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Introduction

             The World War of 1914–18 was utterly unlike most former wars . . . it was a war for existence, a war of the people in the fullest sense.

Erich Ludendorff1

The First World War has long been recognized as the twentieth century’s ‘great seminal catastrophe’.2 Seventy million men were mobilized to fight over the four years and four months that it raged. Nearly ten million people were killed. Communities were destroyed, populations displaced. Hatred, bitterness and grief consumed the belligerents. East-central Europe was the epicentre of this disaster. Germany and Austria-Hungary, the two states spread across the region, were the conflict’s instigators and its losers. Together, they suffered one-third of all the war’s dead.3 No other societies sacrificed more or lost so much. If the 1914–18 conflict was indeed the cause of the evils that would later beset Europe, totalitarian dictatorship, another world war and genocide, this was first of all because it so profoundly changed the societies of central Europe. The key to the tragic course of the continent’s modern history lies in this region, and in the extraordinary exertion, unredeemed sacrifices and physical and moral displacement undergone by its peoples in 1914–18.

This book is the first modern history to narrate the Great War from the perspectives of the two major Central Powers, Germany and Austria-Hungary. It seeks to understand the conflict through their statesmen’s eyes. Above all, however, it is the story of their peoples. Whether civilians standing in the food queues of Vienna and Berlin, soldiers embroiled in the bloody fighting on the Somme or at the Brusilov offensive, or sailors engaged in tense underwater warfare, their fears, desires and ordeals lie at the heart of this account. The peoples were central to this conflict. The First World War’s dynamism and transformative potential derived in large part from its nature as a Volkskrieg – a ‘People’s War’. For conservative statesmen like the German Chancellor Theobald von Bethmann Hollweg, perturbed by the demise of the old cabinet wars with limited goals and casualties, what defined this new and frightening struggle, its ‘most miraculous feature’, was ‘the immense power of the people’.4 Popular commitment fuelled the war’s violence and determined its duration. The Central Powers mobilized their populations on a scale unrivalled in Europe. In Germany, 13,387,000 men, an astonishing 86 per cent of the country’s entire male population between eighteen and fifty years old, passed through the armed forces between 1914 and 1918. Austria-Hungary stood only a little behind with eight million soldiers, around 78 per cent of its military-aged manpower.5

The war experience of the Central Powers was determined by their strategic situation. Germany and Austria-Hungary, together with their allies, Bulgaria and the Ottoman Empire, were trapped during hostilities within a ring of steel. Encircling them was a vastly superior enemy coalition. To the east lay Russia. In the north, west and south were Britain, France, Italy, later the United States, and a host of smaller nations. By war’s end, these enemies controlled 61 per cent of the globe’s territory, 64 per cent of its pre-war gross domestic product, and comprised 70 per cent of its population.6 The Central Powers were isolated from neutral trade. A British naval blockade, tightened ever more ruthlessly as the war continued, closed the ring. Central Europeans imagined themselves as barricaded and besieged within a great fortress. The millions of men called up were needed to keep out the enemy. Yet this siege warfare on a massive scale drew in entire societies. Total mobilization and blockade blurred the distinction between combatant and non-combatant. Not only the young, fit and single, but husbands, fathers, the middle-aged and frequently even the infirm fought this war. At home, women took over their conscripted men’s jobs or migrated into the booming armaments factories. Children were mobilized to help with the harvest and collect valuables for the war effort. These civilians, far from being mere auxiliaries, became targets, and were ravaged by deprivation, malnutrition, sickness and exhaustion. Not just soldiers fighting on the battlefields but also their families struggling to survive at home found that war soon permeated every aspect of their daily lives. To contemporaries, whether in Europe’s major metropolises or its under-modernized rural backwaters, the conflagration appeared terrifyingly all-encompassing, unceasing, expansive. Eight months into hostilities, a Pole living on the Austrian side of the Eastern Front succinctly captured the ubiquity of the horror that had spread across the continent: ‘war on land, in the ground, on water, under water and in the air; war encompassing ever greater circles of Humanity.’7

Why did the peoples of Austria-Hungary and Germany hold out for so long in the face of terrible hardship and against dreadful odds? Their determination is all the more baffling as few historians today doubt the great culpability borne by their leaders in starting the conflagration or in pursuing aggressive war aims. In part, the peoples had no choice. At the outbreak of war armies in central Europe were granted extraordinary powers over domestic society. States and militaries had effective tools of repression with which they imposed censorship, restrictions on public gatherings and in some places martial law to enforce compliance.8 Yet as an explanation for the long duration of peoples’ readiness to fight, endure and sacrifice, coercion is far from satisfactory. Both Austria-Hungary and Germany were Rechtsstaaten, ‘states of law’, which during the half century before the First World War had guaranteed their subjects’ basic freedoms and fostered educated civil societies.9 While rights were suspended at the outset of hostilities, civil society’s mentalities and institutions persisted, and proved indispensable in underpinning a successful mobilization. In Germany, it was recognized early that a European conflict involving mass conscript armies and requiring the near-total mobilization of industry and agriculture could not be conducted against the will of the people. Austrian leaders who at first attempted to suppress public opinion had found to their cost by the end of 1916 that authoritarianism merely increased resentment and resistance. Both of the major Central Powers granted more, not less, space for public expression in the last two years of hostilities, even as discontent mounted. Persuasion was at a premium, and propaganda, the dark art of guiding opinion, became ever more important. Ideas able to inspire the masses were turned into powerful weapons of war.10

This book’s central argument is that popular consent was indispensable in fighting the twentieth century’s first ‘total war’. It recounts how the German and Austro-Hungarian peoples supported, tolerated or submitted to the conflict, and how participation changed them and their societies. Three themes run through the pages of this book. First, it explores how consent for war was won and maintained in Austria-Hungary and Germany. It shows that mobilization was never simply an order from state to subject. Rather, the institutions of civil society, local officials, political activists, the Church, trade unions and charities mediated and managed an astounding self-mobilization, taking their communities to war in 1914–15. The account explores how, when popular commitment to victory sagged in 1916–18, increasingly sophisticated propaganda was used to underpin resilience by shaping soldiers’ and civilians’ understandings of the war. It also scrutinizes for the first time the fears, ambitions, prejudices and grievances of Germans and Austro-Hungarians, and seeks to explain what they saw to be at stake in the conflict. The book demonstrates that the war’s hardships and horrors not only undermined but could also strengthen resolve to fight on and endure. Fear and anger, both justified and exaggerated, towards enemy belligerents proved to be powerful mobilizing emotions, lasting up to and well beyond 1918.

Second, the book explains how extreme and escalating violence during 1914–18 radicalized German and Austro-Hungarian war aims and actions, and it explores the consequences of this radicalization for those societies and their war efforts. At the outbreak of hostilities, both the populations and – notwithstanding their aggressive actions – governments were united in a defensive consensus. However, initial expectations that the conflict would be brief and purely military in nature were thwarted by the failure of any belligerent to win a decisive victory in the opening campaigns. The onset of a British naval blockade of doubtful legality under international law, which defined food as ‘contraband’, threatened the civilian populations of the Central Powers with starvation and exposed their extreme vulnerability to economic attack. The book shows how, a quarter of a century before Hitler’s slave empire, Germany and Austria-Hungary responded with a ruthless exploitation of the food and human labour in the territories they had occupied in the east and west. The new economic warfare encouraged German and Austro-Hungarian governing elites, parts of which had already harboured imperialist aspirations, to see their states’ future security and stability as dependent on maintaining permanent control of these foreign resources. Official war aims expanded greatly, as German military and business elites in particular developed ambitions to build an empire in the east. These aspirations clashed with the wider population’s commitment to defend only pre-war borders and its hopes for a quick peace that would end the hardship. A crisis of state legitimacy resulted, and ultimately the people withdrew their consent, precipitating political collapse and the war’s end.

The book’s third theme is the tragic societal fragmentation caused by the First World War, a break-up which not only preceded and precipitated political collapse, but persisted even after state order had been resurrected in central Europe. This fragmentation took different forms in Germany and Austria-Hungary, for whereas the former was a nation state, the latter was a multinational empire. In Austria-Hungary, policymakers had commenced hostilities in 1914 in part as a desperate remedy for endemic peacetime nationality disputes which they feared might tear the Empire apart. Initially, their gamble appeared effective, as the peoples rallied to the flag. However, already at its opening the conflict exacerbated national feelings and enmities, which were further inflamed by the military persecution of ‘suspicious’ ethnic groups, floods of unwelcome refugees from the eastern and southern borderlands, food shortages, and nationalist propaganda by exiles allied to the enemy powers. As the Habsburg state increasingly lost its legitimacy and wartime hardship worsened, people retreated into their national communities. Even before the state was formally dissolved, its multi-ethnic societies had already collapsed into violence, with Jews becoming a particular target. In Germany too, wartime shortages exacerbated anti-Semitism and in the ethnically mixed eastern borderlands, racial conflict. However, as a largely homogeneous nation state, its society fragmented principally along lines of class. These class tensions were supercharged from 1917 by growing calls for annexation from the right and, on the left, the ideology of the two Russian revolutions. The divisions widened further after defeat, spawning civil war and new parties of the far left and radical right.

