the Russian defenses. By mid-September, Riga was in German 
hands.301

One month later the Germans staged another rehearsal for the em-
ployment of the new tactics. To bolster the severely strained Austro- 
Hungarian forces on the Italian front, the OHL installed General Otto 
von Below’s Fourteenth Army, comprising two German and two Austro- 
Hungarian corps, on a narrow sector of the Isonzo River front. Launched 
on 24 October 1917, the attack, originally envisioned as a limited en-
deavor, produced results beyond all expectations. Below’s Fourteenth 
Army completely routed its opponents, driving the Italian forces back 
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some seventy miles to the Piave River. The territorial gain was accompa-
nied by an enormous haul of prisoners and booty.302

The questions in 1918 were basically the same as they had been in 1914. 
In tactics, could the infantry break through enemy lines? In strategy, could 
the army use its traditional means of mobile warfare and decisive battle? 
Reforms instituted in 1916 and 1917 showed some promise in answering 
these questions. The experiences of Riga and Caporetto confirmed that 
mobility could be restored, at least in Russia and Italy. The western front, 
however, was not Russia or Italy. It would provide the ultimate test for the 
revamped German army.

 



chapter ten
the final test, 1918

Although the German army had been on the strate-
gic defensive on the western front from the end of the Verdun offensive 
through the end of 1917, hopes of attaining a decisive victory through 
offensive action against the British and French had never entirely expired. 
Both Fritz von Lossberg and Konrad Krafft von Dellmensingen claimed 
they had suggested various major offensive actions in the west as early 
as March 1915. Neither thought attacks against the French positions and 
fortresses south of the Meuse all the way to Switzerland had any prospect 
of major success, which reduced the possibilities to an offensive against 
the British sector north of the Somme. Both men proposed to separate the 
French and British forces and push the latter back to the channel coast, 
where they would either stand and be destroyed or disembark and leave 
the French to fight alone along the entire western front.1

Falkenhayn, though favorably inclined to seek a decision on the west-
ern front, reluctantly rejected both proposals. In the spring of 1915 the 
exigencies of the two-front war required that all forces beyond those ab-
solutely necessary for defense on the western front be sent to the east, as 
discussed earlier in this study (see chapter 8). Falkenhayn’s opponents 
Hindenburg and Ludendorff incessantly demanded that Germany seek 
a decisive victory in the east. Falkenhayn, who thought such a victory 
impossible because of the vast spaces and logistical problems in Rus-
sia, nevertheless recognized the critical need to prevent the collapse of 
the Austro-Hungarian army. As a result, although he regarded England 
as the primary enemy, Falkenhayn sent limited reinforcements to the 
east, where events bore out his assessment that the Russians, though 
less dangerous than the French and the British, could survive even major 
German offensives.2 So throughout 1915 the German army remained on 
the defensive in the west while the nation struggled to mobilize greater 
resources to support the war effort. The one German offensive in the 
west, at Verdun in 1916, along with the Battle of the Somme, produced 
mainly heavy casualties, one of which was Falkenhayn’s position as head 
of the OHL. 

Despite their previous pronouncements, Hindenburg and Ludendorff 
soon discovered the complexities, realities, and limitations of a multi-
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front war. They too remained on the strategic defensive in the west for the 
remainder of 1916 and all of 1917, while the ever-increasing firepower of 
the Western Allies drained Germany’s human and material resources. As 
we have seen, it took all of Ludendorff’s energies and the experiences of 
many costly battles to create new defensive systems that could withstand 
the hammer blows of Allied artillery. As the army’s system of deep de-
fenses and counterattacks became more effective, and as offensive skills 
gradually improved over the course of numerous local counterattacks, 
voices urged the High Command to drop its almost exclusively defensive 
strategy, pejoratively labeled “the system of the pure defensive battle.” 
The strongest advocate may have been Max von Gallwitz, who in April 
1917 pressed the army to become more offensively oriented because the 
defense was too costly and had robbed the army of its moral strength.3 
The best Ludendorff could do, although he certainly agreed in principle, 
was to endorse limited local attacks, since the overall situation precluded 
major offensive action.4 Even after the defeat of the Nivelle offensive and 
the first reports of mutinies in the French armies, the OHL declined to 
approve even major counterattacks against the weakened French forces.5

Considerations of a Major Offensive in the West

Despite the multitude of problems facing the Germans on the western 
front in 1917, events seemed to offer some prospects for ending hostil-
ities in the east and seeking a decisive victory against the Allies. Luden-
dorff discussed sending substantial forces from the eastern front to the 
west with the Ober Ost’s chief of the General Staff during a meeting at 
Kreuznach on 17 April 1917. He recognized that an offensive in the west 
would be much more difficult than those in the east, and nothing much 
came of these conversations, particularly as the fighting in the east con-
tinued during the rule of the Kerensky government.6

About six months later, a number of senior military and civilian leaders 
attended a cabinet meeting to report on the overall strategic situation to 
the new chancellor, Prince Max of Baden. Although the conference did 
not address a western offensive in any detail, the army leaders discussed 
bringing divisions back from Russia and improving the replacement 
system. Ludendorff assured the attendees that the crisis in the west had 
passed and that the army could hold out against the Allies until more 
units were available. From that time on, the OHL entertained specific pro-
posals on the nature of a great offensive in the spring of 1918.7
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Reasons for the 1918 Offensive

Although historians have been critical of the decision to launch the costly 
and ultimately failed offensive of 1918, the decision reflected a thought-
ful and logical assessment of Germany’s strategic situation.8 The failure 
of unrestricted submarine warfare dashed one of the High Command’s 
most cherished if politically reckless hopes. It may have been Major 
Georg Wetzell, chief of the OHL’s Operations Section, who first raised 
the possibility that the submarine campaign would not produce victory 
and that a major offensive on one of the fronts would be necessary. By the 
summer of 1917, Ludendorff was also coming around to the view that the 
submarine war would not bring England to its knees and that the eventual 
collapse of Russia would enable the Central Powers to reach a more con-
ventional military decision.9 The impending arrival of the Americans lent 
a sense of urgency; this was first recognized in Wetzell’s memorandum 
of 23 October 1917, but it was endorsed by others who participated in the 
deliberations.10

Ludendorff probably never seriously considered a negotiated settle-
ment that would compromise his expansionist war aims, but there is little 
evidence that the Allies were interested in anything less than a total vic-
tory.11 The irony was that American entry into the war, which made a deci-
sion in early 1918 imperative, also reduced or even eliminated the British 
and French need for a compromise peace.12 Certainly, the French, the Brit-
ish, and even the Americans had made demands that seemed impossible 
to meet, especially with regard to Alsace-Lorraine and Belgium. Signs of 
political unrest, from the Reichstag’s Peace Resolution of 19 July 1917 to 
vocal parliamentary opposition to the war minister, added to the sense 
of urgency, as did a general sense of war-weariness.13 The deteriorating 
economic and social circumstances within Germany also constituted a 
compelling reason to end the war as quickly as possible and on the most 
favorable terms. 

The German army, like almost all its counterparts, had an ingrained 
bias in favor of strategic offensives, in this case, for two reasons: the de-
fensive offered only a continuation of the disastrous casualties produced 
by warding off the Allied offensives of 1917, and the offensive seemed 
likely to give the Germans the initiative and bring an end to the miseries 
of trench warfare. Only a decisive offensive could prevent the war from 
dragging on until defeat became inevitable. Another year of defensive 
combat threatened to undermine the army’s willingness to continue the 
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struggle.14 Continuing the war indecisively was an especially unacceptable 
proposition, regardless of the risks, because Germany’s allies were in a 
precarious situation that could not continue indefinitely. Many German 
military leaders, moreover, were convinced that standing on the defensive 
would not produce fewer losses than would a successful offensive.15 As 
some historians have suggested, the ultimate rationale for an offensive in 
1918 was that it offered some hope for victory, whereas a continuation of 
the war offered only certain defeat in the long run.16

On 23 October 1917 Wetzell presented a memorandum discussing al-
ternatives for 1918 and proposing a decisive offensive in the west. Wet-
zell’s memorandum stressed that victory on the western front remained, 
as always, the key to the entire situation and that the Germans must de-
liver an annihilating blow to the English before the Americans arrived in 
force. By that time, Ludendorff’s attitude had changed dramatically, as just 
a few weeks earlier he had still been speaking of winning merely by hold-
ing out against the ongoing but weakening Allied offensives.17 Although 
he thought events on the Italian front would have to run their course first, 
Ludendorff, in essence, endorsed the concept of a great western offensive 
in 1918.18 Most recognize that the Wetzell memorandum contained the 
basic idea that came to fruition in March 1918.19 The memorandum was, 
however, only a beginning, for there was no agreement within the High 
Command or among the army group commanders on where or against 
whom the offensive should be directed.

On 9 November a new memorandum from Wetzell to Ludendorff pro-
posed making the major effort against the French in the Argonne-Verdun 
area. Wetzell argued that no decisive results could be expected against 
the British because of the swampy terrain in most of their sector of the 
front and the abundance of reserves available to counter such an attack. 
He hoped to destroy at least eleven French divisions and deal the French 
a massive blow from which they could not recover. In a manner rem-
iniscent of the despised Falkenhayn, Wetzell concluded that the fall of 
Verdun would have enormous psychological consequences for friend and 
foe, to the point of having a decisive impact on the outcome of the war. 
At the very least, he argued, it would disrupt all Allied offensives.20 This 
memorandum also contained an unusual note of doubt, asking whether 
it were reasonable to expect this offensive to succeed when all previous 
efforts—French, German, and British—had failed.21



THE FINAL TEST, 1918  : 411

The Conference at Mons, November 1917

In an effort to clarify where and against whom the offensive should be un-
dertaken, Ludendorff convened a meeting of key commanders and their 
chiefs at Mons, the headquarters of Army Group Crown Prince Rupprecht 
of Bavaria, on 11 November 1917. Present were Ludendorff, Rupprecht, 
the chiefs of staff of Army Groups German Crown Prince (Kuhl) and 
Crown Prince of Bavaria (General Count Schulenburg), Wetzell, Colonel 
Max Bauer, and one or two minor figures.22 Schulenburg, supported by 
Wetzell, argued for an attack on the French around Verdun, while Kuhl 
argued for an attack in Flanders against the British (to be code-named St. 
George). Rupprecht had already proposed the latter alternative to Luden-
dorff, who found it unacceptable because weather would delay any action 
until April or even May. Nor did he look favorably on the Verdun-Argonne 
area; he feared the British would support the French with a renewal of the 
Somme offensive of 1917, which Ludendorff wished to avoid at all costs. 
Actually, Ludendorff may have simply used the conference to allow the 
army groups to have their say before presenting his own solution. Bauer 
proposed an attack primarily against the British in the area around St. 
Quentin, south of the area suggested by Rupprecht and Schulenburg.23

Ludendorff closed the conference by rendering his decision, preserved 
in a memorandum that survived the First World War but not the Second. 
It stated in part:

The situation in Russia and Italy will presumably enable us to deliver a 
single blow in the Western theater in the new year. The strength of the 
opposing sides will be approximately equal. About thirty-five divisions 
and 1,000 heavy guns can be made available for an offensive. These 
forces will suffice for one offensive; a second large offensive, perhaps 
to tie down enemy forces, will not be possible. Our overall situation de-
mands an attack as soon as possible, perhaps at the end of February or 
the beginning of March, before the Americans can throw large forces 
onto the scale. We must strike the English.24

The memorandum then concluded that the attack should be in the St. 
Quentin area and drive to the northeast to roll up the entire British po-
sition in France. Although the memorandum clearly shows the general 
direction of Ludendorff’s thought, it turned out to be a poor prognosti-
cation of the future. The Germans in fact prepared many more divisions 
than the thirty-five envisioned at the Mons conference, as well as a greater 
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number of artillery pieces. They also attempted more than a single attack 
and began in a different location. Still, the memorandum clearly shows 
Ludendorff’s willingness to gamble everything on a single blow. However, 
not too much should be made of this, because thorough preparations and 
developments in other theaters increased the forces available. Since the 
resources, especially artillery, could support only one offensive at a time, 
a choice was essential. 

Ongoing Discussions of Alternatives

The discussion did not end with Ludendorff’s memorandum on the Mons 
conference. Feeling (correctly, as it turned out) that it had won half the ar-
gument, Crown Prince Rupprecht’s headquarters renewed its studies and 
arguments on the best place to attack the British, considering weather, 
terrain, and enemy forces. His headquarters, probably under Kuhl’s influ-
ence, commented as early as 20 November that the attack must take place 
where there was the greatest opportunity for a breakthrough. This was 
probably the first time specific planning addressed the very difficult issue 
of whether strategic or tactical considerations should be given the greatest 
weight in planning and executing the offensive. The army group sent a 
series of memoranda to the OHL between 15 and 21 December 1917, con-
tinuing to argue for the northern attack. Kuhl, the actual author of these 
documents, repeated his argument that the main consideration was to 
attain a breakthrough, since that was the only way to avoid another “battle 
of materiel” like that on the Somme in 1916. The memorandum of 21 
December reexamined the situation in light of both Russia’s withdrawal 
from the war and the recent battlefield developments around Cambrai. 

One problem was that the area for the attack around Cambrai–St. 
Quentin (by then, code-named “Michael”) had become less favorable be-
tween the Mons conference (11 November) and late December. On the 
one hand, British forces there had improved their defensive positions and 
increased their local reserves. On the other hand, the successful counter-
attack against the British assault around Cambrai (30 November 1917) 
had raised hopes of tactical success. There, German counterattacks, using 
the new offensive tactics described in the previous chapter, threw back 
a British assault after recovering from the shock of the first major use 
of tanks.25 This action might have warned the British of changes in the 
Germans’ tactical doctrine, but this lesson apparently went unnoticed.26

Wetzell and his ally, Crown Prince Wilhelm of Germany, did not give 
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up after Ludendorff’s decision to strike the English. His memorandum, 
written the day after the conference, reiterated the proposal to attack the 
French in the Argonne-Verdun region. Another memorandum, prepared 
on 12 December, repeated the request for a major offensive there, on the 
grounds that it would be more decisive than an assault on the British. 
But because Ludendorff had already indicated his decision to launch the 
offensive against the British rather than the French, Wetzell’s memoran-
dum discussed that case as well. He argued that a single major offensive 
against the French would suffice, whereas the English were so strong 
that the Germans would be unable to achieve a breakthrough in a sin-
gle attack. He therefore proposed that if the Germans chose to attack the 
English, the army should launch numerous successive attacks and shift 
forces from one to another. He wanted the Michael offensive to be the first 
one, with the goal of drawing forces away from Flanders; this would be 
followed by a second major attack there, allowing two weeks for the Ger-
mans to reposition their forces. The Flanders attack, he suggested, might 
rupture the British army and roll it up from the north.27 Wetzell was not 
alone in questioning Ludendorff’s initial decision. The army group of the 
German crown prince also argued against the decision to attack the Brit-
ish. Wetzell found support for his plan to conduct multiple individual 
attacks as part of the overall offensive. Lossberg also proposed a series of 
attacks leading to a final great breakthrough, but he did not argue in favor 
of any one particular area for the final assault.28

Wetzell persisted even further. In a 25 December memorandum he 
again proposed that the major attack take place against the French around 
Verdun. He warned that the British were expecting a major attack, that 
their section of the front was more strongly held, and that they had more 
reserves available. He suggested using the British expectation of an attack 
to deceive the Allies and thus make the major effort in the Verdun area 
more effective.29

By 27 December, Ludendorff had heard enough. He summoned the 
General Staff chiefs of the three army groups to Kreuznach to discuss the 
alternative targets for the planned offensive.30 Although he had definitely 
decided to attack the British army, Ludendorff wanted to plan for several 
alternatives. He gave the chiefs a written directive, for their eyes only, in-
forming them that the offensive would begin in March 1918.31 He ordered 
Rupprecht’s army group to prepare three offensives against the British: 
St. George, which had two alternatives—one in the area of Armentieres 
(St. George I) and one in the area around Ypres (St. George II); and Mars 
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in the area around Arras.32 Ludendorff also ordered the German crown 
prince’s army group to prepare a local withdrawal in the Argonne region 
and a counterattack in Champagne. He ordered the army group of Duke 
Albrecht to prepare an attack near Strassburg. He also ordered the army 
groups of Albrecht and the German crown prince to plan but not actively 
prepare for an offensive west and south of Verdun. All this planning and 
preparation was to be finished by 10 March 1918.33 Some of these plans, 
of course, would be used as diversions or supplementary attacks, but no 
definite priorities were established at this time, although the army groups 
were informed that the double attack around Verdun would be a diversion 
to tie down French forces.34

Ludendorff visited the front between 18 and 21 January to examine the 
local prospects for a successful breakthrough attack. He announced his 
final decision in a meeting with Kuhl and Schulenburg, the chiefs of staff 
of the army groups involved.35 The Flanders offensive, St. George, was too 
dependent on the weather, which might delay it until May. The Mars at-
tack, around Arras, offered too few prospects for a breakthrough because 
of tactical difficulties. Ludendorff thus chose Michael, the attack around 
St. Quentin, with some adjustments extending it to the north.36

Ludendorff later explained that the most important issue was creating 
a breakthrough in a timely manner (in March). He justified his decision 
with this now infamous statement: “Tactics took priority over pure strategy. 
Without a tactical success, [strategy] could not be pursued. A strategy which 
did not consider this would be fore-ordained to failure. The Entente’s at-
tacks of the first three years of the war give numerous examples of this.”37 
After the war, Kuhl wrote that the St. George attack was seen as an alterna-
tive in case Michael failed, but this was a later development; Ludendorff had 
decided it was impossible to launch Georgette (discussed later) in a timely 
manner or with any confidence of a breakthrough.38 It also seems clear that 
Ludendorff preferred to attack the British because he considered them a 
less dangerous opponent in open warfare than the French.39

Lack of Consensus and Clarity

By this time, three basic considerations had become paramount in plan-
ning for the 1918 offensive: (1) the available strength would suffice for 
one major attack but not for a second, and not even for a major diversion 
to precede the first; (2) the attack must be made before American inter-
vention became too great; and (3) the attack must be directed against the 
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British. There was broad consensus among the General Staff in the field 
units and at the High Command on the first two points but not the third. 
Ludendorff had made that decision with the support of some but against 
the opposition of others.40