General Erich Ludendorff, the man who managed Germany’s war effort in 1916–18, was right to characterize the struggle as ‘a war of the people in the fullest sense’. The great emotional and material investment of the German and Austro-Hungarian peoples not only made possible the sustained struggle of the Central Powers, but also ensured that defeat, when it came, would have a catastrophic impact on their societies. The internal divisions that had developed during the war shaped the chaos at its end: in Germany, left-wing revolution brought down the government. In Austria-Hungary, defeat was accompanied by ethnic violence and fragmentation into new, national states. Peace brought only a fragile respite. Across the region, war had impoverished the people, torn apart multi-ethnic communities and destroyed faith in state structures. Bitterness at unredeemed sacrifice, stark ideological divisions, racial hatreds and a new readiness to exert violence remained. A dark future awaited central Europe.


3

War of Illusions

WAR PLANS

The German and Habsburg General Staffs confronted a strategic nightmare in the summer of 1914. Each faced war on two fronts. To Germany’s west stood the modern French, Belgian and British armies; opposite Austria-Hungary’s south-eastern border were battle-hardened Serbian and Montenegrin troops; and in the east over both loomed the mighty Russian military. Together these enemies fielded 5,726,000 soldiers organized into 218 infantry and 49 cavalry divisions. Against them, the Central Powers had just 3,485,000 men in 137 infantry and 22 cavalry divisions.1 German and Austro-Hungarian generals knew that if victory were to be won despite their forces’ numerical inferiority, it would have to be quickly, for the odds against them would only lengthen in a prolonged conflict. France and Russia’s combined gross domestic product exceeded that of the Central Powers by one-fifth, and the Tsarist Empire’s population alone outnumbered their inhabitants by one-third. Moreover, German military planners had assumed since 1908 that Britain would inevitably, if not immediately, enter hostilities and place its enormous financial and naval resources at the Entente’s disposal.2 There were sound domestic reasons too to fear a long conflict. Habsburg leaders, already anxious about their peoples’ loyalties in peace, could scarcely welcome the destabilizing hardship and discontents that would accompany extended hostilities. Alfred Graf von Schlieffen, the Chief of the Prussian General Staff from 1891 to 1905, had predicted that any drawn-out war would bring economic ruin and quite probably revolution.3 The Central Powers’ armies thus developed high-risk schemes predicated on the need to crush their opponents rapidly and decisively. Ruthless and peremptory action would characterize their conduct on the battlefield against both enemy military forces and any sign of popular uprising.

Surprisingly, given how tightly their fates were bound and the difficulty of the task that they faced, the German and Habsburg armies had cooperated only loosely in planning their wars. Under Schlieffen, who was intensely secretive about his plans and contemptuous of Austro-Hungarian military capabilities, contacts between the Chiefs of the General Staff were by 1905 limited to an annual exchange of Christmas cards. The rise of Helmuth von Moltke and Franz Conrad von Hötzendorf to the top of the armies in January and November 1906 respectively, and the international tensions sparked by the Bosnian crisis in 1908, brought more cordial relations and some greater openness about what the allies hoped from each other. To his credit, Conrad pressed for more detailed discussions in the years directly before the First World War, but neither Emperor Franz Joseph and his government nor the Germans were keen. Instead, the agreements reached were personal undertakings between the two Chiefs of Staff.4 In 1909 the Austro-Hungarians were told that in a two-front war, the Germans planned first to deploy the overwhelming majority of their forces in the west. Moltke needed an early Habsburg offensive to distract the Russians from the Reich’s weakly defended eastern border while his army quickly defeated the French; as a sop and reassurance, he promised Conrad that the small forces left there would attack in order to draw off as much enemy strength from the south as possible. For the Habsburg Chief of the General Staff, the prospect of taking on almost the full might of the Tsarist army alone was daunting already in 1909. Moltke’s promise appeared increasingly unrealistic in the years afterwards, as the eastern enemy rearmed and updated its deployment plans. However, Conrad did not press him hard for any more detailed commitment. After a German victory in the west and a successful Habsburg holding action, the Reich’s army would be transferred eastwards, enabling the Central Powers to overwhelm their Russian enemy. With this assurance, Conrad could risk a confrontation with Serbia, an operation that he passionately wished to undertake.5

The German campaign plan for the Western Front was the keystone of the Central Powers’ strategy in 1914. Moltke was broadly correct when he told Conrad in February 1913 that ‘Austria’s fate will not be definitively decided along the Bug but rather along the Seine.’6 His aim was to turn encirclement to advantage, concentrate his forces overwhelmingly against France and then, once that enemy was eliminated, use the Reich’s efficient railway system to transport them eastwards. Time was critical: if the western campaign took longer than six weeks, the slow but powerful Russian army would be able to mobilize fully, giving it the opportunity to overwhelm the Austro-Hungarians in Galicia and the weak German force left in East Prussia. The German Chief of Staff’s key challenge was thus to defeat France quickly. German officers in the war’s aftermath claimed that the answer to this problem was bequeathed to Moltke in a memorandum written in 1905–6 by his illustrious predecessor: the infamous ‘Schlieffen Plan’. This plan envisaged an army of ninety-six infantry divisions, eighty-two of which, later joined by five others from the south, were to be deployed as a strong right wing between Metz and Aachen and tasked with sweeping through the Benelux countries in order to bypass France’s chain of border fortresses and break into its north-east. The point of Schlieffen’s plan was not, contrary to an oft repeated claim, to capture Paris. The encirclement of the French capital that it proposed was merely a highly undesirable last resort, necessary only if the enemy retreated so far that his left flank rested on the fortified city. Instead, the plan’s primary objective was the envelopment, wherever that might prove possible, and through it the annihilation, of France’s army.7

Moltke was heavily influenced by Schlieffen’s memorandum.8 Like his predecessor, he envisaged a strong right wing conducting a decisive offensive through Belgium, outflanking the French fortress belt and enveloping the enemy army. However, Schlieffen’s plan had been completed while Russia was incapacitated by revolution. Moltke worked in far less favourable circumstances: he was confronted not only with a two-front war, which necessitated leaving nine divisions in the east, but also with a western enemy likely to fight more aggressively than ten years earlier. He was also pessimistic, or rather more realistic, about many of the assumptions built into the Schlieffen Plan. Consequently, he introduced important modifications. Most notably, and against his predecessor’s legendary deathbed exhortation to keep the right wing strong, he weakened it; whereas Schlieffen placed eighty-seven divisions there, Moltke had only fifty-four. The ratio of forces between the left and right wings was also changed, from one-to-seven in the original 1905–6 plan to one-to-three in 1914. To Moltke’s post-war denigrators, this was a disastrous decision that cost Germany its chance of an early victory. In actuality, it made a lot of sense. Moltke needed fewer divisions on the right because unlike Schlieffen, he neither intended his troops to march through Dutch, as well as Belgian, territory nor in any circumstances to march around Paris. Taking on Holland, he recognized, would absorb considerable strength better deployed against Germany’s real enemies. Moreover, Moltke knew his plan was already a high-risk enterprise; he wanted insurance and hoped that if the initial offensive failed and static war developed, a neutral Holland might act as a ‘wind pipe’, through which the blockaded Reich could funnel goods and raw materials.9

Moltke’s decision to allocate more troops than Schlieffen had planned to the left wing, south-east of Metz, was in part a product of the same calculation. It helped to protect the Saar, an industrial region that would be crucial if the initial gamble failed, leading to a long war. More importantly, however, Moltke envisaged this wing’s sixteen divisions playing a significant, if subordinate role in the coming campaign. He foresaw correctly the likelihood of a limited French offensive into Lorraine and wanted his left wing to fix or, better still, draw in the enemy’s strength, which would then be counter-attacked from the flanks, enveloped and annihilated. The strong right wing, meanwhile, would not advance around Paris; it had neither the requisite men nor any need to do so. Instead, the wing’s task was remorselessly to push the rest of the French army, its numbers reduced by the commitment to its own offensive, to the south-east, bringing about a second, much larger encirclement. With the German left wing to its front and the right wing, after an anticlockwise concentric sweep through Belgium, attacking over the river Oise in its rear, the French army’s capitulation would be all but assured.10

If Moltke’s plan in 1914 was somewhat better grounded in reality than its precursor, it was still reckless. To crush the French army, one of Europe’s most modern, best-equipped and largest armed forces, in less than a month and a half was a breathtakingly audacious and, as it turned out, foolhardy aspiration. How could the Chief of Staff possibly think that it could work? Moltke had no numerical advantage. Even with almost his entire force deployed in the west, seventy-three and a half German divisions still had to beat eighty French, six Belgian and six British divisions. His edge in armaments was slight. The single real advantage was in heavy artillery. The French could field only 308 heavy guns against the German army’s 848 and they had nothing to match its medium and heavy howitzers, weapons which thanks to their high angle of fire were to prove invaluable in trench warfare. The best German units outgunned their French counterparts. The twenty-three German active corps deployed in the west, formations of two divisions containing the youngest, fittest and most recently trained soldiers, were each supported by 160 artillery pieces (fifty-four 77mm field guns and eighteen 105mm howitzers per division and sixteen heavy 150mm howitzers per corps), between twenty-four and twenty-eight more than their French equivalents. However, the French partly compensated with superior field artillery: their superb Soixante-Quinze (‘75’), of which there were 4,780 in service, could outrange the 5,068 German 77mm guns and gave a higher rate of fire with a heavier shell.11 The French army had a slight lead in aerial technology. The Germans’ railway troops, engineers and other technical units were marginally better trained. Otherwise in materiel, there was little to separate the two enemies.12

For Moltke, however, as for other contemporary military professionals, a war’s outcome was not reducible to big battalions or the size of gun calibres. There were, as he explained in 1911, far more important determinants of defeat and victory: ‘The number of military units is not by itself decisive in a war. Forces come to play that . . . lie in the realm not of mathematics but of morale. A whole nation’s ability to fight, its readiness for war, bravery, the will to make sacrifices, discipline, talent of its leadership, are to be valued more highly than mere numbers.’13 The Germany army’s real advantage, and the reason for Moltke’s readiness to put his faith in such an audacious plan, lay not in its materiel or technology but in the quality of its personnel: its upper leadership, officer corps and manpower. The Great General Staff, the army’s centre for operational planning, was Prussia’s characteristic contribution to what contemporaries praised as Europe’s five ‘perfect’ institutions; the others being the Roman Curia, Russian Ballet, French Opera and British Parliament. It had acquired its reputation as the architect of Prussia’s series of stunning victories in the 1860s, culminating with its triumph over France in 1870–71. The Great General Staff made two key contributions to the German army’s fighting effectiveness. First, it was responsible for formulating the annual mobilization and deployment plans; these tasks included drawing up the intricate railway schedules for troop transports, assigning concentration areas and developing operational strategy. It also identified weapons and manpower needs, and observed other forces, especially potential enemies. The Great General Staff owed its legendary efficiency in these tasks to a gruelling and highly competitive selection process and an institutional culture that prized intellectualism, technical mastery and a formidable work ethic. Its great defect, however, was its narrow vision: its distance from diplomacy, exclusive focus on operational excellence and obsession with detail were all reflected in the desperate risks run in Moltke’s campaign plan.14

Second, the Great General Staff instilled in its officers, and through them the German army, a shared understanding of battle which made possible an enviable unity of action that other forces found difficult to emulate. The Chief of the General Staff trained his officers personally, inculcating through staff rides and tactical-strategic exercises a set of basic principles of how to behave in different combat situations. While 113 General Staff officers worked in the planning and analytical departments in Berlin, more than double this number were posted to divisional and corps staff. This small group of elite officers used their key positions to spread the doctrine throughout the army. The German military’s infamous and highly effective Auftragstaktik, or ‘mission tactics’, was built upon this system: senior commanders, confident that their officers would behave similarly in any given tactical situations, could simply set operational goals. Their subordinates, better placed to judge conditions on the ground, would through their shared training naturally coordinate in choosing the tactics to fulfil their missions.15

The German officer corps considered itself the guarantor and repository of the army’s ‘spirit’, the moral and psychological quality revered by early twentieth-century militaries. Numbering 33,036 professional and 40,000 reserve officers at war’s outbreak, its values were influenced less by its technocratic General Staff elite than an older, aristocratic martial culture. The nobility accounted for nearly a third of professional officers and predominated in its upper ranks, where a little over half of men from colonel (Oberst) to general came from the traditional warrior caste. The bourgeoisie supplied the remainder of active officers as well as almost all the reserve officers. High educational barriers and, for prospective reserve officers, the need to pay for a year of training, shut out the proletariat.16 Curious to modern eyes, the army’s leadership was utterly convinced that this social exclusivity was indispensable in its ability to carry out its martial function. The corps wanted men who through upbringing and education had internalized the code of honour that it embraced, would conform to its high moral expectations and would offer unfailing loyalty to the monarch, to whom it owed fealty. Wilhelmine officers pointed to the French corps, which recruited over half of its men from the ranks, as a warning of the dangers of surrendering to more socially progressive fads. They regarded it with some justice as politicized, divided and demoralized, and doubted that its moral authority would suffice to hold men to discipline under the immense strains of combat.17

The German corps’ aristocratic conception of leadership, although in part a matter of snobbery, did indeed contribute in two ways to its performance. First, it promoted a conscientious paternalism. The corps insisted that ‘never resting care for the welfare of his men is the good and rewarding privilege of the officer’.18 Upper-class officers were thought best suited for this responsibility because they had been taught from an early age the precepts of noblesse oblige, the aristocratic doctrine that privilege carried with it responsibility to social inferiors. While this assumption was not always borne out, as Socialists’ peacetime complaints about officers’ mishandling of men testify, in 1914 and 1915 this model of command worked well in oiling inter-rank relations, protecting troops from hardship and increasing their resilience.19 Second, men who possessed a strong code of personal honour, and were prepared in peace to duel to defend it, were believed to be more ready to lay down their lives to defend the honour of their corps, regiment, Kaiser and Fatherland. Officership was conceived less as a management role than as a moral and didactic calling: ‘The officer is the model of his men; his example pulls them forward with him.’ ‘Strength of character’ and ‘moral seriousness’, qualities cultivated in German cadet institutes and Gymnasien no less assiduously than in British public schools, were essential if officers were to win their men’s respect and provide the inspirational examples of courage and self-sacrifice necessary to lead them forward across the fire-swept battlefield.20 The German officer corps’ death rate suggests that it vindicated these expectations during the war. Whereas 13.3 per cent of German soldiers were killed, 15.7 per cent of reserve officers and a horrifying 24.7 per cent of professional officers died in the course of duty.21

The German army’s other ranks were also confidently regarded as a match for those of its enemies. The force’s backbone was its 107,794 professional non-commissioned officers.22 These men were highly capable, the most senior among them carrying out tasks which in other forces were the responsibility of subalterns. The German army had, thanks to its relatively generous conditions of service, been able to retain eighteen to twenty career NCOs in each of its peacetime companies, more than double those of French companies and ten times those in Russian companies. Their fund of experience proved invaluable in war, permitting the devolution of command responsibilities.23 The army’s conscripts, who in peace served for two years, were also thought to be better than those fielded by the French. Germany, with a youthful population totalling 67 million, drafted between 51 and 53 per cent of each male year group to maintain an army of 800,000 men in the last years of peace. Its recruiters could pick their manpower discriminatingly. France, with a population of 39 million, had to conscript 83 per cent to keep up, and so accepted all but the lame or seriously ill. Its inferior demography, with a relatively low birth rate which ensured that its population size continued to fall behind, was frequently cited in Social Darwinist terms as evidence that the Republic had passed the high point of its development. Militarily, this demography was understood to be significant not only because of its effect on the overall fitness of the French army’s recruits but also because it left the force with only a small pool of reserves. Conscious of the extreme risks of their campaign plan, German military commanders could comfort themselves with the thought that even if it failed, France could not sustain a long war.24

German troops’ morale, discipline and training were also believed superior to those of their French counterparts. Conservative Prussian officers tended to misinterpret French republican ideals as undermining rather than, as proved during the war, forming the basis of French conscripts’ loyalty and obedience.25 Racial stereotypes too informed their assessments. Moltke hoped that the ‘nervous’ character of the Gallic race would contribute to a quick collapse of morale in defeat.26 The Kaiser’s officers were on safer ground in their confident estimations of their own soldiers. The army enjoyed immense social prestige in Germany. Particularly in the countryside, from which it had drawn a disproportionate number of recruits in peacetime, the two-year period of military service was widely seen as a rite of passage to manhood. In the cities, the army was, despite its officers’ hostility towards Social Democracy, a force for national integration. Many workers welcomed the break from industrial life’s monotony offered by peacetime conscription. They made well-disciplined soldiers and during the war proved better prepared than rural folk to master technical weaponry such as machine guns.27 The German army provided a thorough course of training for these men. Its facilities were unrivalled: France simply had nothing to compare with the Reich’s twenty-six manoeuvre grounds of at least 5,625 hectares each.28 The doctrine taught was generally sensible too, although not flawless. Crucially, the Prussian drill regulations of 1906, unlike those issued in the French army in 1913, recognized the need to gain fire superiority before any attack. The importance of cooperation between the infantry and artillery was acknowledged, even if its difficulties were not fully understood. However, the army remained conservative in its attitude towards the open tactical formations that were necessary to minimize the effect of fire but were difficult to control. Loose skirmisher lines were favoured in the attack, but officers were encouraged to deploy late and as a result in 1914 German soldiers were caught in dense tactical formations and suffered heavy casualties. The army’s training was nonetheless sufficiently good to enable it successfully to field thirty-one reserve divisions, composed of men who had completed their peacetime training up to a decade earlier. While the German army had not found a solution for the age’s key dilemma of how to move forward under lethal modern firepower, its training was sufficiently grounded in the new reality to produce an impressive battlefield performance in 1914.29

The Austro-Hungarian army’s task in a European war was at first glance straightforward: during the six weeks in which its ally defeated France, it was to bear the main burden of holding the Russians in the east. However, Conrad, unlike Moltke, could not simply plan for one major conflict. The predators that surrounded the Empire could plausibly attack in a number of combinations, and so unlike their German allies, with their obsessive focus on one single scheme, the Austro-Hungarians had stacks of war plans. There were plans for conflict with Russia (War Case ‘R’), in the Balkans (War Case ‘B’) and, although formally an ally, with Italy (War Case ‘I’). The army also prepared to deploy against combinations of these enemies and, a case considered hopeless even by the optimists in the Habsburg General Staff, against all three in alliance.30 In order to meet all eventualities, Conrad divided his operational force into three groups. A-Echelon, the strongest group with nine corps containing twenty-seven of the army’s forty-eight infantry divisions, was intended to provide protection against Russia. The Balkan Minimal Group of three corps (with nine divisions) had the task of defending against Serbia and Montenegro. Finally, there was a swing group, B-Echelon, which comprised twelve divisions that could be sent wherever needed. The circumstances of July 1914 presented two possibilities for this echelon. Habsburg leaders had to decide whether they faced ‘War Case B’, a conflict solely against Serbia, or whether Russia would intervene, bringing about ‘War Case B+R’. In the former case, B-Echelon was to be sent to the southern border for an offensive. In the latter, it would urgently be required in Galicia, where, with the units of A-Echelon, it would take part in an attack intended to disrupt the Tsarist Empire’s mobilization.