Nevertheless, one should remember that Wetzell and Ludendorff 
hedged their bets on a single offensive by planning for other efforts. This 
signified a lack of resolution and unanimity in the High Command, and 
it is clear that the field commanders had differing views of Ludendorff’s 
intentions. This set the stage for second-guessing after the war, if not for 
inappropriate action in the spring of 1918. Writing in 1922, Ludendorff 
claimed that the High Command had planned ahead of time for “many 
successive attacks following one another at irregular intervals before they 
would lead to an operation.”41

This was not the understanding at the time, at least in many quar-
ters. Rupprecht believed the St. George attack would take place only if 
Michael failed, a view held by Gallwitz as well.42 Kuhl, perhaps the most 
involved of the field chiefs and the most respected of the senior Gen-
eral Staff officers overall, also believed the army would execute St. George 
only if Michael failed.43 Implementing St. George would thus be a sign of 
failure, not of success. Krafft von Dellmensingen, writing after the war, 
blamed the failure of the 1918 offensive on Wetzell’s success in obtain-
ing approval for several attacks in succession, which he thought divided 
the army’s resources and, as a result, meant that none of the blows was 
strong enough.44 This was part of the related criticism that Ludendorff, 
with more than one offensive in the back of his mind, did not give Mi-
chael all the divisions and supporting artillery available.45

Command Arrangements

During his meeting with Kuhl and Schulenburg on 21 January, Luden-
dorff announced his intention to realign the army groups and assigned 
specific responsibilities to those involved in the forthcoming offensive. 
He created a new field army, the Seventeenth, under Otto von Below and 
assigned it to Rupprecht’s army group. He assigned Eighteenth Army to 
the German crown prince and gave this army group an important role in 
the Michael offensive. He also created a new army group, named Gall-
witz, to take over the German crown prince’s sector around Verdun.46 The 
result was that two army groups were responsible for conducting the Mi-
chael offensive, with neither having any authority over the other.
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Ludendorff justified this arrangement with reference to his experience 
in Poland in 1914, but the influence of domestic political concerns and 
dynastic politics is apparent. German Crown Prince Wilhelm had played 
no great role in the war up to that point and could not take credit for 
any glamorous victories. Ludendorff may have divided control over the 
offensive, which be hoped would produce a war-winning victory, to avoid 
the Bavarian crown prince receiving all the credit while the future king of 
Prussia and German emperor remained in the background. A number of 
contemporary observers believed this was the case, and the official history 
felt obliged to issue a denial. Ludendorff’s own memoirs unconvincingly 
defended the decision on the grounds that experience had shown it was 
better to have more than one army group involved in preparing and exe-
cuting a large offensive.47

Following receipt of the emperor’s approval on 23 January 1918, the 
High Command sent out official orders for reorganizing the western 
front and preparing for the offensive. The original offensive concept thus 
consisted of Michael, divided into Michael I (Rupprecht’s Seventeenth 
Army, northeast of Baupaume), Michael II (Rupprecht’s Second Army), 
and Michael III (Wilhelm’s Eighteenth Army, on both sides of St. Quen-
tin), along with two supporting attacks—Mars (Rupprecht’s Seventeenth 
Army on both sides of the Scarpe) and Archangel (Wilhelm’s Seventh 
Army south of the Oise).48 The following text treats all these together and 
refers to them simply as Michael, to avoid excessive detail. Ludendorff’s 
order reflects a note of hesitation, if not a lack of confidence, for he also 
ordered Rupprecht’s army group to continue to work on the St. George 
offensive (in Flanders) and to have it ready by the beginning of April.49

Kuhl and Rupprecht lacked confidence in Ludendorff’s plans for exe-
cuting the offensive. Even as preparations began, they continued to object 
to the command arrangements, to the local objectives and directions of 
the planned advances, and to the lack of a good plan to protect the right 
flank of the Michael assault.50 They were particularly concerned that the 
series of blows, as advocated by Wetzell, had no chance of success.

Ludendorff ’s Military Goals

Ludendorff had two broad goals for the 1918 offensive, although one of 
these should be considered a means rather than an end in itself. In the 
initial stages—that is, during the breakthrough battle—the offensive’s pri-
mary purpose was the one laid out in “The Attack in Positional Warfare”: a 
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resumption of mobile warfare following a successful breakthrough of the 
British positions. Everything depended on a successful breakthrough and a 
successful mobile campaign, which was the only kind of war the Germans 
felt capable of winning. The German army hoped to defeat the British in 
mobile warfare beyond the trench lines, separate them from the French, 
and roll up their positions, forcing them against the coast.51

 There was clear agreement on this point among most writers at the 
time, even though the proposition has earned the scorn of many histori-
ans since then. As one of the field army commands wrote during the early 
planning stages of Michael: “The tactical breakthrough can never be a 
goal in and of itself. It is much more a means to bring into use the stron-
gest form of the offense, the flanking attack. A successful breakthrough 
gives the command freedom to conduct operations, which in positional 
war exists only within narrow boundaries, and offers the means to force 
the transformation to mobile warfare.”52 Mobile warfare, in turn, would 
lead to the ultimate goal: a great victory that enabled Germany to dictate 
the terms of peace to the Allies.53 The Michael order of 10 March 1918 
presented no overarching strategic goal; rather, it stressed the immediate 
goal of creating a breakthrough and freeing the army from positional war-
fare so that it would then be able to advance. The official history explained 
this relatively narrow focus by referring to Ludendorff’s acceptance of 
Moltke’s famous argument that “no plan of campaign extends with any 
certainty beyond the first encounter with the enemy’s main force.”54 In a 
sense, the army repeated the performance of 1914, in that no single doc-
ument simply and clearly laid out the means and concepts of the strategy 
on which the campaign was based. This overall concept existed in the 
mind of Ludendorff (and presumably Hindenburg), but not in great detail 
anywhere else.55

 In any case, with this concept in mind, the staffs of the army groups 
and field armies made preparations at their respective levels, while the 
bulk of the army worked feverishly to bring its capabilities up to the tac-
tical demands of the anticipated breakthrough and the resulting mobile 
war. Historians have criticized Ludendorff for prioritizing tactics over 
strategy in planning the 1918 offensive, arguing that he understood tactics 
but not strategy or “operations.” A later section of this chapter considers 
this dubious proposition in detail. On the eastern front, Ludendorff had 
established a solid record of preparing and executing sweeping operations 
to exploit breakthroughs and achieve limited strategic goals. The Michael 
offensive had a major strategic goal: the destruction of the British army 
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and the end of Britain’s effective participation in the ground war. This re-
quired movements after the breakthrough, which was the sine qua non of 
the entire campaign. Only later, as the General Staff and the army groups 
looked for a point where a significant breakthrough seemed possible, did 
tactical considerations come to the fore. The plan for Michael had a solid 
strategic foundation only if a breakthrough succeeded. The execution of 
the series of offensives was another matter.56

Preparing the Army for the Offensive

Preparing the German army to implement these new and old ideas in 
a large-scale offensive with sufficient skill, strength, and endurance to 
produce a decisive victory was no easy task. Leaving aside the questions of 
strategy and the choice of locations, the army in late 1917 was utterly un-
prepared for any major attack in the west. It lacked manpower, equipment 
and supplies of various kinds, horses (for mobility once a breakthrough 
was achieved), and, perhaps above all, a core of leaders and soldiers 
trained for mobile warfare. A new generation of noncommissioned of-
ficers and junior officers had entered the army without undergoing tra-
ditional training in the Prusso-German way of mobile warfare. Most of 
the regimental officers of 1914 were either dead or disabled, and their 
replacements, for the most part, knew only positional warfare, with its 
emphasis on defense and limited local attacks. Only in exceptional cases 
were prewar officers still serving at battalion level and lower.57 Divisions 
coming from the eastern front had to be acclimated to a different kind 
of war on the western front, and many of these divisions were politically 
suspect. Indeed, the war’s destabilizing impact on German society had 
begun to erode the capabilities and cohesion of the officer corps and the 
enlisted force. The German army, including the junior officer corps, had 
to be reinforced, reequipped, retrained, redeployed, and reinvigorated be-
fore any major offensive was possible, quite aside from all the questions 
related to strategy and tactics.58

Transfers

The army took a number of measures to mass its available manpower for 
the great task ahead of it. On 1 April 1918 the army had just over 4 mil-
lion men in the west and about 1.5 million in the east, the Balkans, and 
Turkey.59 Although precise numbers are in dispute, it now seems certain 



THE FINAL TEST, 1918  : 419

that the German army transferred at least thirty-three divisions, of vary-
ing quality and strength, from the eastern front to the western front in 
preparation for the 1918 offensive.60 Kuhl’s postwar study stated that forty 
divisions were transferred from the east to the west through the middle of 
March, while the official history reported that thirty-three had been trans-
ferred as of the day the offensive began, 21 March 1918.61 More recently, 
using intelligence reports on a French study continued by the American 
Expeditionary Force, one historian supports the Kuhl figure, although 
he states that forty-four divisions were moved between December and 
March.62

Nor is there agreement on the total number of divisions available in the 
west when the offensive began. The official history cited 200 as the total 
divisional strength in the west on 21 March, while Kuhl’s corresponding 
number was 192. The official number seems more reliable. In any case, 
about 15 percent of the divisions participating in the western offensive 
were transferred from the eastern front during the period of planning 
and preparation for the 1918 offensive.63 The final differences are small, 
since the official history gave the German army only four fewer divisions 
by May 1918 (200 versus Kuhl’s 204).64 The western field armies thus 
undertook the offensive predominantly with their own resources, but that 
is not the real issue. 

The larger question concerns the strength remaining in Russia, about 
forty divisions, and whether Ludendorff could have drawn on them for 
even more strength to support what he knew was the final effort to win 
the war. The annexationist war aims pursued by Ludendorff, as well as 
the unrest in Russia as the Bolshevik regime attempted to consolidate its 
power, required an ongoing German presence. Germany hoped to exploit 
this territory, especially the Ukraine, so some divisions had to remain 
there. Numbers, however, do not give a full picture of the extent to which 
the army massed its last reserves for the 1918 offensive.

The OHL combed out the eastern divisions for nearly all available re-
sources that would be of use in the forthcoming western campaign. Be-
ginning in October 1917, the War Ministry transferred from the east to the 
west almost all the younger soldiers (those under thirty-five years of age) 
who were physically capable and otherwise qualified for the extremely rig-
orous and dangerous combat conditions in France.65 The eastern units 
also sent their best equipment and many thousands of horses to the west. 
Kuhl argued, convincingly in the eyes of most, that little remained in the 
east or in the Balkans that could have been of use in the 1918 offensive. 
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The High Command planned at one point to send 140,000 to 150,000 
recruits from the class of 1899 to the recruit depots in the east and receive 
in exchange an equal number of physically qualified men between twenty- 
five and thirty years of age. As it turned out, it could find only 107,000 
to send, and dispatching even this number proved impossible. Almost 
20 percent of the combat-capable soldiers in the east were from Alsace- 
Lorraine, and the army considered them too unreliable to use on the west-
ern front. About half of the total strength in the eastern units was consid-
ered unreliable for various reasons, and those men were being watched 
over by the remaining half. Many of the reliable soldiers were too old for 
duty on the western front. The result was that about 30,000 to 40,000 
young men from the class of 1899 were sent to the western recruit de-
pots for training and maturation before being assigned to divisions at the 
front.66 Overall, as the official history concluded, very little remained in 
the east that might have been useful on the western front, even for the 
construction of rear defensive lines.67 An additional problem was that sol-
diers arriving from the east, even in November 1917, had notoriously poor 
discipline and showed little respect for officers.68

The overall German manpower situation in March 1918 was on the 
verge of a fatal crisis, awaiting only a single additional campaign, offen-
sive or defensive, to usher in an irreversible decline. Even so, the official 
history tried to paint a rosy picture.69 Many divisions had been filled up 
with men from the Landsturm, some of whom were older than forty. The 
recruit class of 1917, born in 1898, had been exhausted, and the class 
born in 1899 was already in training programs. The class of 1918, born in 
1900, could not be drafted until the late autumn. Even if it had been avail-
able, this class of recruits had only about 250,000 men, while the nor-
mal monthly wastage was about 150,000. The army was thus short about 
354,000 men even before the offensive began.70 This situation could only 
worsen once the offensive started, and this proved to be the case. As the 
Americans started to arrive at alarming rates, up to 200,000 per month, 
German strength was on an irreversible downward spiral. Training in 
the units and skill in leadership had to compensate for manpower weak-
nesses.

Structure

By this phase of the war, the old distinctions among the divisions (active, 
reserve, Landwehr, and Ersatz) had disappeared, except for the names.71 
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Instead, the army divided its infantry divisions into two broad categories 
in preparing for the offensive: positional (Stellungsdivisionen) and mo-
bile.72 All infantry divisions had the basic triangular infantry structure 
(three infantry regiments), but the mobile divisions had full or nearly 
full complements of horses and wagons to enable them to conduct open 
warfare in the traditional manner. The positional divisions had very little 
mobility and were of much less value in both offensive combat and a war 
of movement. Even this distinction eroded once the offensive began, how-
ever, as the field armies and corps had to use their positional divisions in 
the same manner as the mobile units, to the extent possible.

The army designated 44 divisions as “mobile” for the 1918 offensive, 
while the other 196 divisions, including about 160 on the western front, 
were considered positional divisions. These mobile divisions, which 
would both participate in the attack and conduct mobile operations to 
crush the Allied forces, had nearly full complements of horses, extra ma-
chine gun units, attached aviation sections, vehicles for munitions and 
supplies of all kinds, and mobile bakeries, kitchens, and medical facilities. 
Their infantry battalions had their full authorized strength of 850 sol-
diers, not including their machine gun companies (one each).73 They also 
underwent a comprehensive training program, described below.

The positional divisions were not equivalent with regard to their initial 
equipment, but they were broadly similar in terms of mobility. About 26 
of these divisions received nearly full complements of men and equip-
ment and were trained to participate in the opening attacks on Allied de-
fensive positions. Their utility could decrease, however, if the battlefields 
became fluid. Thus, about 70 divisions were at least marginally equipped 
and manned for the offensive.74 All other divisions on the western front, 
about 130 in all, were suitable only for defense and very limited local of-
fensive action. The formal distinction between mobile and positional di-
visions fell by the wayside by the end of the Michael offensive, as the 
demands of the war forced commanders to use whatever divisions were 
available at any given point or time.75

Training 

The OHL recognized the need to retrain virtually the entire army in a vari-
ety of skills prior to the offensive. These needs fell into several categories: 
(1) training officers and men in the new breakthrough tactics; (2) training 
officers and men, as well as units at several levels, for a return to mobile 
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warfare, in which the western army had very little experience at battalion 
level and above; and (3) training the eastern divisions in the new tactics 
and for the very different combat conditions of the western front. Some 
of this training had been in progress since 1917, primarily in defensive 
fighting and, at the small-unit level, in assault unit tactics since 1916. 
The demands placed on junior leaders by the new manuals for offensive 
tactics in positional warfare and for the very different requirements at all 
levels in mobile warfare made this training essential.76

The army thus established training programs of several types to pre-
pare the divisions, especially the mobile divisions, for the 1918 offensive. 
Junior officers in the mobile divisions and in many of the positional di-
visions that would be participating in the initial assault attended training 
courses at Sedan and Valenciennes, beginning in September 1917. These 
courses eventually became more comprehensive and were extended to 
four weeks.77 Officers from the eastern units in particular were in need of 
additional training to prepare them for the difficult conditions in the west. 
The general inspector of the Field Artillery Gunnery School reported that 
the young eastern-front officers knew nothing of the new regulations and 
not much about the old ones, either.78

In addition to these courses for leaders, the field armies used their 
rear-area training areas to prepare entire mobile divisions for the upcom-
ing offensive. The High Command ordered each field army to prepare 
such a course, initially set to last three weeks.79 Eventually, a typical course 
consisted of about six weeks of training in mobile warfare arranged in se-
quence, moving from individual soldier skills to company, battalion, regi-
mental, and even brigade levels. This training concentrated on loose lines 
of skirmishers, use of mobile guns and mortars in support of open-field 
attacks, and assaults on trench lines. The training sequence culminated 
in brigade-level movements and combat exercises, as well as lengthy 
marches to contact. Overall, the training program incorporated the two 
new tactical elements—reliance on lower-level units as combat elements 
and use of extended skirmish lines—within the older framework of large-
unit maneuver. At the end, a brigade of three regiments, supported by 
the division’s supporting elements, was expected to conduct an advance 
leading to a successful meeting engagement in the open field. Ludendorff 
kept in touch with the training program to some degree, at least. For ex-
ample, in February he warned the divisions to make better preparations 
for using their gas capabilities.80

The units coming from the eastern and Balkan fronts required a train-



THE FINAL TEST, 1918  : 423

ing program tailored to their peculiar and acute needs.81 In November 
1917 the OHL endorsed a formal training program developed by Fourth 
Army and produced a miniature regulation (twenty-six pages) for use in 
training all the divisions coming to the western front. The regulation cau-
tioned officers that combat in the west was much more demanding than 
in the east. Units would have to make adjustments to avoid heavy losses 
and failure, and they were warned not to underestimate the British and 
French artillery or to overestimate their own.82 Ludendorff’s guidelines 
stressed preparations for mobile warfare and exercises by divisions as a 
whole. The directive stressed “exercises in combined arms, the division 
in the advance, and the attack across open areas and at great distances to 
revive the deeply-rooted fresh offensive spirit of the German soldier.”83 
Ironically, at the middle levels of command (regimental and battalion), 
the eastern units were better prepared for mobile warfare than were some 
western units.84

The main doctrinal materials used in the training program reflected 
the effort to return these divisions to the prewar emphasis on offensive 
warfare, as modified by the practical experiences of the war in the west. 
These materials were the Sammelheft for positional warfare, the training 
regulations for the infantry (1918), Anleitung für Kompanieführer (dis-
cussed above), the pamphlet Der Sturmangriff (1917), and the training 
regulations for the field artillery. The guidelines provided a lengthy list 
of individual combat skills that had to be mastered by soldiers from the 
eastern units and an even more comprehensive list of skills to be acquired 
at the battalion level. In addition to comprehensive training programs at 
every unit level, the guidelines urged eastern and western units to ex-
change the following officers for several weeks of duty with the other: 
division commanders, General Staff officers and other officers on the di-
vision staffs, infantry brigade staffs, artillery commanders, and officers 
from regiments (infantry and artillery) and from combat engineers, mor-
tars, and communications sections.85