Conrad’s plans comfortingly appeared to deal with all eventualities. Yet there were fatal flaws which, combined with indecision and wishful thinking on the part of the Chief of the General Staff, disrupted mobilization and severely damaged Habsburg hopes of any early victory. First, the railway plan was geared to flexibility, when what was really needed was speed. The four corps allocated to the swing B-Echelon all lay far from Galicia but had access to good railways. The Budapest IV Corps could travel to the eastern fortress-city of Przemyśl on a double-tracked line. The Prague VIII and Leitmeritz IX Corps were on the Monarchy’s most modern rail artery, the Nordbahn. If speed had been the priority, then it would have been optimal to transport these distant units first and then start moving the divisions of A-Echelon, most of which were based closer to the battlefront. However, Conrad’s demand for flexibility meant that the army’s rail experts did the opposite. B-Echelon was to be held stationary, while A-Echelon was loaded into the first transports. Worse still, the delay was compounded by the military rail technicians’ ridiculously cautious timetabling. The regulation speed for Habsburg military transports on single tracks was just 11 kilometres per hour. On double-tracked lines they were expected to reach a heady 18 kilometres per hour. The trains themselves were permitted to be no more than forty-nine wagons’ long, comparable to other armies’ transports but just half the length of the civilian trains that usually travelled the Nordbahn. Stops of six in every twenty-four hours for fuel and feeding were calculated into the deployment programme. How slow all this was is clear from comparison with the French and German armies, which assumed basic speeds of 30 kilometres per hour for their mobilization transports. The result was that even under the best circumstances, a Habsburg general mobilization against the Tsarist Empire would be tardy. The Russians expected their enemy to complete concentration against them in fifteen days. However, under the Austro-Hungarian military rail plan the final units of B-Echelon deployed only on the twenty-fourth day of mobilization.31 The prioritization of flexibility over speed in Conrad’s plans therefore negated the one real advantage that the Habsburg army possessed. The Russians planned by the twenty-fourth day of their mobilization to have thirty-seven and a half infantry divisions on the Galician Front, just two fewer than their enemy. By the thirtieth day, they would enjoy a significant numerical superiority, with forty-five infantry and more than eighteen cavalry divisions.32

The Austro-Hungarian army could ill afford to sacrifice this single advantage, for its multinational character made it difficult to command and the Hungarian parliament’s obstreperousness had left it undermanned and underfunded. It exhibited the structural complexity typical of Habsburg institutions. The Common Army was the main force with two-thirds of the Empire’s infantry and nearly all its artillery and cavalry. Alongside it were the Hungarian Honvéd and Austrian Landwehr, formations originally intended as second-line national guards but which through decades of Magyar parliamentary pressure had developed into first-line forces. A small Croatian-Slavonian force, the Domobran, served within the Honvéd, reflecting the autonomous position of Croatia within the Lands of St Stephen. The Common Army recruited from all parts of the Empire, while the other formations drew their soldiers exclusively from Hungary, Austria or Croatia respectively. The army was a dynastic force; all its parts owed allegiance solely to Franz Joseph as Austrian Emperor or King of Hungary and Croatia.33

While the German and French conscript forces were, in the jargon of the time, ‘people’s armies’, composed of each nation’s manhood, the Austro-Hungarians fielded, as its history proudly asserted, ‘an army of peoples’.34 The ethnic composition of the force’s rank and file closely mirrored that of the Empire which it served and from which it was drawn (see Table 4).

The Habsburg army had followed other European forces and switched to territorial recruitment in 1882, raising units within sixteen corps districts, a measure that accelerated mobilization and limited the mixing of the nationalities.35 Even so, the force still had to overcome considerable communication challenges. These were resolved in the first instance by designating one tongue as a ‘language of command’ and ‘language of service’. This was German in the Common Army and Landwehr, Hungarian in the Honvéd and Croatian in the Domobran. Each soldier learned eighty words in this language so that he understood basic commands like ‘Attention!’, ‘At Ease!’ or ‘Fire!’ The men also memorized around a thousand technical terms, including the names for the parts of their weaponry; conversation might not be possible, but soldiers from different corners of the empire should be able to strip their rifles or service a field gun together. Additionally, to facilitate everyday communication at lower levels of the military organization, any tongue spoken by at least 20 per cent of the soldiers in a regiment (a unit of around 3,000 men) was designated a ‘regimental language’. In 1914, even though the army was territorially raised, only 142 regiments, fewer than half the total, were sufficiently ethnically homogeneous to be considered monolingual. Some 162 regiments officially had two languages, twenty-four used three, and there were even a few regiments raised from areas so mixed that four languages had to be recognized. Any new officer arriving at a regiment had three years to learn its languages. The duty was taken seriously, for the men had the right to speak in their own tongues to their superiors up to company commander, and failure meant delayed promotion or even dismissal. Most Habsburg professional officers were therefore proficient in at least two tongues. The corps’ high-flyers usually spoke more: Conrad, for example, had mastered seven.36

Table 4. The ethnic composition of the Austro-Hungarian army, 1910 (by language)

[image: Table 4. The ethnic composition of the Austro-Hungarian army, 1910 (by language)]

Source: N. Stone, ‘Army and Society in the Habsburg Monarchy, 1900–1914’, Past and Present 33 (April 1966), p. 99.

The officer corps, which numbered 18,506 professionals and 13,293 reserve officers, was the army’s greatest asset. The corps shared its Prussian ally’s aristocratic ethos and honour credo, but its social profile was less exalted: two decades before the war, the share of nobles among career officers had been 28.6 per cent, but it had fallen by 1914.37 Most professional officers were of Austrian German stock, although the four-fifths suggested in the official figures (see Table 4) is probably an exaggeration.38 Perhaps one-sixth were from Slavic backgrounds. Whatever their origins, the vast majority were anational, identifying only with the Austrian state idea and their feudal lord, the Emperor. Recruitment for both the professional and reserve corps was blind to ethnicity and confession. One of the consequences was that Jews, who were informally but totally barred from commissions in the pre-war Prussian army, were four times over-represented in the Habsburg reserve corps, making up no less than 17 per cent of its officers.39 Although the Common Army was a conscript force, its professional officers held aloof from civilian society. The corps resented its lack of prestige in that society and was hostile to the rising nationalism. These attitudes, combined with Habsburg officers’ lesser social status, and education and pay comparing poorly with those of their German counterparts, influenced its command style and performance. Inter-rank relations in the Habsburg army were indifferent; better than those in its Russian enemy, for sure, but not so trusting as in Germany’s military, even though its officers had to spend more time than German officers instructing their men because their companies usually had only between one and three professional NCOs. This was not merely a matter of communication difficulties. Whereas the liberal reform of Prussian discipline had taken place at the start of the nineteenth century, not until 1873 had the more socially detached Habsburg force finally instructed its commanders to ‘show sympathy’ and ‘get to know and understand’ their subordinates.40 On the other hand, the corps’ self-isolation and rejection of civil society probably reinforced its intense devotion to the Emperor. The sacrifice that it made during the war was astonishingly high: 31.3 per cent of professional officers and 16.5 per cent of reserve officers fell in imperial service.41

The Common Army’s biggest problem with its men was that it simply did not have enough. Its 1,687,000-strong Field Army was dwarfed by the 3,400,000 soldiers of the mobilized Russian force. Additionally, the low proportion of the male population drafted in peace meant there was a relatively small pool of trained reserves to act as casualty replacements in war.42 The manpower pool from which the army recruited was very mixed. In the west of the Empire, educational standards and the acceptance of state power were little different from that of western nations.43 In peacetime, just 3 per cent of German-speaking Austrians had attempted to dodge the three-year (from 1912 two-year) military conscription. In the disgruntled but well-educated Czech lands, 6–7.3 per cent of men ignored the summons to the colours. By contrast Hungarians, who still bore a grudge for Habsburg soldiers’ brutal suppression of their 1848 revolution and disliked the Common Army, had an absentee rate before the war of a little over 25 per cent. Worst of all were Galicia and the South Slav lands, areas with much illiteracy and irredentist movements as well as high emigration, where resistance in the last decade of peace had risen to the point that over one-third of those mustered failed to present themselves.44 Of course, war was a very different situation. Punishment for disobedience was more severe and a wave of patriotism did sweep the Empire as hostilities broke out. Nonetheless, it was inevitable that units raised in different parts of the Empire would in war display wildly differing capabilities and performance. Scepticism about the loyalty of some peoples also prevailed. As the Habsburg War Minister’s aide-de-camp remarked of South Slav reservists on the eve of war, ‘they will arrive at the depots all confident, but they’ll already be less willing when the time comes to march. Whether they attack over the last 1,000 metres, no one can give any sure guarantee.’45