The storm battalions participated in the army’s training program by 
conducting a series of intensive courses between January and May 1918. 
Numerous divisions withdrew from the front lines for a four-week train-
ing program beginning in December 1917. The courses emphasized 
the offensive mobile warfare the army hoped to conduct after breaking 
through the Allied defensive lines. By the end of February, at least thirty- 
one divisions had undergone such a training course and were ready for 
employment in the upcoming offensive.86
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Weapons and Mobility

The army had sufficient weapons in the spring of 1918 to support the 
planned offensive. More than enough artillery and munitions were avail-
able, subject to the limitations of what could be deployed in trained and 
reasonably mobile units. Likewise, substantially more machine guns and 
rifles were on hand than were required. The increases in machine gun 
production had allowed the army to equip nearly every infantry battal-
ion with twelve heavy machine guns, while each company had five light 
machine guns and two mortars directly under its control.87 The central 
difficulty was bringing these weapons and munitions to the front and 
then forward to the advancing battlefront—a question of tactical mobility 
and transport.88

The German army’s transport system in 1918, just as in 1914 and 1941, 
was largely dependent on horses for tactical mobility and for logistical 
and fire support. Insufficient horses and a shortage of fodder had been 
problems even in the opening campaign of 1914, and they only became 
worse over the course of the war. The mere expansion of the army, not to 
mention the loss of horses, meant that it had actually become less mo-
bile between 1914 and the end of 1917. While the army had increased in 
size by roughly 140 percent, the number of horses had increased by only 
80 percent. Losses were staggering—an average of 16,000 per month 
in 1916—and the army struggled in vain to replace them. The army lost 
another 215,000 horses the following year, with about 90 percent of 
these losses being attributable to illness and exhaustion rather than com-
bat. The prewar regulations on provisions called for twelve to twenty-six 
pounds of “hard” fodder per day, but by 1918, the army could provide 
each horse with only about half of that. Trucks could not make up for the 
shortage of transport, even though the army’s totals had risen from about 
5,000 trucks in 1914 to 35,500 in 1918. The German army in the west 
had about 23,000 trucks, only one-quarter of the number available to the 
Allies.89 The entire country, including the army, was critically short of fuel 
and rubber for tires, and iron wheels were no substitute. As a result, the 
army’s transport system would not have allowed the 130 positional divi-
sions or the eastern divisions to be turned into “mobile” divisions, regard-
less of any other considerations. A successful offensive would only have 
made the situation worse. It is small wonder that many high commanders 
regarded the shortage of capable horses as the most serious concern at the 
outset of the 1918 offensive.90
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Doubtful Commanders, Hopeful Soldiers

The army’s highest leaders, disregarding the enigmatic and frequently 
irrelevant figure of the emperor, were aware that the challenges facing 
Germany in the spring of 1918 were enormous. Ludendorff allegedly told 
Wilhelm II that the forthcoming offensive was “the most enormous mili-
tary task that had ever been given to an army.”91 Although numerous confi-
dent statements emerged in the early months of 1918, many high-ranking 
officers had their personal doubts about the prospects of the planned of-
fensive.92 Both Rupprecht and Wilhelm, as well as their respective chiefs 
Kuhl and Schulenburg, recorded their private doubts that the army could 
achieve a decisive victory.93 Wilhelm II, with his usual lack of judgment, 
allegedly acknowledged the difficulties of the offensive but found comfort 
in Ludendorff’s assurances that the Germans could prevail even if a great 
breakthrough did not result.94 Wilhelm Groener regarded the offensive as 
doomed from the outset.95 Ludendorff’s own inner feelings are difficult to 
judge. His confidence seems to have reassured Chancellor Prince Max of 
Baden, even though Ludendorff acknowledged that failure would result in 
the ruination of Germany.96 Yet just a few days later, Ludendorff expressed 
his own private doubts to Groener, who was on his way to take over a 
corps in the Ukraine.97 Apparently, officers coming from the eastern front 
were more confident than those who were more familiar with the cir-
cumstances in France.98 Most observers agree, however, that the army as 
a whole, especially the field units, acquired a new spirit of optimism and 
had substantial confidence in what many hoped would be the final great 
campaign of the war.

Michael

The story of the German offensive in 1918 has been told many times.99 
Here, only a brief overview is possible. At the risk of oversimplification, the 
High Command plan called for two army groups to begin the offensive on 
21 March using the code names Michael, Mars, and Archangel. Michael 
involved an effort to cut off the Cambrai salient with converging attacks by 
two of Rupprecht’s armies (Seventeenth and Second), while farther south, 
Wilhelm’s Eighteenth Army attacked on both sides of St. Quentin. The 
Mars attack by Seventeenth Army (in Wilhelm’s army group) was a simul-
taneous advance south of the Scarpe River. In the other connected attack, 
Archangel, Wilhelm’s Seventh Army was to attack south of the Oise River, 
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but not immediately. His forces were to advance along the Somme River 
to the area around Arras and continue to the Crozat Canal, where they 
were to protect the German offensive’s left flank against French counter-
attacks. The plan was to cut off the Cambrai salient and destroy the British 
forces, drive a wedge between the French and British armies, and win the 
war with a mobile campaign against the separated enemies. The main ef-
fort was that of Rupprecht’s forces north of the Somme. The long-studied 
St. George attack, against the British and Belgians farther north in Flan-
ders, was not part of the opening offensive.100

The German forces in France were by no means superior overall to 
those of the Allies, although the involved armies had local superiority at 
the outset. Gerhard Ritter, then a junior officer in one of the mobile di-
visions, drew a sober picture of the weaknesses already apparent in what 
should have been one of the army’s best units.101 The German army de-
ployed a total of 192 divisions, many of them understrength, against 178 
Allied divisions. Three American divisions were at the front but not in the 
areas of the opening assaults. The Allies enjoyed significant superiority 
in aircraft (4,500 to 3,670), artillery (18,500 to 14,000), tanks (800 to 10), 
and trucks (100,000 to 23,000). Seventeenth Army deployed about 19 di-
visions, including 2 of the positional variety; Second Army 18, including 3 
positional; and Eighteenth Army had 24 divisions, including 3 positional 
ones. Including the forces ready for Mars, a total of 76 divisions were 
ready to begin the offensive on 21 March 1918.102

The British had ample reason to expect a major attack, but they were 
not yet well prepared in the area opposite the two German army groups. 
They were in the process of adopting a defensive system similar to the one 
the Germans had developed in 1917, but the effort had only partially suc-
ceeded by the day the attack began.103 The British divisions were in a state 
of transformation, as they had just reduced the number of infantry battal-
ions from thirteen to ten. On the plus side for the British, the terrain was 
suitable for the defense, as the ground had been churned up in previous 
battles and the area had been devastated by the German withdrawal to the 
Siegfried Line the previous year.104 Deserters had warned of an impend-
ing attack as early as 2 March, and captured aviators and infantry soldiers 
taken on 18–19 March had confirmed that the attack would follow on 20 
or 21 March.105

On 21 March 1918, at 5:05 a.m., the German offensive began with a 
five-hour artillery barrage of about 6,000 artillery pieces and 3,000 mor-
tars.106 The fog of war literally obscured the battlefield, and the thick mist 
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created great confusion as the German infantry moved to the attack at 
9:40. German aviation soon moved in to launch attacks on enemy de-
fensive positions, artillery, and communications facilities.107 The fog 
greatly assisted the defenders, although there is no agreement on its de-
cisiveness.108 The Germans had certainly anticipated this kind of weather 
problem, but they were unable to deal with it effectively.109 German units 
moved to the wrong places and had difficulty observing enemy positions 
and signaling to the artillery for fire adjustment. The artillery, deprived of 
visual observation, had to use Pulkowski’s procedures and the preplanned 
shifting of fires in accordance with the rolling barrage’s schedule.110 The 
preplanned fires sometimes inflicted casualties on Germans who were in 
the targeted areas, but the artillery more often advanced too quickly, leav-
ing the German infantry to deal with surviving defensive positions alone. 
The first assault waves neutralized some British positions and bypassed 
others, which then had to be engaged by following echelons, sometimes 
with great losses. In spite of these problems, the attack achieved substan-
tial results on the first day. On a frontage of about fifty miles, the Germans 
had advanced an average of two miles, a fantastic accomplishment on the 
western front.

Nevertheless, in most places the Germans failed to achieve their first 
day’s objective, which was to penetrate into the enemy’s artillery zone, 
usually behind the third position and thus about five miles beyond the 
front lines.111 Seventeenth Army, for example, overran the first British 
position along most of its front but made little headway against the sec-
ond, a failure that kept the British artillery in the battle.112 The British 
defended capably, even though some historians, such as John Keegan, 
have criticized them harshly. Surviving machine gunners emerged from 
their positions and inflicted heavy losses on the German attackers. Local 
British counterattacks stopped the German advance at several points, and 
by afternoon, Allied aviation had begun to provide effective air support 
and to contest the initial German air superiority.113 In any case, the first 
day can be seen as a substantial German victory by the standards of the 
First World War.

One important development on the first day was the relatively greater 
success of Eighteenth Army, which originally had the defensive goal of 
securing the German left flank along the Somme River–Crozat Canal line 
to serve as a barrier to French counterattacks.114 Since Eighteenth Army’s 
attack was highly successful, Ludendorff reinforced it substantially and 
gave it free rein to advance where the enemy was weakest. This changed 
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the emphasis of the attack, shifting the German Schwerpunkt (main effort) 
to the far southern flank of the Michael attack. This seemed reasonable 
in a purely tactical context, since Ludendorff was reinforcing success and 
widening the attempted breakthrough, but it bore little if any positive re-
lationship to the overall framework of the offensive.115

On the second and third days of the offensive, 22–23 March, the Ger-
mans seemed to achieve a major victory. The advance continued along 
most of the front, but more so in the center and south than in the north. 
By 23 March, the crown prince’s Eighteenth Army had apparently achieved 
a significant breakthrough, advancing far beyond the Somme-Crozat line, 
nearly forty miles at one point, and opening a very wide gap in the Allied 
line. On the northern flank, the Germans had not broken through the 
British third position by 23 March, but they had penetrated to a depth 
of around four miles. In the center and south, however, the penetration 
had reached twelve miles, and a return to mobile warfare in the desired 
manner seemed possible, even though the British forces in the Cambrai 
salient had not been annihilated.116 German artillery support decreased 
substantially as the infantry advanced, since the guns simply could not 
move forward quickly enough to keep the front line in range.

On 23 March Ludendorff, in a meeting with the army group chiefs and 
in the presence of the emperor, definitely shifted the weight of the attack 
to the south, thus decisively altering the concept of the 10 March order. 
He redirected Second Army’s attack to the south and allowed Eighteenth 
Army to begin a major assault against the French before the British had 
been decisively defeated.117 Seventeenth, Sixth, and Fourth Armies were 
instructed to throw the English into the sea. The new goal was to attack 
vigorously on both sides of the Somme River. This, in effect, split the 
German offensive into three divergent thrusts to the west, southwest, and 
northwest. The entire Michael offensive had thus reached a crossroads. 
Given the apparent success on both sides of the Somme, Ludendorff 
had to decide whether the army had sufficient strength to attack in three 
directions simultaneously. To retain the original concept of massing all 
available strength for a single decisive stroke while defending elsewhere, 
Ludendorff would have to halt the most successful attack, thus giving the 
enemy opposite Eighteenth Army an opportunity to recover. Instead, he 
ordered the diverging advances to continue. This decision gave rise to 
Kuhl’s well-known question: “But what else should have been done?” For 
the moment, the results seemed to justify the decision to continue the 
attack based on these very visible successes.118
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Both sides overestimated the scope of these initial German successes. 
The British, alarmed by the Germans’ progress on their front, considered 
withdrawing to the channel ports, lest they be disastrously defeated before 
French assistance arrived.119 A great crisis had obviously arisen on the 
Allied side, and on 24 March Ludendorff announced in an official press 
release that the opening battle had been won.120 The statement gave many 
details about the advances of the individual field armies and boasted of 
the 30,000 prisoners and 600 guns captured.121 The ever-impetuous kai-
ser began an extremely premature public celebration. He awarded Hin-
denburg the Iron Cross with Golden Rays, an award that had last been 
given to Marshal Blücher, as Herwig points out, “for ridding Prussia of 
Napoleon.”122 By 25 March, in fact, the fundamental weaknesses of the 
German war machine came into play as exhausted units had to remain at 
the front and logistical support of the forward units began to weaken.123

The Allies reacted to their initial defeats by taking a variety of measures 
to restore the front and ensure a cooperative effort. The most important 
of these was the creation of a limited unified supreme command on 26 
March under Marshal Foch, who quickly dispatched twenty French divi-
sions to assist the British and restore confidence in Allied solidarity.124 
This solution was a limited one, in that the united command extended 
only to French and British forces, and even for them, it merely authorized 
the commander “to coordinate the action” of the Allied armies.125 Still, 
it was an important step. On 9 April the governments agreed to expand 
Foch’s authority and to appoint him commander in chief of the Allied 
armies in France.126

Actually, the German offensive had already lost much of its momen-
tum. By 26 March, the British and French resistance, though costly and 
unable to hold ground, had inflicted very heavy losses on the German in-
fantry units. Of the thirty-seven divisions at the front of the advance on 26 
March, for example, eight had already been withdrawn for rest and then 
reinserted. They had to be sent back into the front line because the divi-
sions that replaced them were already in need of rest—after only five days 
of attacking and advancing. Only twenty-two mobile divisions had yet to 
be employed on the entire Michael-Mars-Archangel front. Officer casual-
ties had already outstripped the available “commander reserve.” Losses 
in horses were so severe that all available mounts had to be taken out of 
headquarters and dispatched to the logistical or artillery units. The muddy 
ground frequently forced the artillery to use double teams of horses, ten 
per gun, to move forward.127 Communications were very slow, and orders 
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took hours to cross the cratered and otherwise devastated area through 
which the Germans had to advance. As a result, attacks ordered to begin 
at dawn did not start until midday in many cases.128

 By 26 March, the Allied air forces had gained air superiority and were 
beginning to inflict severe losses on the Germans. As a result, German 
aerial reconnaissance and artillery spotting became very difficult. Morale 
among the soldiers also began to falter under the pressure of Allied avi-
ation. Indeed, by 28 March, the units estimated that Allied airpower was 
responsible for about half their casualties; even if exaggerated, this indi-
cated the problems encountered when the German air force lost its tem-
porary superiority.129

Despite all this, on 26 March Ludendorff renewed his decision to con-
tinue the attack. Army Group Rupprecht continued its assault, as did 
Army Group Wilhelm to the south of the Somme. Ludendorff established 
far-reaching goals: for Sixth Army, Boulogne; for Eighteenth Army, Com-
piegne. Within the next twenty-four hours, however, Allied resistance 
stiffened and halted the German advance at most points. Losses on both 
sides were high, about 75,000 for the British and 90,000 for the Ger-
mans. Fresh Allied divisions mounted powerful local counterattacks, and 
the German reserves were nearly exhausted.

On 28 March the general failure to achieve decisive results became 
clear even to Ludendorff. Wetzell proposed to conclude Michael and re-
group the forces for the St. George offensive, but Ludendorff declined. By 
this time, the Mars attack had also failed, and all hopes rested on Eigh-
teenth Army. But little progress was made there, for Allied defenses along 
that section of the front proved the equal of the new German tactical meth-
ods, at least when conducted without extensive preparations.130 The new 
tactics were heavily dependent on very lengthy and detailed preparations 
of all kinds. When time or resources were lacking for these preparations, 
mere “assault unit” tactics were not sufficient, as experience repeatedly 
demonstrated. 

On 30 March the bill for failure had surpassed even Ludendorff’s abil-
ity to ignore or juggle the figures. The German armies made no progress 
on that date, and by the following day, Ludendorff recognized that the 
army could no longer mount major attacks. He accepted a pause while the 
divisions and corps improved their communications and logistical situa-
tion, but he still hoped the southern attack would be able to continue.131 
All these hopes were in vain, however, and on 5 April the OHL ordered an 
end to the Michael offensive, except where local circumstances required 
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attacks to improve defensive positions. Along this section of the front, the 
circumstances of 1917 returned.132

Georgette

As the Michael attack lost momentum, Ludendorff turned his attention, 
possibly at Wetzell’s insistence, toward an attack against the British in 
Flanders. Originally known as St. George, this plan, long the favorite of 
Rupprecht and Kuhl, had undergone a reduction in size and a concom-
itant change in name. The smaller version, called Georgette, was larger 
than the extremely scaled-down version first discussed under that code 
name, but it was much reduced from the earliest concept. The official 
history used the name Georgette, although many German documents and 
later accounts still called it St. George or referred to the resulting combat 
as the Battle of Armentieres.133 On 1 April Ludendorff decided to launch 
Georgette on the eighth of that month.134

The plan called for an attack by two of Rupprecht’s armies against the 
British and Portuguese sector of the front near Armentieres. Sixth Army 
was to attack from Armentieres on the La Bassee Canal to the northwest, 
toward Hazebrouck, a key rail junction about fifteen miles beyond the 
front line, and Cassel, a town about twenty-five miles from the start line. 
Fourth Army, starting a day later due to delays in artillery deployment, 
was to advance generally to the west and southwest from Messines (north 
of Armentieres) to strike the British rear and flank. The real object of 
this attack was unclear, and it bore no resemblance to the original St. 
George proposal, which involved a sweeping attack against the entire  
British-Belgian position in Flanders. The most that could be hoped for 
under these reduced circumstances was taking some relatively unimport-
ant high terrain around Kemmel Ridge or inflicting a local (if costly) de-
feat on the British forces on both sides of Armentieres.135 Army Group 
Rupprecht’s attack order stated that if Georgette achieved great success, 
the army group would immediately send all available forces there to ex-
ploit the victory. Earlier proposals had aimed at pushing the entire British 
army in Flanders back to the coast, but this far-reaching goal seemed to be 
secondary in the actual Georgette preparation and planning.