The army’s main deficiencies in 1914 nonetheless lay not, contrary to what is often claimed, in the loyalty or willingness of its Slav soldiers, but rather in inadequate support, poor training and, as the campaigns would reveal, spectacularly incompetent higher leadership. Its gravest materiel shortage was in modern artillery, a consequence both of inadequate funding and indecision and infighting about the specifications for the new weaponry among the army’s senior commanders. Habsburg Common Army divisions had forty-two field artillery pieces; eight to ten more than first-line Serbian divisions but far fewer than the sixty supporting Russian divisions.46 Worse still, only two-thirds of these guns were modern 05/08 80mm cannon. The others were obsolete 100mm field howitzers without recoil mechanisms for quick aiming and firing or armoured shields for the gun teams’ protection. The heavy artillery, which comprised eight 99/04 150mm howitzers in each corps, was similarly old-fashioned. All Habsburg gun barrels were cast of bronze, rather than stronger steel, which made them heavy and limited their range. Even in Serbia, the 150mm howitzers, which could fire 5,000 metres, found that the enemy’s heavy artillery could outrange them by no less than 3,000 metres. The Common Army had some excellent specialist artillery. The force had designed a superb mountain artillery gun, although only four of fifty-two mountain batteries had received it by 1914. The army was also equipped with some state-of-the-art fortress-busting 305mm Skoda super-heavy mortars. Neither weapon compensated for deficiencies elsewhere, however, nor for the army’s inadequate ammunition stocks. Just 330 rounds per howitzer and 550 rounds per field gun were available, around half that stockpiled by the other great powers.47

The tactical skill of the Habsburg infantry was unlikely to compensate for this deficiency in materiel. The army not only lacked professional NCOs; it also relied more on reservists, whose martial skills were rusty, than was wise. The German army kept its peacetime units at two-thirds strength, so that on mobilization only the two youngest and most recently trained classes of reservists needed to be called to bring them to their full complement.48 In Habsburg infantry companies after mobilization, by contrast, only 20–25 per cent of the complement were active soldiers undergoing peacetime military training. To fill the ranks, men who had not seen service for a decade had to be drafted. So great was the army’s need that even Ersatzreservisten, men who had received no more than an annual eight-week military training, were called up. The army, denied funding through Hungarian intransigence in the last decade of peace, also lacked the equipment and infrastructure needed for an orderly expansion on mobilization. Most continental conscript armies followed the Prussian model of organizing three main lines. The ‘active’ units that composed the standing army and had the best equipment were filled with men undergoing their peacetime service and topped up with the youngest classes of reservists. The depots also kept sufficient equipment, NCOs and officers to permit the building of a second line: reserve regiments containing trained men aged between twenty-three and thirty-two. A third line of less well-equipped Landwehr or territorial units, intended principally for rear-area duties, was formed from reservists aged twenty-eight to thirty-eight. Additionally, older men up to forty-five years of age might be allocated to Landsturm police or labour units.49 The Habsburg Common Army, by contrast, treated its Landwehr and Honvéd regiments as first-line by 1914 and lacked the surplus equipment and officers needed to form extra second-line reserve units on mobilization. To supplement its weak front-line strength, it instead relied upon Landsturminfanteriebrigaden, scratch-built militia composed of men aged between thirty-two and forty-two issued with obsolete rifles and easily visible peacetime uniforms or even just armbands in imperial black-yellow colours. Their artillery support amounted to no more than one gun per battalion. During 1914 and 1915, similarly poorly equipped ‘march battalions’, whose purpose was to bring drafts to front-line units, were frequently also thrown into combat. Lacking training, equipment, cohesion and leadership, the march battalions and Landsturm brigades predictably achieved little and suffered horrendous casualties.50

These deficiencies were multiplied by a misguided tactical doctrine. The ‘cult of the offensive’, an overestimation of the superiority of the attack and a conviction that raw will could beat firepower, was embraced by all armies in 1914, but those that felt themselves to be behind in the technological and material race extolled it most. The French army, with its faith in the offensive à outrance, is remembered as the most fervent advocate of these attitudes, but the Austro-Hungarian military leadership was no less fanatical in its belief.51 This was in large measure due to Conrad, who was considered in the army to be a tactical genius. His key work ‘On the Study of Tactics’ had appeared in 1890, and a quarter of a century later he clung to the same principles. Energy, decisiveness and action were his answers to firepower. ‘The attack,’ he insisted, ‘is the action most suited to the spirit of war.’52 To prepare his men for the war of manoeuvre that he expected, he put them through ferocious route marches. Disastrously, unlike his German ally, he denied the necessity for combined arms tactics. His infantry regulations of October 1911, the last issued before the outbreak of war, insisted that foot soldiers could ‘win the victor’s laurels even without support from other weapons and against enemy numerical superiority if imbued with confidence and aggression, if equipped with unbendable steadfastness of will and the greatest physical toughness’.53 The only concession to the destructive effects of firepower was to recommend that troops be deployed in loose skirmishing lines, and in practice even this was frequently disregarded. Time and again after pre-war manoeuvres, foreign observers criticized Habsburg troops’ slow movement in closed formations. Officers stood up behind their firing lines or even stayed on their horses, offering ideal targets. The obliviousness towards terrain, failure to reconnoitre and lack of cooperation with artillery made these soldiers, in the German military attaché’s view, mere ‘cannon fodder’.54

The Central Powers’ campaign in the summer of 1914 was unrealistic in the demands that it placed on both armies. Capable though it was, the German military was asked to achieve the impossible: a victory over France in just six weeks. Even Moltke lacked confidence in the chances of success. He hoped against reason for a quick victory, yet foresaw a horrendous conflict lasting up to two years. He had even, albeit halfheartedly, pushed civil authorities to prepare financially and secure the Reich’s food supply.55 The Austro-Hungarian army led by Conrad, an even more vociferous advocate of preventative war, was grievously unprepared to face Serbia and Russia combined. The decade-long funding freeze imposed by the Hungarian parliament must certainly bear much responsibility. Yet Conrad and his generals were reckless in accepting the task of holding the Russian army, contributed to the delay in their force’s re-equipment with modern artillery, and imposed a tactical doctrine divorced from the reality of the twentieth-century battlefield. Fatally, neither German nor Austro-Hungarian military leaders were willing to acknowledge their forces’ limitations in their operational planning. Their soldiers would pay for these illusions.

THE WESTERN FRONT

The German army’s mobilization was everything for which its General Staff could have hoped. When the ‘State of Imminent War’ was declared on 31 July, the active soldiers in barracks had changed into wartime field-grey uniforms and border regiments had issued ammunition and sent contingents to guard the frontiers. From 2 August, the first day of mobilization, reservists began to flood into the depots. There was, recorded one regiment’s historian, ‘no sign of exuberance, either from hatred of the enemy or celebratory enthusiasm, no hysterical shouting, no bluster’. Instead, the men were sober, purposeful and knew what was expected of them.56 Most active units reached full strength within four or five days and frantically practised route marches to harden their new arrivals. The transport of the entire Field Army, excepting just nine divisions earmarked for the Eastern Front, to westerly concentration areas began on 4 August. An enormous technical ballet lasting twenty days and choreographed down to the minute by the General Staff now played out across the Reich, as 20,800 rail transports carried 2,070,000 men, 118,000 horses and 400,000 tons of material smoothly to their jump-off points. Soldiers were brought across the country from as far afield as Breslau and Posen. Behind the deployment area of Moltke’s strong right wing, one train clattered across Cologne’s Hohenzollern Bridge over the Rhine every ten minutes from 2 until 18 August. When the concentration was complete, seven armies were stretched along the length of the western border. The First, Second and Third Armies, with 164, 159 and 104 battalions respectively, composed the right wing and were arrayed against Belgium. Below them opposite Luxemburg and in northern Lorraine stood the 123 and 147 battalions of the Fourth and Fifth Armies. The Sixth and Seventh Armies with 131 and 108 battalions were the southernmost forces, guarding Lorraine and Alsace.57

Even before concentration was underway, the campaign started. On the night of 1–2 August the 16th Division had bloodlessly secured Luxembourg’s railways. The first combat operation then began early on 4 August, when after an ultimatum demanding free passage an assault force of 39,000 men crossed into Belgium, violating the Kingdom’s neutrality, and marched towards the fortified city of Liège.58 The city’s rapid capture was vital, for as a fortress it blocked any German advance into Belgium and as a key rail hub it was essential for the supply of troops passing through the country. The invaders had hoped to find just 6,000 soldiers, supported by 3,000 members of Belgium’s home guard, the Garde Civique. Instead, they were confronted by 32,000 men with thirty machine guns and 150 artillery pieces garrisoning the twelve forts encircling the city or manning hastily dug earthworks outside. This first operation set the tone for much of the ensuing campaign. First, it was costly. The initial attempts to storm the forts, each furnished with modern armaments and able to withstand calibres of up to 210mm, were repulsed with heavy casualties. Some units lost over half their men. On 8 August the German High Command (Oberste Heeresleitung – OHL) abandoned the assaults and ordered in another 60,000 troops and siege artillery. In a rare case of harmonious and decisive allied cooperation, the Habsburg army loaned four batteries of super-heavy Skoda 305mm howitzers to the German army, and it was these, along with the force’s five 420mm Krupp mortars, which battered the fortresses into submission.