Army Group Rupprecht had a total of twenty-nine divisions available 
for the attack, only nineteen of which were mobile or attack divisions, and 
not all of which were fresh. The available artillery and air support was far 
weaker than had been the case for Michael, and few of the careful prepa-



THE FINAL TEST, 1918  : 433

rations of the former were completed by 9 April.136 One innovation was 
the effort to use fifteen tanks (organized in three sections of five each), 
using some captured Allied vehicles, to attack bypassed enemy centers of 
resistance.137

The British army knew the attack was coming, but its position was 
not a strong one along much of the threatened area. Divisional fronts 
averaged 7,500 yards, far too large for even fully capable units of this size. 
Many of the British divisions had suffered serious losses in the Michael 
attack, although others were fresh. Worse, in an effort to pull the Portu-
guese corps out of the line before the Germans struck, the British had 
temporarily doubled the frontage of one of the two Portuguese divisions. 
As a result, an important sector was thinly held by troops that, according 
to Cruttwell, “were undoubtedly the worst of any nation in the West, and 
had always been regarded as practically worthless.”138

The British defenses, though deep and laid out in three positions in 
most areas, were aboveground due to the high water levels in the low- 
lying areas along much of the front. The Germans could thus easily ob-
serve and engage these breastwork-type positions, a problem previously 
faced by German defenders in this area in 1916 and 1917. Remarkably, 
Rupprecht and Kuhl seemed to be reasonably confident of a substantial 
victory.139 They had wanted to undertake a version of this offensive since 
November 1917, and their chance had come at last, though under much 
less favorable circumstances than originally assumed.

Like Michael, the German attack made substantial progress on the first 
day (9 April), but once again, neither as much progress as planned nor as 
seemed necessary.140 The Portuguese division broke and ran, losing some 
soldiers to fire from their British allies, who thought they were advancing 
Germans. The German tanks, only two sections of which were actually 
available, quickly became mired in the mud and contributed absolutely 
nothing. Sixth Army advanced to a depth of about five miles and captured 
around 6,000 prisoners and 100 guns. Nevertheless, the first day’s goals 
were not achieved, and by the night of 9 April, Sixth Army had to hope 
it would receive assistance from Fourth Army’s attack, scheduled for the 
following morning.

In the rain and fog of first light on 10 April, Fourth Army launched its 
infantry assault, a mere three divisions on a front of about seven miles. 
The attack made little progress against stiff resistance. The Germans took 
about 1,300 prisoners but could not achieve a real breakthrough. The bat-
tle continued for the next several days in much the same manner. The 
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Germans achieved several local successes—for example, on the tenth they 
seized Armentieres and captured 3,000 prisoners—but their accounts 
paint a picture of failure and frustration. Even a local breakthrough by 16th 
Division near Merville, in which a British brigade staff and two batteries 
were captured, offered only limited hope for a decisive victory. Neverthe-
less, the threat seemed serious enough to alarm the British Supreme Com-
mand. Haig’s headquarters gave preliminary orders for the evacuation of 
Calais and for massive flooding west of Dunkirk. On 11 April Haig issued 
his famous “backs to the wall order,” which in retrospect seems to be a 
reflection of panic rather than a commendable act of heroic leadership.

The Germans, for their part, recognized from the outset that the battle 
was not going as well as their situation required. This was, of course, 
a consistent theme in 1918. No offensive achieved what was necessary 
for the strategy to succeed. Optimism and faulty estimates of the situa-
tion nearly always led to unrealistic expectations that were beyond the 
capabilities of the units or that failed to consider effective enemy counter-
measures. Foch, the Allied supreme commander, regarded the entire at-
tack as a diversion and consistently declined to replace worn-out British 
divisions with French forces, which he hoped to use only in important 
counterattacks. As usual, his strategic judgment proved sound, even if it 
made those who had to accept it uncomfortable.141 His resolve weakened 
only twice. On 12 April he agreed to send two infantry and three cavalry 
divisions to reinforce the British, and by 19 April, he established two new 
French field armies of nine infantry and three cavalry divisions under 
Haig’s command. These were used, however, according to his concepts, 
rather than as piecemeal replacements all along the line.142

The course of the battle made Ludendorff just as nervous as Haig. He 
sent numerous General Staff officers to the front-line corps and divisions 
to monitor the situation and thus gained knowledge of developments 
sooner than did the personnel of the army and army group headquarters. 
He then frequently issued orders and admonitions directly to the front 
units, violating the hallowed authority and responsibility of his highest 
field leaders. This was nothing new, of course, as complaints about Lu-
dendorff’s and his staff’s involvement (or interference) in tactical matters 
were long-standing. Nevertheless, the intensity and frequency of this kind 
of intervention increased to new levels during the Georgette offensive.143

From 16 to 29 April the battle raged relentlessly as the Germans con-
tinued to press forward against increasingly effective Allied defenses and 
local counterattacks. On 19 April Rupprecht requested that the OHL aban-
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don the attack and go over to the defense, since further attacks would 
require strong artillery and detailed preparations if they were to have any 
hope of success.144 Nevertheless, Ludendorff persisted, demanding ever 
greater efforts and ruthless exertion of will. Still, the battlefields in the 
Flanders lowlands retained their ability to impose a sense of reality on the 
armies that attacked across them. The last major German attack ended 
in complete failure on 29 April, when the Georgette effort was effectively 
over except for some sporadic local actions in May. The second offensive 
of 1918 thus failed to achieve important results beyond worsening the 
already precarious German strategic situation, although that fact was still 
beyond Ludendorff’s grasp. German losses were about 86,000; those of 
the Allies were about 100,000, including 30,000 prisoners.145 Attrition, 
unfortunately, was precisely the outcome that the entire effort of 1918 had 
been designed to avoid.

The causes of the failure were many, but two points stand out. First, the 
offensive was a failure primarily in its strategic context. To the Germans 
in 1918, “winning” or “succeeding” meant a decisive breakthrough that 
restored mobile warfare and led to a strategic victory and a favorable peace 
within a relatively short time. Prospects of the latter decreased monthly 
with the arrival of the Americans. Thus, no amount of tactical virtuosity 
could compensate for failing to achieve the strategic goal. Second, the new 
German system of the infantry attack was proving to be less productive in 
tactics than hoped for (or than some historians have portrayed).

The real causes of failure, therefore, were merely manifestations of the 
same fundamental weaknesses and institutional shortcomings that had 
always been present in the German army. German losses could not be 
replaced, and the infantry units gradually lost their power for sustained 
attack, just as they had lost their defensive strength in 1917. Artillery sup-
port again failed to achieve close coordination with the infantry’s advance; 
worse, neither it nor its munitions could be brought forward in sufficient 
quantity. Lack of battlefield mobility remained a central problem beyond 
the enemy’s first lines.146

In a related problem, the new infantry tactics, here as elsewhere, were 
only as effective as the infantry’s artillery support. German theory never 
accepted the French view that artillery conquers and the infantry occupies, 
but the latter view was closer to reality in these circumstances. Equally 
important, the new German methods of attack failed when either time 
or resources for detailed preparations were lacking or when, after a local 
success against front-line positions, subsequent attacks had to be impro-
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vised.147 Defense remained the stronger form of warfare, particularly if 
the defender were capable of effective counterattacks. It is also clear that 
the German supply system and the soldiers’ morale were beginning to 
falter under the pressure of sustained combat. The German official his-
tory tried to cover this up with the seemingly innocuous statement that 
“provisioning created no difficulties, since this could be covered for the 
most part from the conquered area.”148 Other accounts made it clear that 
even at this stage of the war, hungry German soldiers frequently stopped 
to loot the well-stocked British field positions and depots, which was a 
potentially serious problem.149

For its part, the OHL concluded that its new offensive tactics had proved 
themselves again in Georgette. The artillery preparation had been effective 
against the English artillery, but once again, the rolling barrage had not 
been entirely satisfactory.150 The OHL indicated that future rolling barrages 
should be slower, with four to five minutes allowed for each 100 yards of 
advance. The issue of linking the rolling barrage with the infantry advance 
“remained an unresolved problem,” in the words of the official history’s 
summary of the High Command’s conclusions. In a meaningful com-
mentary on the army’s ability to use the new tactical methods, the High 
Command admonished the infantry not to rely on the artillery alone to over-
come enemy resistance, but to use its own primary weapon—the machine 
gun. Better training in machine guns was necessary, despite the emphasis 
placed on this aspect of training and rearming the army in the winter of 
1917–1918. The High Command also recommended rear attacks on Allied 
tanks with mortars, machine guns, and hand grenades.151 A lengthy Gen-
eral Staff notice to the field on 17 April made numerous points about the 
strengths and weaknesses of the offensive tactics to date.152

Following the failure and termination of Georgette, the OHL had to 
decide on a course of action commensurate with the strategic situation, 
its objectives, and the available resources, or it could decide to abandon 
the entire project and revert to the defensive. Ludendorff faced the same 
unavoidable problem he had confronted from the earliest planning for 
the Michael offensive: the American army continued to arrive, irrevocably 
turning the force ratios against Germany in the long run. If the German 
army could not win a military victory soon, defeat would follow. Whether 
a negotiated peace was possible at this point, given hardened objectives 
and increased determination in France and Britain, is doubtful, but Lu-
dendorff stubbornly refused to give up his annexationist policies and to 
conclude a peace on the best terms obtainable from the Allies. He an-
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swered the unanswerable logic of the increasingly unfavorable imbalance 
of strength by reverting to an old principle of the Prussian way of war: the 
strength of human will and its ability to overcome superior numbers.153 
The High Command, which by May 1918 was particularly sensitive to the 
worsening domestic political situation, may have desired another series 
of attacks to combat defeatism and unrest within Germany.154 So Luden-
dorff persevered in what was, in retrospect, a hopeless or nearly hopeless 
situation. It should be noted that the OHL felt compelled to hide the real 
results from the public and the Reichstag, pretending it had planned suc-
cessive offensives from the outset.155

The basic strategic design of the 1918 campaign would have called for 
a renewed attack against the British, a step that was never far from Luden-
dorff’s mind. But the High Command thought the balance of forces along 
the Michael-Georgette sections of the front was too unfavorable to offer 
any immediate prospects of an important success. The dual pressure of 
securing a strategic victory without suffering crippling losses thus forced 
Ludendorff to attack a relatively weak sector of the front, not merely, as is 
often maintained, because of the conflict between tactics and strategy but 
also because such a strategic design was not capable of execution in the 
circumstances after Michael-Georgette. 

The High Command had to find a vulnerable sector that it could at-
tack productively with the twenty-five to thirty divisions available.156 It 
found such a place in the French position in the Champagne, generally 
on the line between La Fere and Reims, along the Aisne River. Ludendorff 
hoped to use an offensive there to draw Allied forces away from Flan-
ders and thus enable an eventual renewal of the attack there, code-named 
Hagen.157 Ludendorff apparently never recognized that the entire scheme 
was bankrupt from the outset, since the weakened German forces could 
not concentrate sufficient forces to attain a meaningful superiority on ei-
ther sector, let alone mount two offensives simultaneously. He later jus-
tified the decision on the usual grounds that remaining on the defensive 
would be just as costly as launching the new attack.158 Ludendorff decided 
that this offensive could not succeed unless he could convince the Allied 
forces there to thin out in support of other areas.

Blücher and Gneisenau 

To prepare the way for Hagen, the OHL devised two sets of attacks in an 
effort to pull French and perhaps English reserves away from the Flan-
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ders front. The first, usually known as Blücher, would strike French Sixth 
Army along the Chemin des Dames and the area to the southeast around 
Reims.159 The second effort, known as Gneisenau, would be a smaller 
and later supporting attack farther to the north, near Noyon. The Blücher 
attack was the product of Army Group Wilhelm and Wetzell, and Luden-
dorff accepted it because he saw no prospect of a renewed attack in the 
Michael sector.160

The Blücher attack, launched by German Seventh Army (Army Group 
Wilhelm), aimed at a deep penetration through French Sixth Army’s 
front and was one of the most carefully prepared of the 1918 offensives. 
Bruchmüller again supervised what was probably the most effective Ger-
man artillery bombardment on the western front. The German artillery 
massed an average of 144 guns per mile of front (5,263 along the thirty- 
four miles of the line), a denser concentration than that available for 
Michael or Georgette, though on a smaller scale. Although the terrain, 
pockmarked by previous battles and positions, favored the defender, the 
French garrison was relatively weak and particularly vulnerable because 
its commander had disproportionately concentrated it in the forward po-
sitions. The Germans hoped to achieve success through a combination of 
close cooperation between infantry and artillery and the achievement of 
tactical surprise. They frequently subordinated their infantry tactics to the 
pace and nature of the rolling barrage, the responsibility for which was 
given to division commanders to some extent.161 Most of the attacking di-
visions, though relatively refreshed from the earlier battles, were seriously 
understrength in their infantry battalions.162

German First and Seventh Armies began Blücher in the predawn 
hours of 27 May with the normal Bruchmüller-Pulkowski artillery bom-
bardment, followed by the infantry assault at dawn. The attack, assisted 
by almost total surprise, achieved extraordinary success at most points, 
though initially it was hindered as much by the confusing intervention 
of the High Command as by French resistance. Like the British in the 
early days of Michael, the French had failed to prepare an effective de-
fense in depth, with similar results.163 The German successes created 
“consternation” at French headquarters, which had expected an attack 
farther north.164 Foch kept his nerve despite a wide and deep penetration 
of the French lines over the next five days. He correctly recognized this 
as a diversionary effort that was less threatening than it appeared.165 The 
German High Command, astonished by its own success, expanded the 
offense and extended its goals beyond the limited and indefinite original 
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objectives. By 30 May, German soldiers had advanced along a twelve-mile 
front and had taken 42,000 prisoners and more than 400 pieces of artil-
lery. This marked their first return to the Marne River since their original 
retreat forty-five months previously, and they were within thirty-five miles 
of Paris.166

The unexpected magnitude of the initial success both deceived the at-
tackers about the true nature of the overall situation and presented its 
own problems. Ludendorff had to decide whether he should retain the 
available forces for the future major attack in the north (Hagen) or com-
mit them in Blücher. He chose to send much of the small force available 
to exploit the initial success along the Chemin des Dames.167 Even this 
effort to find a local victory, however, soon proved illusory.

The increasingly skillful French resistance soon took its toll, and over 
the next twenty-four hours the overall German inferiority (thirty German 
against thirty-three Allied divisions) gradually emerged as the decisive 
factor. By 2 June, the attack had obviously lost its momentum, despite 
Ludendorff’s dispatch of reinforcements. Wetzell, always on the brink be-
tween insightful creativity and mad self-delusion, may have thought the 
lagging attack was actually a serious threat to Paris. On 4 June the field 
armies reduced their efforts to well-prepared local attacks as the period of 
mobile warfare quickly came to an end and the normal positional warfare 
of the western front returned.168 The effective action of the US Marines 
at Belleau Wood on 4 June was not decisive, but it symbolized the futility 
of the entire German effort of 1918.169 By 4 June, even Petain realized 
that the crisis, always more apparent than real in the strategic sense, was 
over.170 The German High Command finally recognized this reality and 
officially ended the offensive on 14 June, nearly two weeks after its failure 
had become clear to all.

As even the official history recognized, the Blücher offensive was a 
counterproductive failure in nearly every possible respect. The forces 
available were insufficient to achieve any strategic success or even to at-
tract large enemy reserves, and the reinforcements came too late because 
the OHL still regarded Blücher as a diversion at least until 1 June. German 
reinforcements came partly from Flanders, where their transfer weak-
ened rather than strengthened the overall strategic design. Worse, the 
French decision to send reinforcements did not weaken their position in 
Flanders because the fresh divisions came from other areas of the front. 
The Blücher offensive thus accomplished the opposite of its original in-
tent. The exchange of casualties, though favorable to the Germans, was 
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not enough to have any long-term positive impact on the overall German 
position in the west.171

The related Gneisenau offensive between Montdidier and Noyon, ini-
tiated on 9 June, was much smaller in scale (about eighteen divisions on 
both sides). Once again, the Germans had to use positional divisions that 
were largely unsuited for attacks in trench warfare and even less prepared 
for mobile combat. The offensive ended only three days later as French 
resistance stiffened and reinforcements began a series of local counterat-
tacks against the exposed Germans. The French were not surprised, and 
they were able to rely on their second line of defensive positions to con-
tain the original attack. This allowed them to overcome the serious overall 
weaknesses in the construction of their defensive positions. Once again, 
the Allies’ ability to use a superior transportation system (railroads and 
motor vehicles) allowed them to deploy forces much more effectively and 
rapidly than the Germans.172

By the end of Gneisenau, the German manpower situation had be-
come sufficiently critical, especially in the infantry, that the War Ministry 
proposed dissolving the storm battalions and sending their men to the 
regular units. Ludendorff had already queried the field armies about this 
proposal, originally put forth by First Army. All but two of the other field 
armies opposed the idea, and Ludendorff apparently supported them. On 
22 August the War Ministry disbanded one storm battalion (17th) and re-
duced seven others by one company each. The remaining storm battalions 
survived intact through the withdrawal from France after the armistice.173

Ludendorff refused to recognize that the Blücher-Gneisenau attacks 
had been failures, but he conceded they had not pulled significant forces 
away from the Flanders front.174 A situation report prepared by the High 
Command on 2 June concluded that neither the French nor the British 
were capable of offensive action and that “the Entente has suffered one of 
its most serious defeats, which has created for us new foundations for fur-
ther success.”175 Even after the subsequent meager results of Gneisenau, 
the High Command clung to the hope that renewed attacks south of Flan-
ders would draw away sufficient forces to enable a renewed and decisive 
attack against the British on the old Michael sector of the front. 

Marneschutz

The High Command evaluated two possibilities for a diversionary of-
fensive—one by Third Army in Champagne, and another by First and 
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Seventh Armies along the Marne, roughly between Château-Thierry and 
Reims. It selected the latter because such an offensive could be com-
menced more quickly and offered better prospects for surprise.176 Lu-
dendorff subsequently explained his decision to launch this offensive, 
code-named Marneschutz, on the grounds that the Germans would be 
attacking at a point where the enemy was weak and from which he could 
transfer forces to Flanders in an offensive set to begin two weeks after this 
one ended. He added that the Marneschutz attack would divert enemy 
forces from Flanders. His forces had no other option, he argued after the 
war, than to continue the series of offensives in order to convince the Al-
lies to conclude peace.177 Throughout the planning for Marneschutz, Lu-
dendorff and the High Command believed the decision would ultimately 
come against the British, against whom the Hagen attack would be con-
ducted by Army Group Rupprecht.178 The dubiousness of this entire proj-
ect is perhaps best indicated by the contemporaneous doubts expressed in 
Rupprecht’s headquarters that Hagen could produce a decisive victory.179

At the same time, the High Command conducted studies and solicited 
opinions on what should be done if both Marneschutz and Hagen failed to 
force a favorable decision.180 In this, of course, Ludendorff and his helpers 
overlooked the fundamental assumption on which the entire series of of-
fensives had been based: if Michael and the related attacks failed, the war 
would be lost. Indeed, desperation in the face of the long-term situation 
and the arrival of the Americans was the single most compelling reason 
to expend the last reserves of the army’s strength. So unrealistic was the 
view at the High Command that on 22 June 1918 Ludendorff proposed 
subsequent attacks in the directions of Armentieres and Paris should the 
Marneschutz and Hagen offensives fail. Similarly, Marneschutz and Ha-
gen were necessary only because Blücher and Gneisenau had failed, and 
they, in turn, had been necessary only because Michael and Georgette had 
failed. Ludendorff and others realized, if one reads between the lines, that 
the series of offensives had to continue in order to maintain the initiative. 
Once the Allies gained the initiative, the power and agility of their offen-
sives would soon break the resistance of the weakened German forces. 

The OHL retained a substantial measure of confidence in the army’s 
ability to conduct further offensives, regardless of the growing problem 
of maintaining the strength of the front-line units. Choosing to focus on 
the early successes of previous attacks, the High Command concluded 
that the new offensive methods had “fully proven themselves.” Its direc-
tives stressed ruthless exploitation of local victories until strong resistance 
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forced a return to more cautious procedures. Ludendorff rejected all sug-
gestions that the units lacked sufficient strength for these attacks. When 
warned that widespread influenza outbreaks had reduced the units’ com-
bat strength, Ludendorff replied, “the units must become accustomed to 
dealing with reduced combat strength. I do not recognize influenza.”181 It 
should be noted that a number of officers, including the chief of the Gen-
eral Staff of Army Group Wilhelm, lacked confidence in the Marneschutz 
concept. Schulenburg and others feared that the weak German forces 
would only become more vulnerable to a French flanking counterattack.182

The degree to which Ludendorff and at least some of his advisers lost 
touch with reality can be seen in discussions of the alternatives should the 
anticipated Hagen attack (Flanders) fail. Wetzell proposed a return to his 
old idea of transferring forces to Italy for a decisive offensive there, which 
Ludendorff quickly dismissed. Wetzell then suggested an attack toward 
Paris in the middle of September. Ludendorff revised this to a renewal of 
the attack around Reims (which had not yet been attempted) and toward 
Amiens. Even the army groups, usually anxious to promote offensives in 
their own sectors, argued against the feasibility of such attacks if Marn-
eschutz and Hagen failed. All these speculations may have revealed the 
intellectual gaps between the OHL and the army groups and exposed the 
unrealistic assumptions of the former, but as the official history noted, 
any further development of these concepts was “reduced to nothing by the 
events of the following weeks.”183

These “events” began shortly after midnight on 15 July as Army Group 
Wilhelm opened the Marneschutz attack with a massive artillery barrage 
on the sixty-mile front along the Marne and southeast of Reims. The ob-
jective was simply to cut off the French forces in the Reims salient and 
drive as deeply as possible into the French position. To do this, the Ger-
mans had massed about 6,400 pieces of artillery, 2,200 mortars, and 900 
aircraft to support the forty-seven divisions available for the assault. Some 
of these divisions were fresh, but many were either mobile divisions that 
had not recovered from the earlier battles or positional divisions, with all 
their inherent weaknesses.184 Third Army divided its storm battalions into 
small units and assigned them to the assault regiments in an effort to deal 
with the strongest parts of the French defenses.185 After nearly five hours 
of artillery fire, the forward infantry divisions commenced their assault at 
4:50 a.m.186 The “diversionary” attack, on which all else depended, thus 
began. By 17 July, French counterattacks had become a threat to the ex-
posed Germans in their advanced and unfortified positions.
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 Within two days, the Marneschutz attack proved to be a complete fi-
asco. By this time, the French had learned they needed to defend their 
second lines of positions rather than their first, and they were prepared 
to launch effective local counterattacks.187 For the first time, the new Ger-
man offensive tactics met their match along the main line of enemy re-
sistance. The French had good prior knowledge of the impending attack, 
and the effectiveness of their new tactical system was enhanced by exe-
cuting planned withdrawals to strong rear positions largely untouched 
by German artillery.188 French artillery fire was especially effective, and 
Allied airpower proved devastating in attacking German bridges across 
the Marne and the forces trying to use them.189 French reinforcements 
quickly arrived and deprived the attackers of any vestiges of their narrow 
numerical superiority.190 The German artillery’s failure to pave the way for 
the infantry led to bitter postwar recriminations against Bruchmüller and 
his alleged inflexibility.191

The French Counterattack at Villers-Cotterets

On 17 July Ludendorff recognized the complete failure of this, the last 
offensive of the imperial German army. A few minor efforts to cut off 
the city of Reims continued, but by the seventeenth the initiative had 
passed to the French, although the consequences would be postponed for 
another twenty-four hours. The collapse of the Marneschutz attack also 
entailed the cancellation of Hagen, since British forces in Flanders re-
mained as strong as ever, while the Germans had actually become weaker. 
Nothing remained to the German army in the west beyond a return to the 
kind of defensive battles that had been so costly in 1917. Kuhl must have 
understated the attitude in the High Command when he concluded, “the 
disappointment was great.” Nevertheless, that was not the worst of the 
situation, in view of the events of the following day.192

On 18 July one of Ludendorff’s most cherished illusions, that the 
French were incapable of major offensive action, fell victim to reality. 
A sudden French attack from the forest around Villers-Cotterets caught 
Crown Prince Wilhelm’s forward divisions entirely by surprise. Deployed 
in exposed and improvised defensive positions, the German defenders 
quickly fell victim to a massive combined-arms attack of artillery, infantry, 
tanks, and more than 1,000 Allied aircraft. This, the Second Battle of the 
Marne, can rightly be seen as the turning point of the 1918 campaign in 
France. In true Clausewitzian fashion, the German offensive reached its 
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culminating point short of victory and quickly fell victim to the “flashing 
sword of retribution” wielded by the predominantly French counteroffen-
sive.193

The Final Defensive Effort

From that point on, the Allies retained the initiative and delivered a num-
ber of punishing blows to the German army.194 These Allied offensives, 
particularly those of the British, successfully used both the traditional ap-
proach of massed artillery assaults and what one historian has termed 
“mechanical warfare,” relying on tanks in large numbers. The emperor’s 
forces suffered another major defeat on 8 August 1918, which became 
a “black day” for the German army. A few days later, even Ludendorff 
recognized that the army was “more or less kaput.” On 29 September he 
informed the civilian government and demanded an immediate cease-
fire.195

Even so, the German army still had considerable defensive fight left 
in it and inflicted substantial losses in tanks, men, and aircraft on the 
relentless attackers. The Germans continued to show considerable skill 
in covering local retreats, constructing new defensive positions, and even 
halting local Allied assaults, but they could not recover from the losses in-
curred in their own offensives of 1918.196 Its ultimate defeat was no longer 
in doubt, yet the German army inflicted more than 300,000 casualties 
on the British alone between August and November 1918.197 Neverthe-
less, the German army remained in a permanent state of emergency that 
ended only with the armistice. The offensive was over and the war was 
lost, despite twenty years of subsequent denial in Germany. 

The defeat of the German army on the western front meant more than 
just the loss of the war. With German supports removed, the other Central 
Powers, hollowed out by years of war and economic, social, and political 
conflict, collapsed under the weight of Allied military offensives. Ottoman 
Turkey, Bulgaria, and finally Austria-Hungary succumbed over the sum-
mer and fall of 1918. Only Bulgaria’s government would emerge relatively 
intact. 

The defeats of 1918 brought down the German political order. This 
was aided in part by President Woodrow Wilson’s demand that Germany 
“be rid of its military masters” before requests for an armistice would be 
honored. Clearly, this meant first the fall of both Hindenburg and Lu-
dendorff. Various schemes to preserve the Hohenzollern dynasty proved 
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unworkable. Under the threat of being tried as a war criminal, and now 
a figure of scorn in Germany, Wilhelm II, on the blunt advice of Hinden-
burg and others, abdicated and crossed the Dutch frontier at Eysden on 
10 November 1918. With Ludendorff now gone and a republic declared, a 
delegation headed by Reichstag deputy Matthias Erzberger went to Foch’s 
headquarters at Compiegne to sign the armistice.198 Those who had en-
tered, fought, and lost the war were off the hook. The embryonic republi-
can government was left holding the proverbial bag for both the armistice 
and the soon to be dictated peace treaty. Like the Romanov and Hapsburg 
dynasties, the Hohenzollern dynasty had been consigned to the dustbin 
of history. 

Evaluation of the Failure of 1918

The usual verdict on the German offensive of 1918 is that the tactical 
methods were good and solved the problems of the breakthrough battle, 
but the offensive failed because the Germans simply lacked the necessary 
strength or because Ludendorff’s strategy was irresolute and faulty.199 Lu-
dendorff’s decision to launch other offensives after the failure of Michael, 
rather than using his remaining strength to continue the effort there or 
go on the defensive, found its critics. An evaluation of the events of 1918 
is neither easy nor simple even today, in view of the difficulties the Ger-
mans faced and the ingrained views that have taken hold over the last 
eighty years. The 1918 offensive was clearly a defeat for the Germans. It 
failed to win the war, and the losses consequent to the four months of at-
tacks greatly weakened the army’s ability to resist the Allied counteroffen-
sives. Some have argued that on this basis alone the Germans should have 
stood on the defensive throughout 1918.200 But many writers have reached 
the opposite conclusion—that the decision to seek a decisive victory was 
correct and that continuing the war beyond 1918 could only have led to 
defeat in the long run.201

 Contrary to what most historians have written, the German tactics of 
1918 were not particularly successful after the initial shock of their use 
on 21 March 1918. The first great successes against the British were due 
in large part to the fact that the British were in the process of adapting a 
version of the German defensive methods but had not yet completed the 
transition.202 Like the Red Army in 1941, the British army was caught in 
its weakest moment, just as the old system was giving way to the new, 
but before the new methods could be fully understood or implemented. 
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British Fifth Army was particularly vulnerable in March 1918. It was over-
extended in frontage, substantially outnumbered, and poorly prepared for 
the new defensive measures. Nor had the 1918 reorganization of the Brit-
ish infantry division been entirely successful.203

 Others have argued that the British and especially the French acted 
quickly to devise answers to the new German tactics. In discussing Cham-
pagne (July 1918), General Konrad Krafft von Dellmensingen concluded 
that the German assault tactics had outlived their usefulness. Another 
German author, writing in 1927, concluded that the tactics failed because 
they were too slow and could not meet the strategic demand for speed 
in breakthroughs and exploitation. They frequently failed, that writer 
pointed out, not in the enemy fortified areas but beyond them, where 
the powers of the defense again became superior.204 Others have argued 
that the Germans did not always use their new tactics, citing reports of 
traditional advances in lines.205 One should remember, however, that the 
assault group tactics were designed only for long-prepared methodical at-
tacks against mature trench systems. German doctrine called for more 
rapid and traditional attacks once the conditions of mobile warfare had re-
turned. Most German units almost certainly used the assault unit tactics 
where appropriate, but using them in mobile warfare would have caused 
a unilateral halt for detailed planning.

 This leads to another explanation for the failure of 1918: the tactics 
could provide a breakthrough but not a “breakout” to open warfare. Some 
attribute this to the fact that reserves (if available) could be moved by rail 
to blunt an offensive more rapidly than the attacker could fight through 
local defenders. In this view, Allied reserves doomed the 1918 offen-
sive. Others have argued that the weakened state of the German cavalry 
meant that the breakthrough in Fifth Army’s sector could not be rapidly 
exploited, and this was the cause of the Allied recovery.206 Certainly the 
Germans had great difficulty moving their artillery, munitions, and rein-
forcements forward to maintain the momentum of their breakthrough, 
even during Michael. As had been the case throughout 1917 and 1918, the 
army’s weaknesses in transportation limited its tactical mobility and the 
ability to exploit success.207

Still controversial is the impact of the supply situation on the German 
offensive. Supplies of many items, including food and ammunition, were 
inadequate, and the army had great difficulty moving what was available 
to the forward units. A related problem was that German units frequently 
stopped to loot captured positions rather than continue their advances in 
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the rapid manner required by the situation, the regulations, and their or-
ders for the offensive. The consequences of this are still in dispute. Some 
historians cite this looting as a key reason for failure in 1918, while others 
regard it as a minor problem.208 By April, Allied air forces were increas-
ingly effective in attacking German supply and transport units and in pro-
viding direct combat support to ground units. Likewise, as air superiority 
passed to the Allies, the Allied artillery become increasingly effective.209

Given the strategic situation and the German army’s manpower situ-
ation, the tactics of 1918 were particularly lacking in strategic prospects. 
Despite everything written about the unbearable losses caused by the old, 
allegedly linear tactics of 1914, the offensive tactics did not reduce Ger-
man casualties to an acceptable level. On the contrary, the German offen-
sive quickly consumed the instrument that conducted it. One calculation 
estimated that 10,000 Germans died on the first day of Michael. Total 
casualties, including prisoners, on the first day may have been as high as 
40,000 Germans and 38,000 British. Among those killed on 21 March 
was Ludendorff’s stepson, a pilot. Between 21 March and the end of June 
1918, the German army in the west suffered nearly 800,000 casualties, 
with more than 100,000 killed. These losses, of course, fell most heavily 
on the infantry regiments and other close combat units, such as the storm 
battalions. By 26 March, many of these units had lost half their infantry 
soldiers. Numerous other losses could not be prevented or made good. For 
example, by 24 March, one-third of the artillery assigned to the opening 
offensive (Michael) had been destroyed or was broken down. The three 
main assault armies committed a total of fifty-seven divisions to Michael. 
Of these, forty-one suffered heavy losses between 21 March and 9 April.210 
Attrition remained a serious problem on quiet sectors of the front. Crown 
Prince Rupprecht’s army group, for example, lost 1,000 men per day in 
June, even though it did not participate in major combat that month.211

The real bill for this lavish expenditure of manpower came in mid to 
late summer 1918. The army was forced to disband twenty-nine divisions 
as Allied counterattacks pressed the weakened German forces.212 Some of 
the storm battalions lost companies, and two were disbanded entirely.213 
In spite of extensive measures to comb out soldiers from rear-echelon 
units, the strength of the front-line divisions could not be maintained. By 
July, many had only around 600 men in their battalions. Total German 
army strength declined from about 5.1 million in March to 4.2 million in 
July, of which only 3.6 million were on the western front. When the Allied 
counterblows eventually began, the German army had already exhausted 
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its last reserves.214 Total German casualties in the two offensives aimed 
primarily at the British, Michael and Georgette, may have been as great as 
those of the defenders, and perhaps more.215

Numerous historians have condemned Ludendorff for his alleged state-
ment that he did not want to hear the word “operation” and that punching 
a hole in the Allied line was the main thing.216 The essence of this argu-
ment is that Ludendorff did not understand strategy, or even operations, 
and that he subordinated strategy to the demands of tactics, thus depriv-
ing his offensive of any overall strategic plan. A number of Ludendorff’s 
critics among the officer corps wrote similar criticisms after the war.217 
There is a definite element of truth in the argument that the plan placed 
a tactical breakthrough, and thus the location of an attack, above strategic 
considerations, which fit the offensive into an overall plan. Even some 
divisional orders reflected this emphasis.218 To further this indictment, 
one respected historian commented that this reversed Clausewitz and the 
traditional military emphasis of strategy over tactics.219

Ludendorff was not alone in reaching this conclusion, nor was it as 
illogical as it might seem. As early as 15 December 1917, a memorandum 
by General Hermann von Kuhl, a respected officer, argued that the essen-
tial point was to make a breakthrough, which was possible only where 
surprise could be attained and where the enemy was weakest. As a later 
German officer wrote, this was all the more remarkable because Kuhl’s 
army group, that of Crown Prince Rupprecht, was well known for its per-
ceptive strategic thought.220 Ludendorff himself, writing after the war, ex-
plained his position:

I was speaking out against the dominant point of view, which can be 
traced back to Count Schlieffen. Just as in the case of free operations of 
mobile warfare the tactical victory crowns the strategy, so the opposite 
was the case in positional warfare. One could emerge from positional 
warfare into operations, that is to create freedom of movement on the 
other side of the enemy position, only through a successful tactical 
attack—through a breakthrough. If this tactical attack lay in the strate-
gically available direction, that would have been the best. If that were 
not possible, then other attack fronts had to be selected, which also 
led to operations. Naturally an attack against a section that precluded 
operations was out of the question.221

There are really two issues in this dispute. The first is whether Luden-
dorff was correct in emphasizing tactical considerations, the nature and 
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place of the breakthrough battle, over strategic concerns, which reflected 
the campaign’s military and political goals. The second issue is the pres-
ence or absence of a clear goal for the 1918 offensive. Numerous con-
temporaries and later historians have criticized Ludendorff and the 1918 
offensive for lacking a strategic plan.222

Two generations of historians have castigated various generals of the 
First World War for pursuing grand strategic schemes that led to nothing 
beyond a huge loss of life and few if any territorial gains. In most cases 
prior to 1918, these offensives failed because their opening event, a break-
through battle, failed or because the attacking units could not exploit a 
tactical victory. Most of these offensives had very clear strategic goals that, 
if attained, would have had major or even decisive results in the war. It is 
strange that historians should criticize British, French, and other gener-
als for trying to achieve strategic goals and plans that had no prospect of 
victory because they could not defeat the enemy’s forward defenses, and 
at the same time criticize Ludendorff for stating that until a breakthrough 
could be achieved, nothing of strategic value could be attained.