Second, the operation was intensely frustrating. Commanders, conscious of racing against the clock, fumed at the delays: ‘We’re still sitting here in front of this damned fortress,’ fulminated General von Einem, commander of the second, larger force sent to take Liège, on 11 August. ‘If only we could advance!’59 The Habsburg guns could not be brought up until the next day, and it was thus only on 16 August, already two days behind the schedule set out in Schlieffen’s 1905–6 plan, that the last of Liège’s forts capitulated. The bloodiness of the fighting and frustration at the delay both contributed to the third feature that would mark this operation and the rest of the campaign: violence by German troops against civilians. Already on 4 August, the first day of invasion, civilians were shot down. When heavy fighting began the following day, executions and massacres mounted. German soldiers, shocked and disorientated by their first experience of modern war, became convinced that they were being ambushed by inhabitants. ‘One cannot grasp the havoc wreaked by the bestial mob in Liège,’ recounted one soldier who was probably part of a force that had infiltrated between the forts and entered the city on the morning of 6 August:

When we forced an entry into the city after a brief fight outside it, we were at first greeted with cheers by women. At the same time, the sly population hung white flags, white dresses, teacloths etc. out of the windows . . . However, that was just a malicious trick . . . Scarcely had we passed the houses when rifle barrels were poked out of the windows and we were shot in the back. There were also shots aimed at our legs fired from cellar coal holes.60

The city’s population, as later investigation discovered, had indeed at first greeted the advancing troops, mistaking them for British soldiers. The fierce fire that the Germans had faced soon after came, however, not from civilians but from Belgian troops, whose use of cover and smokeless munitions made them hard to see. The sudden shift from an initial, apparently friendly reception to a lethal hail of bullets understandably led the Germans to conclude that they were victims of civilian treachery. Similar reports of inhabitants’ aggression, some also prompted by confusion at the rudimentary, civilian character of the Garde Civique’s uniforms, but almost none of which were true, flooded in from other units engaged around the city. By 8 August von Einem rued what he called the ‘terrible character’ of the hostilities: ‘the population is energetically taking part in the war’.61 In just five days, his troops massacred 850 Belgian civilians and burned down around 1,300 buildings in retaliation. Moltke, believing that his worst fears of the 1871 ‘franc tireur’ war repeating itself were being realized, issued a ‘Solemn Warning’ on 12 August. Condemning the Belgian population for illegally joining the fighting and committing ‘atrocities’ against his men, he threatened dire punishment. Any individual who behaved in this way would, he promised, be ‘immediately shot according to martial law’.62

While this heavy fighting was going on around Liège, the French opened their campaign in the south. On 7 August one corps raided over the German frontier into Upper Alsace, captured the region’s major city of Mülhausen on the following day, but after twenty-four hours was thrown out. The main French offensive, the first stage of which was an assault by two armies into Alsace-Lorraine, opened on 14 August. The attack was intended to pin down as much enemy strength as possible so that other troops could manoeuvre further north against the centre of the German line. By 19 August the Republic’s tricolour again flew over Mülhausen.63 This defence of German territory, not Moltke’s more famous attack through Belgium and north-west France, produced the bitterest fighting seen in August. The German Seventh Army lost nearly 18,000 men to wounds alone, an extraordinary 12 per cent of its strength, in repelling the French invasion of Alsace and then going over to the offensive. The Sixth Army, covering Lorraine, lost 7.6 per cent of its strength to wounds that month, the two German armies in the centre suffered 7 per cent casualties, and the German First, Second and Third Armies a relatively light 4 per cent as they charged through central Belgium.64

For Alsatian civilians, caught between two groups of nervous, heavily armed soldiers, these were nightmarish days. Border villages were fought over and bombarded, the men forced by one side or the other to dig trenches and bury dead, sometimes under fire. Agricultural work stopped as it was unsafe to venture into the fields.65 The Germans distrusted the population, especially after some of Mülhausen’s citizens greeted the first invaders. Commanders complained of the ‘extremely hostile attitude’ that their soldiers encountered. Rumours of treason circulated and combat officers raged that ‘inhabitants . . . are shooting with small calibre pieces at our men’. As at Liège, the German army reacted violently, with summary executions.66 The French invaders sometimes behaved no better, despite their pretensions to be the liberators of an oppressed ‘French’ population. Already during the first raid on 7–10 August, French troops shot labourers whom they imagined were disguised German soldiers and burned down the farms of inhabitants believed to be aiding the defenders.67

What made the invasions so awful, however, was not just the killing but also the extensive arrests and deportations carried out by the French army. The French War Ministry ordered its troops on 22 August, near the end of the second, larger offensive, to hold hostage officials and teachers in Alsace-Lorraine. Hundreds of harmless lower state, community and Church officials, as well as some quite important ones like the Mayor of Mülhausen, were taken and imprisoned in France. Eight thousand military-aged Alsatian men were also rounded up and interned; an extraordinarily high number given the short duration of the campaign and the small area overrun. Most officials were German, and so not only security fears but also French desire to exclude malign influences from the population may have motivated the order to remove them. The deportations of military-aged men were excused as a measure to protect them from German reprisals, although probably equally if not more important was the wish to deny the enemy army new recruits once it reoccupied the province. The French authorities’ intense suspicion of the deportees, who were all carefully interrogated to assess their national loyalties, certainly testifies to motives beyond concern for their welfare.68 More difficult to explain is the forced removal of over 3,000 women, children, youths and pensioners. Some were evacuated later for their own safety from a small, 8,000-square kilometre border strip that the French managed to retain throughout the war. However, and not implausibly given both the arrests of German officials in 1914 and the exclusionary policies and expulsions that followed the French annexation of the province at the conflict’s end, the Germans complained of what amounted to wartime ethnic cleansing; a campaign to weed out pro-Reich elements from an indigenous population assumed to be naturally Francophile.69

Throughout mid-August, the French fought to seize control of the campaign. The second stage of their offensive, intended to be decisive, opened on 21 August with the Third and Fourth Armies advancing north-east against the German centre in the Ardennes. General Joseph Joffre, the Chief of the French General Staff, had failed to recognize that the Germans were committing reserve divisions immediately to combat and consequently underestimated their total strength and assumed this part of the line to be weak. A breakthrough here would have permitted him to outflank his enemy’s right wing, halting its manoeuvre in Belgium. In fact, the nine corps that attacked were faced by ten corps of the German Fourth and Fifth Armies, and French plans quickly unravelled. Rather than smashing through a weak German centre and cutting off enemy troops advancing further north, Joffre’s offensive instead broke against fierce resistance from the hub of Moltke’s swing through Belgium. French units were outfought. Their reconnaissance was sloppy, leading to infantry and even artillery being surprised and destroyed. Coordination between units was poor, a problem exacerbated by regimental commanders’ frequent failure to keep higher commands in touch with their situation. In the hilly terrain, the Germans’ high-angle howitzers offered a distinct advantage over their opponents’ 75mm cannon. Worse still, the French infantry often lacked any fire support at all when it went forward. The commander of Joffre’s Third Army, General Ruffey, saw this as decisive for his troops’ defeat. Their attacks, he warned on 23 August, had ‘failed solely because they were not prepared by artillery, or even by the fire of infantry’.70 The Germans also made errors. Units were devastated by shrapnel when, in trying to follow their pre-war training, they waited too long to deploy from close formations into skirmisher lines. Nonetheless, by the end of the three-day battle, German troops had inflicted 40,000 fatalities on the French and forced their enemies into headlong retreat.71

Further north, the German swing through central and southern Belgium, the defining manoeuvre of the August battles, had begun on 18 August. For the troops of the right wing, the month was dominated by frantic, strenuous marching as they attempted to get around the French army’s left flank. The men of the northernmost First Army, who had furthest to travel, typically notched up 30 or 40 kilometres per day.72 This was an extraordinary performance, especially as so many were reservists ripped out of civilian life just a fortnight earlier and now in uniform, armed and heavily laden. Each carried an eleven-kilo pack stuffed with underwear, a spare pair of boots, sewing and washing kit, cap, two iron rations, tent pegs, rope and thirty rounds of ammunition. With coat and poncho, mess kit, rifle and multifarious accoutrements, including a bayonet, shovel, another ninety rounds of ammunition and water bottle, hung around his body on leather strapping, each soldier’s load totalled around thirty kilos.73 Topping it all off was the Pickelhaube, the infamous spiked helmet of the Prussian infantryman. It may have symbolized Prussia’s martial spirit, but few items of headgear less practical have been fashioned. Made of leather, heavy and sweaty, it gave little protection from the sun and none at all from enemy projectiles. Unsurprisingly, not everyone was able to endure the strain of marching with this kit in blazing heat and clouds of dust. Exhausted soldiers littered the roadsides, marking the path of rapidly advancing units. Two-fifths of all cases of heatstroke in the German army over the four and a quarter years of war were treated that first month.74 Discipline also began to fray. Ernst Baier, a Sergeant Major in Grenadier Regiment 2, described how during rest stops the men plundered cafes and restaurants while their captain looked on. The artillery and cavalry were worse, he insisted, but infantry too were guilty of ‘all sorts of heroics of the genre of wine cellar-smashing and house-burning’.75

While the soldiers of the right wing did not lack opportunities for genuine heroics, they faced less danger than their comrades further south. Battle casualties (killed, wounded and missing) in the three northernmost German armies totalled 5 per cent of strength in the last ten days of August; bloody, to be sure, but still about half the rate in the southernmost Sixth and Seventh Armies and just a third of that suffered by Fourth Army in the Ardennes.76 Among the three armies, Second Army saw the toughest fighting, clearing the way to the Meuse River at the start of the campaign and fighting off the French Fifth Army on the Sambre River on 21–23 August. The First and Third Armies on either side faced little significant opposition before the last days of the month. The bulk of the Belgian army had retreated to the northern fortress of Antwerp and even the arrival of the much-vaunted British Expeditionary Force directly ahead of the First Army at Mons on 23 August posed few problems; the Germans simply knocked it back with their weight of numbers. Nonetheless, throughout the advance, these same German troops felt themselves to be in great danger. They feared less the enemy military than the Belgian population. As at Liège and in Alsace, the soldiers lashed out. Their progress was marked by executions, hostage-taking, some of whom were used as human shields, massacres and destruction. The German right wing was the epicentre of violence in which other armies further south also participated, and which resulted that summer and autumn in the murder of 5,521 Belgian and 906 French civilians, and the deliberate demolition of between 15,000 and 20,000 buildings.77

These ‘atrocities’, taking place in an invasion that the Reich’s Chancellor himself had publicly conceded was illegal, dealt a reputational blow from which imperial Germany never recovered. Entente governments were quick to protest against the violence and their countries’ newspapers cast the German advance through Belgium and northeastern France emotively as the ‘march of the barbarians’.78 The German army’s destruction of world-famous cultural treasures appeared to vindicate the description. Neutral opinion was particularly shocked by the force’s bombardment of Rheims Cathedral on 17–19 September, a measure undertaken because, it was claimed, the French were directing their artillery fire from its towers. There was also great international horror at a rampage by troops in Louvain in the last week of August that destroyed a sixth of the city, including the university library with its priceless collection of medieval manuscripts, and cost 248 citizens their lives.79 Elsewhere too, the invaders were vicious: Visé, the first Belgian town to face systematic destruction with 23 civilian dead; Aarschot, where 156 inhabitants were killed; Tamines, with 383 massacred; and Dinant, which suffered 674 killed, almost 10 per cent of its population; these quickly became notorious as sites of German brutality.80 British and French propaganda interpreted the violence not just as military excesses or even war crimes but as more fundamental manifestations of a perverse and savage German ‘Kultur’, the polar opposite of their own ‘civilization’. Their press’s outraged rhetoric was highly gendered and sexualized. Belgium’s invasion and the atrocities perpetrated there were portrayed as literal violations of the country and its people. Sadistic Prussian officers and brutish soldiers were accused of raping Belgian and French innocents. Fantasies, ironically adapted from Belgian colonial misdeeds in the Congo earlier in the century, of the invaders mutilating and cutting off (usually female) children’s hands also came to define German barbarity for peoples in the Entente countries.81

The German soldiers were not monsters. Nor, despite the absurd stereotypes of Entente propaganda, and the occasional historian who has uncritically echoed them, was German culture at fault.82 Even anti-Catholicism and racism, which were embraced by some parts of the Reich’s population, lack conviction as primary explanations for the violence, as Catholic Germans served in large numbers in the invasion force and ethnicity divided rather than united civilian victims: French, Belgians and Alsace-Lorrainers in the west and Poles and Jews living in the city of Kalisz in the east were all subjected to German military violence in August 1914.83 War atrocities, as research on the later twentieth century has demonstrated, are not the preserve of psychopaths or ideologues. Put them with comrades in a military environment under discipline and ‘ordinary men’ too will kill.84 Moreover, German soldiers had good, if misguided, reasons to fear civilian attack in 1914. The last major war in which Germans had fought, the 1870–71 conflict, had been characterized by quick victories over the French army followed by a protracted campaign against an estimated 57,000 guerrillas. Francs tireurs – the contemporary name for these irregular combatants – had killed some 1,000 German soldiers and forced the General Staff to allocate another 120,000, around a quarter of the army, to guard the lines of communication.85

As important in alerting troops to the probability of a ‘people’s war’ were their own mobilization experiences. These men had, after all, just left a country whose population was busily engaged in setting up home guards and blocking roads in order to catch the mythical ‘gold cars’. Troops rolling west across Germany were also struck by the sight of civilian volunteers armed with hunting rifles or shotguns standing beside the railway embankments and guarding every bridge. Ernst Baier, who had travelled with his regiment from Stettin, was not the only soldier who thought ‘they looked like guerrilla fighters’.86 These sights prepared the way for the uncritical acceptance of stories of civilian aggression at Liège, which were passed by word of mouth and disseminated by newspapers among the waiting soldiers of the main invasion force in early August. They had become better in the telling. The Belgian population was accused not just of illegally taking up arms but of violating all rules of civilized warfare. Not only men but women too were said to have participated in the fighting, launching fanatical attacks with revolvers, kitchen knives and even boiling water. Wounded Germans’ hands and feet had been cut off and children were said to have poked their eyes out.87 When the main invasion began on 18 August, troops were thus already scared, angry and deeply suspicious of the enemy’s civilians. Baier, for example, was pondering female Belgians’ ‘atrocities’ already on 13 August, while his regiment was still on German soil. In any attack, he had told his parents grimly, ‘no quarter will be given’.88

A good description of how decent individuals could become killers under wartime conditions has been left by Wilhelm Schweiger, a thirty-year-old rifleman serving in Reserve Jäger Bataillon Nr. 7, formed in the town of Bückeburg, north-western Germany. Schweiger, from his writing, seems to have been a gentle man, keen to get on with the soldiers around him, shocked by war’s destruction but determined to do his bit to save the Fatherland. He was clearly very much in love with his fiancée, Erna, for whom he wrote a diary detailing his short service. He was killed in France on 20 September 1914. Schweiger’s unit crossed into Belgium on 15 August, and on the morning of 17 August arrived at Liège, a day after its last fort had capitulated. Schweiger’s diary had at first expressed understanding rather than enmity towards the Belgian population. However, after they entered Liège, he and his comrades were told that their sister battalion, the active Jäger Bataillon Nr. 7, which had been part of the initial assault on the city, had been treacherously attacked by the population. The troops were ordered to search the houses, find food and billets, and, as Schweiger’s diary explains, ‘simply throw the residents onto the street. Anyone, whether man, woman or child, who in any way resisted should without more ado be shot.’89

Living alongside a population said to have wiped out half of a battalion was inevitably going to be tense, and the men’s anxiety increased when, on their first night in Liège, an infantryman on watch was shot. Two nights later, Schweiger himself came under what he believed to be franc-tireur fire. His unit had posted sentries around the town, and he and ten other men were escorting their Second Lieutenant back to his quarters. They were walking down a quiet leafy street when suddenly from behind them three shots rang out. The German soldiers scrambled behind the trees and began to return fire. Schweiger was certain that he saw the muzzle flash of rifles from the second storey of houses fifty metres away, and he and his comrades shot frantically at the windows and then charged. They battered down one of the front doors and were ordered by an infantry colonel, who along with some General Staff officers had been attracted to the scene by the heavy firing, ‘immediately to set the house alight and to shoot any living being who came out’. The command, wrote Schweiger, ‘had to be carried out and was carried out’:

The rage among us riflemen, who had been so treacherously shot at, was boundless. To my great relief and joy, however, the people fleeing from the neighbouring houses, and women and children, got away without being shot. A Bückeburger rifleman cannot shoot women and children, thank God! Still, it was terrible, quite terrible. That is war in all its horror.