 Others have argued that Ludendorff’s statements on the relations be-
tween strategy and tactics indicate that he understood only tactics and not 
operations, the so-called operational level, or strategy. Dennis Showalter 
has written that Ludendorff never rose above the level of an infantry col-
onel in this regard partly because of his belief that “victory in the field 
would generate strategic success” if the resources were available.223 Part 
of the problem may be related to a lack of understanding of what the 
Germans meant by “operations.” In Prusso-German theory, operations 
meant, very simply, the movement of large forces to the battlefield or 
large-scale movements leading directly to the beginning of a battle. An 
attack, regardless of its scale, was a matter of tactics, of battle. An op-
eration was an act of strategy, relating the purpose and outcome of the 
battle to the goal of the war or campaign. When Ludendorff said he did 
not want to speak of “operations,” he simply meant that it was useless to 
plan great movements because they could begin only after a successful 
battle—in this case, a breakthrough battle, including what others now call 
the breakout. Thus, it was no accident that the first day of Michael was 
the “attack day,” and the second was the “operations day.”224 Ludendorff’s 
comments written during and after the war clearly show that by an “opera-
tion” he meant large-scale movements in a war of movement (Bewegungs- 
krieg). Such operations were impossible, by definition, in Stellungskrieg 
(positional warfare). Only after the battle, in this view, could movement 
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of large units (operation) begin. As he pointed out in his memoirs of the 
war, “Without a tactical victory, strategy could not be pursued. A strategy 
that does not consider a tactical victory is preordained to fail. The Entente 
attacks of the first three years of the war give sufficient examples of that.” 
Ludendorff was simply recognizing the fundamental truth that wars are 
won not by great schemes of maneuver but by attaining battlefield suc-
cess. Before we judge him too harshly, we should remember that few if 
any armies have won wars by losing battles, and the World War I grave-
yards in France and Belgium are filled with men who died while failing to 
carry out some general’s grand scheme of maneuver that was founded on 
a false hope of tactical victory.

 This raises the question of Ludendorff’s plan for the campaign of 
1918. Here, the critics are on firmer ground. Most historians agree with 
Crown Prince Rupprecht of Bavaria, who wrote in his memoirs that one 
cannot find any real statement of intent in the various directives issued 
by the OHL for the 1918 offensive.225 It is clear that the Michael attack 
had the objective of separating the British Expeditionary Force from the 
French, pushing it toward the English Channel, and destroying it, thus 
forcing the British out of the war.226 This goal was as clear as the goals of 
most of the failed Allied offensives throughout the war. The goals of nei-
ther could be achieved without a preceding tactical breakthrough. With-
out that, great offensives consisted of nothing but grand designs on maps 
in headquarters far to the rear and dead bodies in front of the enemy’s 
lines of defenses. 
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conclusions
conclusions

Although their roots can be traced as far back as 
Frederick the Great or even the Great Elector, the main elements of the 
Prussian way of war developed gradually over the nineteenth century. Its 
main tenets grew out of the reaction to the political, social, and military 
changes that engulfed Europe between 1789 and 1914. Prussian military 
reformers sought to adjust the state’s military institutions to the new de-
mands of warfare, while the state’s political and social elites sought to 
limit the modernizing and liberalizing forces unleashed by the French 
Revolution and Napoleon. In the area of institutional reform, Scharnhorst 
remains the primary figure, while Clausewitz, his pupil, became the lead-
ing theorist of the Prussian way of war. The tensions between those who 
would modernize Prussia’s institutions and those who would preserve 
their elitist core endured to the end of the Hohenzollern monarchy and 
its army. Because its foundations were anchored as securely in politics and 
society as in the realm of military affairs, an understanding of its nature 
must consider a wide range of institutional developments and ideology.

The Prussian army’s two most important purposes were preservation 
of the old Prussian monarchical state and preparation for traditional land 
warfare in Europe. The former largely determined the army’s social struc-
ture and political ideology, while the latter both inspired and limited its 
way of fighting battles and waging campaigns. Though fervently national-
istic in some respects, the Prussian army remained primarily loyal to the 
king and the state of Prussia rather than to the German Empire right up to 
1914. When officers took their oaths to Prussia, they were pledging fealty 
to the illiberal social and political system embodied in the Prussian Con-
stitution of 1850 and the traditional rights of the Hohenzollern monarchy. 
This monarchical state, in turn, rested on social and class distinctions 
founded in Europe’s feudal past and only grudgingly reformed under the 
pressures of modernization in the nineteenth century. The army’s ethos 
rested on this feudal base, even as it had to adapt to the demands of the 
state’s increasingly industrialized and urbanized structure. As indicated 
in this study, no effort to understand the army’s officer corps, its educa-
tional system, its unit structure, or its tactics can avoid considering this 
issue.
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In preparing for land warfare in Europe, primarily against France and 
later against Russia, the Prussian way of war found a more narrowly mil-
itary expression. For a variety of factors, the army’s horizon was confined 
to ground campaigns. Most of its leaders and intellectuals accepted this 
and regarded the navy—correctly, as it turned out—as primarily a rival 
in the struggle for limited financial support. The military tenets of the 
Prussian system can thus be found in its view of land warfare rather than 
in the concept of war as a single national effort engulfing all the state’s 
potential tools to attain its strategy. Most of these tenets remained un-
changed between the time of the elder Moltke and 1914, despite disagree-
ments over tactics and the nature of campaigns.

Within the military realm, one of the most prominent characteristics of 
the Prussian approach was its emphasis on using battles of annihilation 
to achieve military victory, regardless of the political circumstances that 
gave rise to war. Equally important, the army stressed mobile warfare as 
the only desirable form of fighting. Mobile warfare’s opposite, positional 
warfare, was an aberration to be avoided or terminated. The army thus 
taught its officers to conduct rapid operations and to seek military victory 
in short wars. Campaigns were conducted largely independent of political 
considerations, which came into play only before war, in establishing its 
purposes, and after the fighting, as political leaders determined the de-
tails of the peace settlement. Annihilation meant destroying the enemy’s 
armed forces in the limited Clausewitzian sense and did not necessarily 
extend to the enemy state. 

These approaches naturally led to an emphasis on theater-level cam-
paigns and effective tactical capability. Taken to the extreme, however, 
they were counterproductive to effective grand strategy. The efforts to 
achieve competence in operations (the use of large-scale movements 
to create favorable circumstances for decisive battle) and to prepare the 
army to fight encounter battles produced the army’s greatest strengths 
and weaknesses. Army planners made little effort to coordinate military 
strategy with the nation’s other military and nonmilitary resources in a 
single integrated national strategy. Instead, the army sought to maximize 
its effectiveness in those areas over which it had control: preparing the 
officer corps and the army for the kind of war it wished to wage. 

In the sphere of conducting battles, the army established a number 
of fundamental principles and demanded that innovations be consistent 
with these principles, except in the most pressing of circumstances. Army 
doctrine and training stressed independent judgment to facilitate rapid 
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action. It eschewed rigid tactical systems in theory, though in practice, 
this was difficult to reconcile with the hoary Prussian traditions of tactics 
dating to Frederick the Great and beyond. The army stressed offensive 
action at all levels of unit command and encouraged its commanders 
to solve tactical problems through aggressive action, even if this meant 
heavy local losses. It stressed the role of the infantry as the decisive arm, 
even as it gradually replaced shock action with firepower. It tried to pre-
serve a role for traditional cavalry action, even as modernized weaponry 
from machine guns to artillery made that branch increasingly obsolete. 
Positional warfare never became an acceptable form of warfare because 
it was contrary to these and other cherished principles of the army’s way 
of fighting.

The Prussian system had many strengths and developed many ap-
proaches that rightly found their imitators elsewhere. The Prussian army 
of 1914, along with the other contingents incorporated into the wartime 
German army, was at least as capable as any other large military force, 
friend or foe. The old army unintentionally laid a solid base for the rapid 
expansion and adaptation in methods and equipment that became essen-
tial after the opening battles in the west in 1914. Its principle that any 
army that could attack effectively could also defend proved to be correct. 
Respected or even feared before the war because of its offensive potential, 
the army became the most effective defending military force of the First 
World War, in part, ironically, because of its ability to restore movement 
and offensive action to the battlefield in 1917.

 The Prussian system of creating and preparing reserve forces has sel-
dom been equaled, even in modern times. The Prussian army was, above 
all, a cadre force. It could not conduct large-scale warfare without a mas-
sive mobilization of its reservists, both as individual fillers in active units 
and as corps deployed alongside the active army. In large part because 
of its unshakable determination to link officer commissions to social 
class, the regular army was incapable of staffing its fighting formations 
as prolonged fighting produced heavy casualties and as expansion created 
new formations. As a result, by 1917, the old officer corps, built on social 
exclusivity and “quality” over quantity, had nearly ceased to exist at the 
company level. Prussian and other German reserve units performed re-
markably well in 1914, even without a prolonged period of intensive train-
ing between mobilization and deployment. In the active units, reservists 
fought alongside their active-duty comrades in the east and the west, both 
as individuals and as units. After casualties removed the active officer 
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corps from direct combat, the reserve officer corps continued the war for 
years. In a sense, the reserve officer system was thus the most important 
instrument of the entire Prussian military system. As the war progressed, 
however, shortcomings among the reserve officer corps became a source 
of grave internal weakness.

The Prussian army’s system was extraordinarily effective in combat 
throughout the war. It adapted rapidly and effectively as the conditions 
of combat changed. A recent and very careful review of casualty statistics 
concludes that “in all battle periods, the Germans inflicted more casu-
alties than they suffered, and in all battle periods (with the exception of 
the 1918 German offensives), the French and British each suffered more 
casualties than they inflicted.”1 Of course, effectiveness in individual 
engagements or large battles does not automatically produce success in 
campaigns, victory in war, or even sufficiency in combat itself. Though 
more effective than its opponents in combat, the Prusso-German army 
did not possess sufficient superiority to overcome the other shortcomings 
of the German war effort.

The Prussian system effectively integrated the important subsystems 
of military activity into an effective if imperfect instrument that func-
tioned within its intellectual framework. These subsystems included of-
ficer development, individual and unit training, doctrinal literature, the 
concept of campaigns leading to major battles, rapid mobilization and 
deployment, and, above all, fighting spirit. These foundations enabled 
the army to blunt the offensives of its enemies in 1914, rescue Austria- 
Hungary, adapt to the increasingly destructive nature of warfare on 
the western front, and vanquish its major opponent in the east. These 
strengths, however, were not sufficient to produce victory or to stave off 
eventual defeat and collapse.

The army’s failure to achieve victory in the First World War revealed 
many shortcomings in its way of warfare. The most obvious of these 
sprang from the structure of Prussia and the German Empire. The con-
stitution of the German Empire tacitly assumed that the positions of em-
peror and chancellor would be filled by supremely competent and capable 
individuals.2 This circumstance obtained for almost the first two decades 
of the empire. Once Wilhelm I and Bismarck left the stage, however, mon-
archy became a luxury the Germans could not afford. Wilhelm II failed 
to be the central institution needed to prepare the nation prior to the out-
break of a conflict. Although intelligent, the kaiser lacked the intellect, 
discipline, and temperament needed to perform his duties, and his mili-
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tary advisers knew it. Wilhelm II confirmed their doubts and recognized 
his own failure in this regard when he promised not to interfere in day-to-
day military matters. This continued into the war, with the result that Ger-
many lacked an effective military or governmental agency to coordinate 
national efforts. The kaiser lacked the clout of his grandfather and proved 
unable to bring obstreperous commanders to heel. Hence, Wilhelm II 
had no choice but to endure Hindenburg’s high-handed threat to resign 
in January 1915.3

The kaiser’s failure to provide an institutional coordinating mecha-
nism ensured that top levels of the German leadership would create the 
toxic environment of a war of all against all. Falkenhayn actively sought 
to undermine the position of the deteriorating Moltke. Once installed as 
second head of the OHL, Falkenhayn was at the center of a vortex of in-
ternecine warfare against the Ober Ost, elements of the court, the civilian 
government, and the navy. Once the Hindenburg-Ludendorff team seized 
power, the army demanded and got total control and consistently pursued 
its agenda in diplomacy, economic and social policy, resource distribu-
tion, alliance politics and planning, and home-front morale. Although the 
coordinating mechanism was now in place, the amount of control gained 
by the army put it in charge of activities related to the economy, society, 
and politics—areas in which the army as an institution lacked even mini-
mal competence. The army thus revealed that it was unable to manage the 
war effectively and was unwilling to seek institutions that could.

The army’s view that war is warfare proved to be a disastrous manifes-
tation of its narrow approach to both subjects. The War Academy and the 
General Staff produced generations of trained experts in tactics and op-
erations but failed to educate the army’s intellectual leaders to coordinate 
warfare with statecraft and mobilization of the entire nation for total war. 
The result was a vacuum in grand strategy. The army was satisfied with its 
sovereignty in land warfare, and most of its leaders were equally accepting 
of its isolation in the broader arenas of preparation.

The prewar lack of unity in the military hierarchy found its revenge 
both in the army’s preparations for war and in its conduct of the war from 
the outset. Although the German Empire’s military strategy depended 
entirely on a rapid victory in France and Belgium in 1914, the army and 
navy made no effort to act jointly to hinder the British or to provide naval 
support for the land campaign. Neither service was particularly interested 
in such cooperation, and no higher agency, other than the emperor, had 
the authority to act to ensure cooperation. The navy probably could not 
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have prevented or diverted the British landing, but its overall contribu-
tions could not have been more negative.4 With rare exceptions, such as 
the amphibious operation against the Baltic islands in October 1917, the 
navy and the army failed to render even minimal mutual support.

The disruptive effects of the lack of unity in the army’s hierarchy are 
even more obvious. Because the OHL had to focus on the land war on 
the western front, it could exercise only limited supervision over events 
in the east. The attempt to create and pursue a consistent strategy in the 
land war produced endless controversies over the relative weight of effort 
devoted to the two major theaters. Bitter personal rivalries exacerbated 
the problem. In 1914 the OHL had great difficulty coordinating the acts 
of field army commanders and eventually lost any semblance of control. 
This failure was the result of at least four factors: (1) Moltke and his loose 
system of command, (2) the lack of army group headquarters, (3) the fail-
ure of communications systems, and (4) the excessive independence of 
local commanders. 

The war revealed a number of potential shortcomings in the Prussian 
system of officer education and training. The elder Moltke’s methods of 
designing campaigns and his emphasis on subordinate initiative were 
more appropriate to the conditions of 1866 and 1870, when the Prussian 
army fought under very different circumstances. Numerical superiority, 
advantages in weapons technology, and superior individual and unit capa-
bilities allowed the elder Moltke to overcome the mistakes of his subordi-
nates and turn their potentially excessive independence to his advantage. 
In addition, the elder Moltke was fortunate in his enemies. The plethora of 
errors committed by the Austrians in 1866 and the French in 1870 proved 
to be of great assistance to him.5 In 1914 his nephew’s army had a margin 
of error that was insufficient to overcome the mistakes, insubordination, 
and stubbornness of his commanders, not to mention a much-improved 
French opponent.6 The fundamental officer attributes of independent ac-
tion, initiative, and local innovation improved the prospects for victory in 
tactics, but they proved disruptive in terms of executing theater strategy, 
especially against a competent enemy. 

The army had recognized these potential problems in its prewar train-
ing and education, but it never resolved the tension between independent 
action and the need to remain within the overall framework of the cam-
paign plan. This problem was not confined to the field army command-
ers, several of whom were not graduates of the War Academy or members 
of the General Staff. On the contrary, strong-willed chiefs of staff of the 
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field armies frequently encouraged their commanders to act rashly and 
contrary to the overall campaign intent. Here, the social structure of the 
high officer corps added its negative effects, as princes sought glory for 
their states or their family names. Soon, of course, the iron law of the 
trenches reduced the scope of such failures, but by then, the opportunities 
available in 1914, such as they were, had disappeared.

The traditional approach to warfare eroded decisively in 1915 and 1916, 
at least on the western front. “Operations” in the Prussian sense became 
impossible as large-scale movement and maneuver became impossible. 
The spirit of the offensive yielded to the need to stay alive. As survivors 
of the prewar officer corps moved from tactical units to higher positions 
or the invalid lists, reserve and new officers took their place. The army 
became good at defending trenches and, later, deeply echeloned zones, 
but at the cost of suffering great casualties and losing its skills in mobile 
warfare. When tactical mobility began to return to the trenches in both 
offense and defense, the army had to substantially retrain both its offi-
cers and its enlisted force. Combined-arms actions became the norm, as 
close coordination of infantry, artillery, and engineer functions reached 
levels unimagined before 1914. This new cooperation, however, reflected 
a forced abandonment of the old system because it could restore neither 
the encounter battle as the model for tactics nor mobile campaigning as 
the method of theater strategy.

The new infantry training regulations and the manuals for attacking in 
trench warfare marked a partial return to the principles of mobile, offen-
sive combat. They attempted to restore the principle of junior initiative 
and lowered the focal point of tactical action from the battalion or com-
pany level to that of platoons and squads. Tactical decision making de-
volved downward to lieutenants, sergeants, and even lower enlisted men. 
Nevertheless, the inescapable facts of trenches and firepower reduced 
tactical systems to planning and executing breakthroughs, with all the 
lengthy preparations necessary for success in those circumstances. The 
plans for the 1918 offensive hoped to build on tactical success in break-
throughs to achieve a large-scale return to mobile warfare across large 
areas of the western front.

The realities of the western front dictated otherwise. The substantial 
tactical breakthroughs in early 1918, attributable to both German capa-
bilities and Allied shortcomings, led to brief interludes of advance and 
then a return to costly positional warfare rather than to extended mobile 
operations. The intellectual framework for a return to traditional warfare 
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was in place in 1918, but the army’s limitations and the nature of the en-
emy frustrated all efforts to make it a reality. The army’s determination to 
return to massive offensives to achieve a decisive victory proved to be its 
final undoing, as the shattering casualties and failures sapped its physical 
and mental strength. As in 1914, the force ratios and terrain of the west-
ern front served as effective antidotes to the traditional Prussian system, 
as did the growing capabilities of the enemy’s forces.

The Germans rightly regarded the campaigns in the east and in the 
Balkans as quite different matters. The extended fronts, smaller force-
space ratios, and very different qualities of the army’s opponents validated 
the argument that mobile warfare was still possible, but only to a lim-
ited degree. Methods that produced tactical victories in the east would 
be suicidal in the west, as the eastern officers who moved to the western 
front soon realized, and as the army’s training efforts had to recognize. 
Ultimately, it was the relentless process of attrition and domestic collapse 
that produced victory against Russia, while the decisive victories against 
minor opponents merely increased the strain on the primary theater.

The coalition war in the east revealed other weaknesses in the Prussian 
approach to war, though the faults were hardly on the German side alone. 
Conrad’s ill-conceived and poorly executed offensives in the Carpathi-
ans only reduced an already damaged army to near ashes.7 A combined  
German-Austrian strategy proved as elusive as efforts to create an effec-
tive centralized command structure. In moments of supreme crisis, the 
Austrians and Germans could temporarily resolve their differences in 
goals and methods, but ultimately, Hindenburg and Ludendorff found co-
operation with Conrad and his successor as difficult as Falkenhayn had.8 
Matters were made worse by the fact that the German army had very few 
high-ranking officers with an aptitude for coalition warfare. Tactical and 
even operational virtuosity in the east could overcome many difficulties, 
but years of attrition ultimately made the victory a pyrrhic one.

 The army’s social underpinnings proved to be nearly as durable as 
those of other armies, but its deep interpenetration with monarchical 
and ultraconservative elites became a major source of weakness as cir-
cumstances deteriorated in 1918. Drawn from narrow social circles and 
imbued with radical nationalist outlooks, the officer corps lost much of 
its credibility with enlisted men and with the mass of the population by 
the fall of 1918. Normal resentment within the ranks grew into deep dis-
trust as the army’s circumstances and prospects for victory declined after 
the failure of the 1918 offensives. The misery of the trenches, with their 
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deprivations and sense of social injustice, rose to the level of what one his-
torian labeled the “military strike” of 1918. Concerned about the welfare 
of their families in Germany and disillusioned with their leaders, a very 
large number of enlisted men could no longer be relied on to continue 
the apparently hopeless struggle in the face of Allied offensives. The army 
was surely a beaten force in the autumn of 1918, as even its most conser-
vative commanders realized, although this was not yet apparent on maps 
of the western front.

The army’s refusal to draw on wider social circles for junior officer 
replacements maintained its social homogeneity but undermined its rela-
tionship with a people at war. Such policies may have deprived the army of 
quality junior leaders, although it should be noted that many platoon-level 
leaders were noncommissioned officers and men holding the rank of ser-
geant-lieutenant. Unsatisfactory officer replacements became a scapegoat 
of the old officer corps, but there is no doubt that restricting commissions 
to those who met prewar social standards widened the gap between offi-
cers and enlisted men.

Many former officers argued after the war that the Prussian army of 
1914 was the most magnificent army of all time. That may have been the 
case, but its foundations and its capabilities were simply not sufficient to 
meet its leaders’ extravagant expectations, and it was ultimately no match 
for an impressive array of military forces fielded by more modern societ-
ies and governments. The Prussian way of war had its time and place, but 
both were gone by the end of 1914. Efforts to preserve or resurrect import-
ant elements of that way of war produced another magnificent fighting 
force by 1940, but solutions to the enduring problems of faulty policy, 
deficient strategy, and, above all, the iron laws of industrialized warfare 
were still missing. What had been added was a genocidal ideology far 
deadlier than the spirit of 1914. 
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CHAPTER TWO. THE PRUSSIAN THEORY OF WAR FROM  
CLAUSEWITZ TO MOLTKE
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the authoritative German edition: Carl von Clausewitz, Vom Kriege, ed. Werner 
Hahlweg, 19th ed. (Bonn: Ferdinand Dümmlers Verlag, 1980).

2. A useful introduction to Frederick’s wars and thought is R. R. Palmer, “Fred-
erick, Guibert, Bülow,” in Makers of Modern Strategy from Machiavelli to the Nuclear 
Age, ed. Peter Paret (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1986), 91–105. 
The best modern treatment of the king’s wars is Dennis Showalter, The Wars of 
Frederick the Great (London: Longman, 1996). 

3. Palmer, “Frederick, Guibert, Bülow,” 114–119, discusses Bülow.
4. On Scharnhorst, see Charles White, The Enlightened Soldier: Scharnhorst and 

the Militärische Gesellschaft in Berlin, 1801–1805 (New York: Praeger, 1989). 
5. This study does not consider the writings of Wilhelm von Willisen, who, 

though important in his own day, was much less significant in the longer-term 
development of Prussian theory. On Willisen’s middle position between Clause-
witz and Jomini on various issues, see Volker Mollin, Auf dem Wege zur “Ma-
terialschlacht”: Vorgeschichte u. Funktionen d. Artillerie-Industrie-Komplexes im 
Deutschen Kaiserreich (Pfaffenweiler: Centaurus Verlag, 1986), 102ff.

6. The German title was Der Geist des neueren Kriegssystems; it appeared in an 
English version in 1806. In addition to Palmer, “Frederick, Guibert, Bülow,” see 
Azar Gat, The Origins of Military Thought: From the Enlightenment to Clausewitz 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1989), 79–94. Peter Paret, Clausewitz and the State (Ox-
ford: Oxford University Press, 1976), 91–94, has an important perspective. 

7. Gat, Origins of Military Thought, 79–80. Gat’s succinct treatment of Enlight-
enment military theory is the best available.

8. Ibid., 87. Paret, Clausewitz and the State, 93, argues that Bülow’s reaction to 
criticism was tolerant.

9. Michael Howard, “Jomini and the Classical Tradition,” in The Theory and 
Practice of War: Essays Presented to Captain B. H. Liddell Hart, ed. Michael Howard 
(New York: Praeger, 1966), 8; Julius von Verdy du Vernois, Strategie, 3 vols. (Ber-
lin: E. S. Mittler, 1902–1904), 3:148.

10. Peter Paret, “Clausewitz,” in Paret, Makers of Modern Strategy (1986), 190. 
See also Rudolf von Caemmerer, The Development of Strategical Science during the 
19th Century, trans. Karl von Donat (London: Hugh Rees, 1905), 9; Donald Stoker, 
Clausewitz: His Life and Work (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014), 34–35.

11. See, for example, Sigfried Mette, Vom Geist deutscher Feldherren. Genie und 
Technik 1800–1918 (Zurich: Scientia, 1938), 15. Bülow was not mentioned in the 
collection of essays edited by Wolfgang von Groote and Klaus-Jürgen Müller, Na-
poleon I. und das Militärwesen seiner Zeit (Freiberg: Rombach, 1968). 

12. Gat, Origins of Military Thought, 89. 
13. White, Enlightened Soldier, is excellent. Rudolf Stadelmann, Scharnhorst, 

Schicksal und geistige Welt (Wiesbaden: Limers Verlag, 1952), is still important, 



NOTES TO PAGES 36–37  : 485

as are the relevant sections of Paret’s Clausewitz and the State. Max Lehmann, 
Scharnhorst, 2 vols. (Leipzig: Verlag von S. Hirzel, 1886–1887), is still the basic 
biography.

14. On Lloyd’s influence on Scharnhorst, see White, Enlightened Soldier, 10–12. 
15. Gat, Origins of Military Thought, 166–167, comments on the “decisive” in-

fluence of Scharnhorst’s views on Clausewitz. Many other examples could be ad-
duced beyond those enumerated by Gat. Paret, Clausewitz and the State, 56–77, 
devotes an insightful chapter to Scharnhorst.

16. Clausewitz was born on 1 July, not 1 June, the date erroneously used in most 
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Druck & Verlag von Friedrich Schulthess, 1867), 536. Marwedel, Clausewitz, 117, 
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not considering Moltke’s contribution to the consensus on annihilation. This has 
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war were developed late in life.
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166. Books 1–5 of On War concern, respectively, the nature of war, its theory, 
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this view of prewar theory.

174. On War, 495–496.
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196. Stig Förster, “Facing ‘People’s War’: Moltke the Elder and Germany’s Mil-
itary Options after 1871,” Journal of Strategic Studies 2 (June 1987): 209, 218. Note 
the similar comments by Wallach, Kriegstheorien, 86.
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202. Förster, “Facing ‘People’s War,’” 213–222. See also Foley, German Strategy 
and the Path to Verdun, 17–20.

203. Förster, “Facing ‘People’s War,’” 220–221. See Karl-Ernst Jeismann, Das 
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Clausewitz, 201.

207. For an excellent summary, see Foley, German Strategy and the Path to Ver-
dun, 25–34.
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it can be accepted unless further research indicates otherwise. The documents in 
Ehlert et al., Schlieffen Plan, shed no light on deployment areas.

35. Ehlert et al., Schlieffen Plan, 349–352.
36. The French substantially strengthened these fortifications beginning in 

1895.
37. Köpke (1845–1918), a son of the director of the Ritterakademie in Branden-

burg, was a veteran of 1866 and 1870–1871 and a graduate of the War Academy. 
He alternated between duties on the central General Staff, unit command posi-
tions (company, battalion, regiment, brigade, division), and General Staff officer 
in the units (Truppengeneralstab). He served as Oberquartiermeister for two years 
(April 1895 to June 1897) and then commanded a brigade and a division. He re-
tired in 1901 as a Generalleutnant. See Kurt von Priesdorff, Soldatsches Führertum, 
10 vols. (Hamburg: Hanseatische Verlagsanstalt, 1936–1942), 10:60–62. He was 
also known for his efforts to improve the foot artillery, even though he had always 
been an infantry officer.

38. Dieckmann, “Der Schlieffenplan,” 105–106.
39. Zuber argues that the first concept of marching into Belgium is found 

in the Aufmarsch plan of 1899–1900. He apparently overlooked this part of the 
Dieckmann manuscript. See Zuber, “Der Mythos vom Schlieffenplan,” in Ehlert 
et al., Der Schlieffenplan, 76–77.

40. The following discussion of the memorandum, unless otherwise noted, is 
based on Dieckmann, “Der Schlieffenplan,” 114–119.

41. Ehlert et al., Schlieffen Plan, 354–359.
42. Dieckmann, “Der Schlieffenplan,” 118–124.
43. The Dieckmann manuscript gives the eastern figure as twenty divisions. 

The surviving deployment plan in Ehlert et al., Schlieffen Plan, 359, has eight corps 
(sixteen divisions) in the east.
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44. Again, the numbers in Ehlert et al., Schlieffen Plan, 356–359, are slightly 
different from those of Dieckmann.

45. Dieckmann, “Der Schlieffenplan,” 158.
46. See Stig Förster, Der doppelte Militärismus: Die deutsche Heeresrüstung-

spolitik zwischen Status-Quo-Sicherung und Aggression 1890–1913 (Stuttgart: Franz 
Steiner Verlag, 1985), 97–108, 114–115.

47. Dieckmann, “Der Schlieffenplan,” 170. On French plans in 1898–1904, 
see Zuber, Inventing the Schlieffen Plan, 159–160. 

48. Dieckmann, “Der Schlieffenplan,” 171.
49. Ibid., 172–173. At that time, Italy was a member of the Triple Alliance. Plans 

from late in Moltke’s tenure through Schlieffen’s term as chief of the General 
Staff had vague references to Italy. Upon mobilization, Italy would supposedly 
send a force of five corps (ten divisions) to the Rhine to bolster the German left. 
How seriously this could be taken is a matter of conjecture, especially given the 
almost glacial pace of Italian mobilization in 1915, when speed was of the utmost 
importance. Richard L. DiNardo, Germany and the Axis Powers: From Coalition 
to Collapse (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2005), 8; John Gooch, “Italy 
during the First World War,” in Military Effectiveness, vol. 1, The First World War, 
ed. Allan R. Millett and Willimason Murray (Boston: Allen & Unwin, 1988), 166. 

50. Dieckmann, “Der Schlieffenplan,” 173–174.
51. The 1898 memorandum abandoned the idea of the previous year that Third 

and Fourth Armies should attack the line of French forts between Toul and Ver-
dun. 

52. Dieckmann, “Der Schlieffenplan,” 169, 176–177. Boetticher, “Der Lehr-
meister des neuzeitlichen Krieges,” 266, has a diagram superimposed on a map 
of the western front.

53. Dieckmann, “Der Schlieffenplan,” 177. Boetticher, “Der Lehrmeister des 
neuzeitlichen Krieges,” 265–266, who had an enormous influence on the stan-
dard versions of Schlieffen’s evolving thought, ignores this deployment plan en-
tirely. He discusses only the one-front case and suggests in his diagram (266) 
that the right-wing advance was much farther north than was actually the case. 
Boettticher, of course, was trying to reinforce the pro-Schlieffen legend.

54. Ehlert et al., Der Schlieffenplan, 400, reprints Boetticher’s sketch. The 
sketch was not included in the English translation.

55. Dieckmann, “Der Schlieffenplan,” 157–158; Boetticher, “Der Lehrmeister 
des neuzeitlichen Krieges,” 265–267.

56. Ehlert et al., Schlieffen Plan, 368–369.
57. It is conceivable that Boetticher used this, the second plan for 1899–1900, 

but his deployed strength for the individual armies is not consistent with the Oc-
tober deployment concept. 

58. Dieckmann, “Der Schlieffenplan,” 180.
59. Ibid., 185.
60. Ibid., 199–201.
61. Hans Hartwig von Beseler (born 1850, ennobled in 1904) was an engineer 

officer and a career General Staffer. His exalted position was indicated by both 
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his position on the General Staff and his command of an infantry regiment and 
an infantry division. As chief of the Engineer and Pioneer Corps (1905–1910), he 
was a general of infantry. Some expected him to succeed Schlieffen as chief of the 
General Staff. He retired in 1911. See Zuber, Inventing the Schlieffen Plan, 163–164.

62. Ehlert et al., Schlieffen Plan, 377–383. The Dieckmann text (199) states that 
the Schlieffen memorandum discussed above provides the basis for an evalua-
tion (Beurteilung) of case II’s western deployment, but it does not argue that the 
memorandum was actually the basis of the deployment plan. On the contrary, the 
memorandum assumed that this deployment would already be in effect.

63. Dieckmann, “Der Schlieffenplan,” 195. 
64. Ibid., 194–198, has many details.
65. Two field armies with five or six active corps were to deploy on the south-

ern frontiers of the provinces of West and East Prussia behind the line Thorn- 
Strassburg-Lautenburg-Rudzanny. Two other field armies with nine active corps 
were to deploy on the eastern frontier of East Prussia behind the line Arys-Orlowen- 
Darkehmen-Stallupönen-Pilkallen-Schmolleningken. See Dieckmann, “Der Schlief- 
fenplan,” 199. Ehlert et al., Schlieffen Plan, 383, varies slightly from Dieckmann’s 
account.

66. The original Dieckmann text (199) stated that the 1899 memorandum was 
an evaluation (Beurteilung) of the western deployment for case II. He later struck 
this out and inserted the word Bearbeitung to support the argument that the mem-
orandum was used to prepare the deployment plan. The documents in Ehlert et 
al., Schlieffen Plan, are silent on the western forces for case II. 

67. Dieckmann, “Der Schlieffenplan,” 203ff.
68. Ehlert et al., Schlieffen Plan, 385.
69. Count Alfred von Schlieffen, Dienstschriften des Chefs des Generalstabes der 

Armee Generalfeldmarschalls Graf von Schlieffen, ed. General Staff, 2 vols. (Berlin: 
E. S. Mittler, 1937–1938), 2:177. This very important point is not clear from the Fo-
ley translation, which reproduces only Schlieffen’s closing remarks. See Alfred von 
Schlieffen’s Military Writings, ed. and trans. Robert T. Foley (London: Frank Cass, 
2003), 51–60. Zuber, Inventing the Schlieffen Plan, 171–172, has a more precise 
account of this portion of the staff ride.

70. Dieckmann, “Der Schlieffenplan,” 204–205.
71. Ehlert et al., Schlieffen Plan, 384–390; Dieckmann, “Der Schlieffenplan,” 

206.
72. Dieckmann, “Der Schlieffenplan,” 206.
73. The text in Ehlert et al., Schlieffen Plan, is based only on maps for each case. 

Dieckmann apparently had more information available.
74. Dieckmann, “Der Schlieffenplan,” 210.
75. Ibid., 207–209. Dieckmann relied on unspecified documents beyond the 

deployment plan, possibly on a 1902 Schlieffen memorandum. 
76. Boetticher, “Der Lehrmeister des neuzeitlichen Krieges,” 264; Dieckmann, 

“Der Schlieffenplan,” 207–208.
77. Dieckmann, “Der Schlieffenplan,” 207–210. According to Dieckmann 

(210–211), the assumption that the French would invade Belgium and Luxem-
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bourg might have been based on ongoing discussions of an Anglo-German alli-
ance, but this lacks a documentary base. 

78. Boetticher, it should be noted, cites the study as evidence that Schlieffen 
exhausted all alternatives to the massive movement through Belgium and Luxem-
bourg. Zuber, Inventing the Schlieffen Plan, 177–181, has a full account based on 
archival material. 

79. Dieckmann, “Der Schlieffenplan,” 211–212. The very sketchy information, 
based on maps alone, in Ehlert et al., Schlieffen Plan, 391–392, provides little as-
sistance. 

80. Dieckmann, “Der Schlieffenplan,” 212–213.
81. Ibid.
82. Ehlert et al., Schlieffen Plan, 403. 
83. Dieckmann, “Der Schlieffenplan,” 216–217.
84. Ibid., 215–216. It should also be noted that many of Schlieffen’s staff rides 

had only a limited relationship to the annual deployment plans.
85. Zuber, Inventing the Schlieffen Plan, 189–190, discusses the question with-

out arriving at a firm conclusion. 
86. Ehlert et al., Schlieffen Plan, 411–413; Eugen Zoellner, Schlieffens Vermächt-

nis (Berlin: E. S. Mittler, 1938), 43–44.
87. Ritter, Schlieffen Plan, 42. 
88. Gross, “There Was a Schlieffen Plan,” 109.
89. Zoellner, Schlieffens Vermächtnis, 43.
90. According to Zoellner’s sketch (ibid., 44), part of the French left wing was 

surrounded southeast of Namur in a limited double envelopment, even though 
the overall result on the German right was indecisive.

91. Ritter, Schlieffen Plan, 44–45, based on Zoellner, concludes that the staff 
ride was the basis for a radically new deployment in 1905.

92. Ritter, Schlieffen Plan, 45. 
93. Ehlert et al., Schlieffen Plan, 416–423.
94. Boetticher, “Der Lehrmeister des neuzeitlichen Krieges,” 267, included 

a sketch. Zoellner, Schlieffens Vermächtnis, 48, gave slightly different figures—
fifty-two active and eighteen reserve divisions—and suggested a deployment of 
the right wing extending north to Wesel. Zoellner at this point was attempting 
to demonstrate similarities between the 1905–1906 mobilization plan and one 
variant of Schlieffen’s tripartite last General Staff ride—a dubious proposition, as 
will be seen below.

95. Some of these are preserved in General Staff of the Army, ed., Dienst-
schriften des Chefs des Generalstabes der Armee Generalfeldmarschalls Graf von Schlief-
fen, 2 vols. (Berlin: E. S. Mittler, 1937–1938). Volume 1 has the tactical-strategic 
problems of 1891–1905, while volume 2 has the General Staff rides conducted 
in the east during those years. Some are now available in translation in Foley, 
Schlieffen’s Military Writings. The western General Staff rides are available only 
in fragments, scattered throughout the Schlieffen literature. Zuber, Inventing the 
Schlieffen Plan, has pointed analyses of a number of these rides, based in part on 
new archival discoveries. 
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96. Ritter, Schlieffen Plan, 33, notes the lack of a direct connection with the war 
plan itself. For the methods of Schlieffen’s General Staff rides, see Boetticher, 
“Der Lehrmeister des neuzeitlichen Krieges,” 295–296. On the winter exercises, 
see Zoellner, Schlieffens Vermächtnis, 45–46. The kaiser participated from 1899 
until 1904, with some of the same negative impacts displayed in the annual kai-
ser maneuvers. The winter exercises retained the name Schlieffen-Aufgaben, even 
after 1905.

97. Perhaps the harshest criticism of Schlieffen’s use of these exercises to 
prove his concepts was made by General Hermann von François, Marneschlacht 
und Tannenberg. Betrachtungen zur Deutschen Kriegführung der ersten sechs Kriegs-
wochen (Berlin: August Scherl, 1920), 125–126.

98. See the memoirs of Martin Chales de Bealieu, BA/MA, N 187/3, 154. See 
the confirming analyses in Robert Foley, “The Schlieffen Plan,” in Ehlert et al., 
Schlieffen Plan, 72–73, and Gross, “There Was a Schlieffen Plan,” 100–101. 

99. Foley, “Schlieffen Plan,” 72. 
100. Zoellner, Schlieffens Vermächtnis, 20–25. In 1894 the climactic battle oc-

curred near Tannenberg. In 1898 Prittwitz’s solution was to withdraw behind the 
Vistula (as he originally proposed in 1914), while Hindenburg, then chief of the 
General Staff of a corps, proposed an aggressive offensive solution. On the 1894 
staff ride, see Schlieffen, Dienstschriften, 2:2–50; Foley, Schlieffen’s Military Writ-
ings, 13–24, provides a translation of Schlieffen’s closing remarks. See also Zuber, 
Inventing the Schlieffen Plan, 147–150.

101. Schlieffen, Dienstschriften, 2:52–104; Zuber, Inventing the Schlieffen Plan, 
153–156.

102. Zoellner, Schlieffens Vermächtnis, 41–42.
103. Terence Zuber, “The Schlieffen Plan Reconsidered,” War in History 6, 3 

(1999): 281–282. Zoellner, Schlieffens Vermächtnis, 33–34, and Dieckmann, “Der 
Schlieffenplan,” 204–205, discuss these staff rides. In 1901 the subsequent east-
ern staff ride reflected the transfer of these forces from the western to the east-
ern front. See Schlieffen, Dienstschriften, 2:177–178. The victory against France 
occurred on the twenty-third day of mobilization.

104. Count Helmuth von Moltke, Erinnerungen, Briefe, Dokumente 1877–1916, 
ed. Eliza von Moltke (Stuttgart: Der Kommende Tag Verlag, 1922), 292, gives June 
as the month of the “General Staff Ride West” but mentions only one of the two 
that are now known to have taken place. Moltke had been reassigned to the Gen-
eral Staff on 1 January 1904. It was on 18 June, during this staff ride, that Moltke 
noted the great differences between Schlieffen’s views and his own.

105. This account is based on Schlieffen’s closing remarks, “Übersicht der Op-
erationen der 1. Grossen Generalstabsreise 1904 mit Anlagen,” n.d., BA/MA, PH 
3/659; and Zuber, “Schlieffen Plan Reconsidered,” 285–288. Zoellner, Schlieffens 
Vermächtnis, 30, 42–44, discusses this staff ride, but only as prefiguring the 1905 
memorandum. His account is extremely unreliable.

106. BA/MA, PH 3/661; Zuber, “Schlieffen Plan Reconsidered,” 289–291.
107. Zoellner, Schlieffens Vermächtnis, 30, 42–44, may contain important dis-

tortions of these staff rides. He mentions only the first ride, describing the French 
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defeat between Strassburg and Metz, and fails to discuss the futility of the Ger-
man right wing advancing through Belgium and Holland. In stressing the victory 
in Lorraine, Zoellner fails to mention the opposite and more catastrophic results 
of the second staff ride of 1904. 

108. Ritter, Schlieffen Plan, 45. Ritter’s argument is more plausible if one as-
sumes that Schlieffen was already dogmatically committed to an extreme ver-
sion of the great swing through Belgium as an end in itself. But as new evidence 
shows, and as Dieckmann’s sketchy account suggests, this was not the case. Rit-
ter’s own conclusion, that the famous plan had its origins in the staff ride of 1904, 
also contradicts such an assumption.

109. Zoellner, Schlieffens Vermächtnis, 30. Zoellner, no defender of the younger 
Moltke and an advocate of Schlieffen’s brilliance, blamed the failure of 1914 on 
poor execution rather than a fundamentally faulty plan.

110. Boetticher, “Der Lehrmeister des neuzeitlichen Krieges,” 310. Gross, 
“There Was a Schlieffen Plan,” 101–102, discusses this staff ride. 

111. Boetticher, “Der Lehrmeister des neuzeitlichen Krieges,” 311.
112. Gross, “There Was a Schlieffen Plan,” 102. Ehlert et al., Schlieffen Plan, 

also includes printed copies of the exercise maps. 
113. Ritter, Schlieffen Plan, 46. Zoellner, Schlieffens Vermächtnis, 48, used sim-

ilar words. Zoellner faithfully described the three scenarios, but Ritter concen-
trated on the third, possibly because he wanted to view the staff ride exclusively 
to support his account of the origins of the 1905 memorandum. Zuber, Inventing 
the Schlieffen Plan, 203–206, 291–293, discusses the issue but seems unaware 
of Boetticher’s account, cited above. Both Boetticher (1933) and Zoellner (1938) 
relied on archival sources. Zoellner does not cite Boetticher in his bibliography.

114. Zoellner, Schlieffens Vermächtnis, 50. 
115. See Foerster’s letter to Boetticher, 7 September 1932, BA/MA, N 323/150. 

Foerster conceded that in two cases in the staff ride Schlieffen acted entirely dif-
ferently from the concepts in his great memorandum and entirely in accord with 
Moltke’s later actions on many General Staff rides, which Foerster and the entire 
military literature had previously understood as the precise opposite of Schlief-
fen’s staff rides and his 1905 memorandum. Foerster also conceded that the solu-
tion in case I (a major French attack in Lorraine) was a complete justification of 
Moltke’s decision to strengthen the left wing in Lorraine. 

116. Foerster to Boetticher, 7 September 1932. Foerster also criticized Her-
mann von Kuhl, who led the French party, for his postwar criticism of Moltke for 
doing precisely what Schlieffen had done in the staff ride.

117. The concluding discussion, titled “Kriegsspiel November/Dezember 1905. 
Schlussbesprechung (Secret), Berlin December 23, 1905,” with a covering note in-
dicating that it had been sent to the chiefs of the General Staffs of the army corps, 
is in BA/MA, PH 3/46. It is also available in the National Archives and Records 
Administration, Schlieffen Papers, roll 3, frame 32. A translation with an informa-
tive introduction is now available in Robert T. Foley, ed. and trans., “Schlieffen’s 
Last Kriegsspiel,” War Studies Journal 3 (1998): 117–133, 4 (1998): 97–115. It is also 
available in Foley, Schlieffen’s Military Writings, 119–129. An earlier commentary 
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attracted little attention. See Ulrich Liss, “Graf Schlieffen’s letztes Kriegsspiel,” 
Wehrwissenschaftliche Rundschau 15, 3 (1965): 162–166. Bucholz, Moltke, Schlieffen 
and Prussian War Planning, 203–206, discusses the war game. Zuber’s Inventing 
the Schlieffen Plan, 206–212, has maps and a pointed discussion.

118. Foley, “Schlieffen’s Last Kriegsspiel,” 113. Liss, “Graf Schlieffen’s letztes 
Kriegsspiel,” erred when he said that the final decision in the west was reached 
before the arrival of strong forces from East Prussia.

119. Foley, “Schlieffen’s Last Kriegsspiel,” 113–114. 
120. Ibid., 99.
121. Ibid., 106.
122. Ibid., 129.
123. Ibid., 132.
124. Ibid. This section is on page 13 of the German original. I (DJH) changed 

the translation slightly.
125. Ibid., 132–133. The citations are from pages 14–15 of the original, and 

again, I (DJH) made slight alterations in the translation.
126. Ritter, Schlieffen Plan, 131–134, gives the background of the surviving doc-

uments. Zuber’s views are in Inventing the Schlieffen Plan, 45–46. See also Foley, 
Schlieffen’s Military Writings, 163–177. Much more information is now available on 
the origins, purposes, and fate of the memorandum, which itself has become the 
source of a new controversy. The best analyses are in Ehlert et al., Schlieffen Plan. 
As of this writing, there is no comparable overview in English, although the jour-
nal War in History has published the basic articles. Readers should consult this 
volume’s bibliography for the works of Terence Zuber, Terence Holmes, Annika 
Mombauer, and Robert Foley.

127. See Zuber, Inventing the Schlieffen Plan, 32–33.
128. Friedrich von Boetticher, Schlieffen (Göttingen: Musterschmidt Verlag, 

1957), 68, argued that Schlieffen’s memorandum and his discussions with Hol-
stein, approved by Bülow and the kaiser, foresaw the 1906–1907 deployment plan, 
but he does not claim that Schlieffen actually prepared the deployment based on 
the memorandum. Schlieffen retired on 1 January 1906, four months before the 
1906–1907 deployment plan was finalized, and it is known that Moltke and those 
around him did not discuss these matters with Schlieffen after his retirement. 
Moltke in any case continued the usual practice of preparing an alternative east-
ern deployment until 1913. It is therefore unlikely that the 1905 memorandum 
was the basis of the 1906–1907 deployment plan and, given Moltke’s reservations 
(discussed later), the likelihood of that decreased every year between 1906 and 
1914. Boetticher was almost exclusively concerned with establishing the wisdom 
of the 1905 memorandum and discounted the alternatives prepared by Schlieffen 
in almost every year prior to his retirement. 

129. The mobilization directive for Eighth Army in East Prussia for the 1914–
1915 mobilization year can be found in Walter Elze, Tannenberg. Das deutsche Heer 
von 1914, seine Grundzüge und deren Auswirkung im Sieg an der Ostfront (Breslau: 
Ferdinand Hirt, 1928), 185–197. See also the documents in Ehlert et al., Schlieffen 
Plan.
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130. Schlieffen’s supporters, from Groener on, saw this planned advance 
west of Paris as proof of the bold genius of his plan, the abandonment of which 
doomed the enterprise to failure. Historians have used the advance to the west 
and south of Paris as proof of Schlieffen’s single-minded folly.

131. Ritter, Schlieffen Plan, 140. 
132. Ibid. 
133. Among the many authors who have cited the memorandum, few have rec-

ognized this fundamental point. An exception is Gross, “There Was a Schlieffen 
Plan,” 156–157. See also the articles by Terence Holmes listed in the bibliography.

134. Ritter, Schlieffen Plan, 147.
135. Map 5A is available in the Schlieffen microfilms and, much more clearly, 

in Nachlass Schlieffen, BA/MA, N 43/141.
136. Map 5 clearly shows the right wing’s main turn to the south, east of 

Maubeuge, toward Hirson, even more distant from Paris. See Ritter, Schlieffen 
Plan, 190, and the archival sources cited above.

137. Zuber, “Schlieffen Plan Reconsidered,” 266, 297–300.
138. Groener, Das Testament des Grafen Schlieffen, 196–197. Reichsarchiv, Der 

Weltkrieg 1914 bis 1918, 14 vols. (Berlin: E. S. Mittler, 1925–1944), 1:55, while join-
ing those who regarded this as a sort of operational plan, also admitted that it 
was a program to expand the army. Ritter’s defense of his view—that is, if the 
memorandum had been a program rather than a plan, it would not have been 
kept secret—is without merit. General Staff documents dealing with such matters 
were routinely kept from public scrutiny. Ritter, Sword and Scepter, 2:215–216.

139. Ritter’s maps are thus not reproductions of the originals, as the text 
claims, but a new rendering on different maps, done in this case by the Wehrwis-
senschaftliche Abteilung of the Ministry of Defense. This explanation appears in 
the German edition but not in the English one. 

140. The Nachlass in Freiburg has twelve maps; the microfilm has only eleven. 
The difference is the Nachlass map labeled 2A by the Bundesarchiv, titled “Ad-
vance to the French Frontier (22nd Day).” Unlike maps 1–5, this one does not have 
the printed or handwritten General Staff label. 

141. Zuber, “Schlieffen Plan Reconsidered,” 297–298, mentions this issue 
without developing it in detail.

142. One, labeled “Map 10,” has the title “Anticipated French Deployment,” 
with the date 1911 entered in pencil. The other, labeled “Map 12” by the archives, 
has the title “Fortress Map West. Deployment Study 1906. Count Schlieffen’s 
Working Copy.”

143. Foerster, “Hat es seine Schlieffen-Legende gegeben?” 2, note, in Nachlass 
Boetticher, BA/MA, N 121/34.

144. Schlieffen wrote that the forward attacking corps would “try, as in siege 
warfare, to come to grips with the enemy from position to position, day and 
night, advancing, digging in, advancing [again], digging in again, etc., using every 
means of modern science to dislodge the enemy behind its cover. The attack must 
never be allowed to come to a standstill as happened in the war in the Far East.” 
See Ritter, Schlieffen Plan, 144.
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145. The Reichsarchiv, one of the chief supporters of the pro-Schlieffen leg-
end, admitted as much in volume 1 of its Der Weltkrieg series, when it stated that 
the completed Aufmarsch I for 1905 was the basis for the memorandum and that 
the real deployment plan for 1905 sent three active corps to the eastern front, 
along with seven Landwehr brigades and two cavalry divisions. In attempting to 
reconcile the memorandum’s inclusion of more forces than were actually avail-
able, the Reichsarchiv argued that the memorandum was also a program for 
the expansion of the army and its mobilization. See Reichsarchiv, Der Weltkrieg, 
1:55, text and n. 1.

146. General Staff des Feldheeres, Kriegsgeschichtliche Abteilung 1, No. 418, 29 
March 1919, to General Gerhard Tappen, in Nachlass Tappen, BA/MA, N 56/2, 23.

147. See the thorough discussion in Gross, “There Was a Schlieffen Plan,” 
125–127.

148. President of the Reichsarchiv Hans Haeften, Nr. 9637B, to General Tap-
pen, 21 July 1924, Nachlass Tappen, BA/MA, N 56/3, 272. This letter was a reply to 
Tappen’s comments on the draft of volume 1 of the Weltkrieg series, which consid-
ered the early plans and campaign up to the end of August 1914. Haeften rejected 
Tappen’s argument that such a unified order was unnecessary.

149. Mueller-Loebnitz to Tappen, 23 December 1920, in Nachlass Tappen, BA/
MA, N 56/2, 139–140.

150. Boetticher, Schlieffen, 61.

CHAPTER SIX. GERMAN STRATEGIC PLANNING, 1906–1914
1. Schulenburg-Tressow, “Erlebnisse,” Nachlass von der Schulenburg-Tressow, 

BA/MA, N 50/1, 18.
2. General Karl von Bülow, who commanded Second Army in 1914, seemed 

to be a candidate for chief when Schlieffen appointed him Oberquartiermeister in 
1901, but his view of offensive warfare proved unacceptable to Schlieffen, and 
he returned to the field units. See Wilhelm Groener, Lebenserinnerungen. Jugend, 
Generalstab, Weltkrieg, ed. Friedrich Freiherr Hiller von Gaertringen (Göttingen: 
Vandenhoeck & Rupprecht, 1957), 90; Franz von Lenski, Lern- und Lehrjahre in 
Front und Generalstab (Berlin: Bernard & Graefe, 1939), 146. Bülow’s uncritical bi-
ographer tried to blame the Military Cabinet for his failure to succeed Schlieffen, 
but this seems unlikely or, at best, an additional indication of Schlieffen’s eventual 
lack of confidence in Bülow. The Military Cabinet, after all, placed Bülow in one 
of the most important positions in the army. See General Ludwig Freiherr von 
Gebsattel, Generalfeldmarschall Karl von Bülow (Munich: J. F. Lehmanns Verlag, 
1929), 27–30.

3. Hugo Rochs, Schlieffen (Berlin: Vossische Buchhandlung, 1926), 87, records 
the relationship between Schlieffen and Goltz. Others in General Staff circles 
were also opposed to Goltz, who seemed to be something of a radical. See Na-
chlass Otto von Below, BA/MA, N 87/43, 512. On Goltz, see Dennis Showalter, 
“Goltz and Bernhardi: The Institutionalization of Originality in the Imperial 
German Army,” Defense Analysis 3, 4 (1987): 305–318. The only biography is the 
brief study by Hermann Teske, Colmar Freiherr von der Goltz. Ein Kämpfer für den 
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militärischen Fortschritt (Göttingen: Musterschmidt, 1957). Goltz’s memoirs are 
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