Schweiger did not say how many men he and his comrades executed that night. Significantly, he also did not mention finding any weapons; his diary dwells only on the fine furniture that the soldiers found in the house, which they first dowsed with petrol and then set alight. Whether Schweiger later had doubts about the source of the firing is impossible to know, but his conscience was clearly troubled. That night, although exhausted, he could not sleep. ‘The excitement, the awful impressions weighed too heavily on us,’ he explained. ‘I only did my duty and obeyed orders, but it is dreadful. If only this horrible war were at an end.’90

The harshness of the orders that Schweiger received from his officers is perhaps the most striking aspect of his account. Commanders’ decisions were highly influential in determining the level of violence. They were shaped by the German army’s own culture, which ruthlessly prioritized ‘military necessity’ and was characterized by deep scepticism towards international law.91 The officer corps had been traumatized by its experience in 1870–71, when French francs tireurs had perverted a miraculously rapid military victory into a gruelling and bloody purgatory. Its conservative leadership was deeply concerned that civilians should not intervene in 1914, for embroiled in a two-front war against materially superior enemies it could afford neither the time nor the troops for a prolonged pacification operation. The force’s abhorrence of irregular fighters was motivated by an old-fashioned humanitarianism, as well as pragmatic self-interest. German officers agreed that one could do no more for humanity than to keep fighting as brief as necessary. To this end, participation should be limited to the professionals. Irregular combatants were seen as an abomination, for they fought covertly, and thus without honour, and increased bloodshed without offering a realistic chance of victory. In meetings convened to draw up international laws of war, German representatives, supported by the Russians and opposed vociferously by the Belgians and the western Entente, had fought largely successfully to restrict civilians’ right of resistance. The 1907 Hague Convention all but banned guerrilla warfare. Civilians were permitted to rise up spontaneously only if not already under occupation and, a clause totally at odds with the reality of twentieth-century combat, ‘if they carry arms openly’.92

The focus of German commanders in planning and fighting the 1914 campaign was on annihilating the enemy’s army, not the population.93 The first impetus for repression came from below, from combatants like Schweiger who honestly but erroneously believed themselves to be under attack by Belgian civilians.94 Commanders, drawing on the experience of suppressing francs tireurs in 1870–71 and the precepts of ‘military necessity’, quickly legitimized and expanded their men’s violent and often panicked response. Under international law, they were entirely within their rights to try and execute any civilian found bearing arms illegally.95 The repression they instituted, however, went well beyond all legal limits. First, suspected francs tireurs were usually summarily shot, not tried. Second, higher commands, including corps and army commanders, ordered mass reprisals; a practice specifically forbidden by the Hague Convention.96 General von Einem, for example, told his troops as early as 8 August that villages where ambushes had taken place should be burned and all inhabitants shot. Mass arrests were also carried out. Some 10,000 French and 13,000 Belgian civilians, including women and children, were deported to Germany. Fines too were levied on communities accused of resistance. These measures were intended to instil in the Belgian population what the Commander of 10th Division, Major General Kosch, called a ‘healthy terror’.97 They were supported by pre-emptive actions such as hostage-taking, arms searches and the posting of placards warning inhabitants of the dire penalties of resistance. Moltke himself, albeit very late, on 27 August, advocated ‘energetic’ deterrence.98

The draconian measures of German commanders against the illusory popular resistance were shocking and traumatic for the invasion zone’s inhabitants. Nearly 1.5 million Belgians fled their homes.99 However, it might well be asked why the repression was not much worse. Intense fear and belief in the franc-tireur attacks were ubiquitous among all ranks of the German army, yet the ensuing panic, reprisals and what the atrocities’ foremost experts have called a ‘deliberate strategy of deterrence by terror’ prompted this force of 2 million soldiers to kill just 6,427 civilians; less than 0.1 per cent of the 7.8 million inhabitants of the territory overrun in August and early September 1914.100 By historical standards too this was negligible; Napoleon’s troops fighting guerrillas in Spain just a century earlier had routinely torched villages and sacked towns, massacring whole communities. Recent attempts by historians to present the atrocities as a prelude or pointer to Nazi genocide and annihilation warfare in eastern Europe three decades later lack credibility, for these slaughtered millions and were driven principally by a racial ideology absent in the imperial army’s violence of 1914. Nor, as will be seen, were Germans’ delusions of civilian resistance unusual or their conduct outside other contemporary armies’ norms of violence; if anything, they were milder.101 Most astonishing is how abruptly the atrocities ceased. After a first wave during the Liège siege and in the south before 12 August, the major surge of killing took place in the week after the main invasion of Belgium began on 18 August. Thereafter, the violence plummeted and by the end of the first week of September, excepting a few outliers, it was ended (see Fig. 1). The troops’ discipline must generally have held, for the incidence of atrocities did not correlate with the force’s growing supply problems nor, unlike in other armies, did its retreat in the middle of that month inflame new bloodshed.102

Commanders not only expanded the violence first perpetrated by their scared and angry soldiers but were even more crucial in restraining and quickly halting it. German officers, while placing the blame firmly on a ‘fanaticized’ enemy population, often expressed horror at the brutality of insurrectionary war.103 The corps’ aristocratic honour culture was a strong, if not fail-safe, brake on harsh reprisals: the massacre of civilians, especially women and children, and the destruction of towns sat poorly with the chivalrous self-image of professional officers. There were also sound military reasons to limit violence: any orgy of killing and arson, along with the pillage and rape that might accompany it, undermined troops’ discipline. Finally, doubts about the extent of the popular insurrection soon emerged, along with concern that arbitrary brutality might provoke even greater resistance. Major General Kosch, whose division had killed over 200 Belgian civilians and hundreds of wounded French soldiers between 21 and 24 August, provides an illustration of how these considerations rapidly converged to prompt at least partial reassessment and restraint. His tone was notably defensive when he wrote to his wife on 26 August: ‘We are not Huns and do not want to sully the honour of the German name.’ He insisted that ‘the bloody events in Belgium, where treacherous shooting came from every house, and even clergy and women took part, made necessary a merciless burning of villages and shooting of guilty inhabitants’. Nonetheless, with his soldiers now plundering and vandalizing the region, he was concerned about order. His unit’s departure from Belgian territory and entry into France offered a face-saving excuse to halt the violence. ‘The Frenchman,’ he argued, ‘is showing himself to be more peaceful and accommodating.’ Repression there was ‘stupidity, for we rob ourselves of the aid of the land, undermine discipline and provoke the population to a dreadful people’s war’.104
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Figure 1. The pattern of German military ‘atrocities’: Belgian and French civilians killed by the German army, August–October 1914 (incidents with ten or more civilian deaths only).

Source: J. Horne and A. Kramer, German Atrocities 1914: A History of Denial (New Haven, CT, and London, 2001), Appendix I.

The German army’s franc-tireur delusion had already passed its climax before hopes for a rapid victory over France were definitively thwarted in early September at the Battle of the Marne. The seeds of this battle were laid a fortnight before it opened, when Joffre had finally recognized the true path of the German advance. On 25 August he outlined a new strategy that envisaged a concentration of force at Amiens for an encirclement of his enemy’s right wing. Troops were rapidly moved north-west by rail to build a new Sixth Army, comprising nine infantry and two cavalry divisions, outside the German envelopment. An offensive by the German Sixth and Seventh Armies in the south failed even to pin down French strength, let alone break through the fortified front to achieve a double encirclement. Although Joffre’s Amiens attack was not launched because the British commander, Sir John French, considered his troops too exhausted to participate, growing Entente strength in the north offered other possibilities. By 6 September, the German First, Second and Third Armies, which on 23 August had outnumbered their enemies by 25½ against 17½ divisions, faced 41 divisions. The French had made a remarkable recovery since their early shattering defeats. Fifty-four incompetent commanders had been fired and brutal discipline, including summary execution, had been used to enforce order among demoralized troops. Over 100,000 men had been taken from depots to restore units to strength. Far from being beaten, as German leaders thought, by the start of September their opponent was more capable than ever of offensive action.105

By contrast, the Germans’ operational situation worsened as they advanced. The first problem was command: Moltke, based first at Coblenz and then Luxembourg, was hundreds of kilometres from the battle and had only intermittent radio contact with the three armies on the right. This hindered his ability to coordinate them. Second, even as Entente forces swelled in the north, the strength of the German right wing was rapidly dissipating. Two corps were detached to guard against a sortie by the Belgian army from Antwerp and another was held outside the French fortress at Maubeuge. Moltke transferred two others from the Second Army on 25 August to assist defenders hard-pressed by the Russians in East Prussia. Only eleven corps continued to advance south-west through France. Third, the further these troops marched, the more difficult it became to keep them supplied. The 80 kilometres from a railway reckoned to be the outer limit at which early twentieth-century armies could operate effectively had been greatly exceeded: First Army was nearly 140 kilometres and Second Army 170 kilometres from their railheads on 4 September. The horse-drawn wagons tasked with taking supplies from the stations to the troops could not keep up with the advance and the army had only 4,000 motor lorries, of which three-fifths had broken down by the Battle of the Marne.106 While prodigious effort kept the troops supplied with ammunition, everything else ran short. Sergeant Major Baier, whose Grenadier Regiment 2 was at the head of First Army, complained on 30 August that his unit had no bread. The first soldiers to arrive at a village picked it bare, leaving those behind hungry. After covering 600 kilometres on foot with scant chance to bathe or change, the men, he wrote, ‘look the pits’. They and the units around them had also started to take heavy casualties. Baier had fought a fierce but phoney war against enemy stragglers and imaginary francs tireurs since crossing into Belgium on 14 August, but on 28 August he had his real baptism of fire in battle against French troops. The Germans won, capturing two gun batteries with munitions wagons, but the encounter cost Baier’s company a quarter of its strength.107

Nonetheless, despite the hardships, all still appeared to be going well. On 29 August, Moltke had shifted the right and centre’s line of march from south-west to south, so that the whole force passed east of Paris. On 2 September he directed them as in his plan to push the French to the south-east. Yet at this moment, just as the German encirclement was starting to close, there was a failure of coordination. The First Army, which was on the edge of the right wing, now had to guard the flank against Paris, but it was a day’s march ahead of the neighbouring Second Army. The commander of First Army, General Alexander von Kluck, believed that if he pressed on he could take the rear of the French Fifth Army and destroy it. Instead of withdrawing and facing west, he pushed his men south over the Marne. Joffre grasped his chance. On 5 September the Sixth Army smashed eastwards north of the river into the single reserve corps that Kluck had left to protect his flank. In the following days, the German general was forced hurriedly to move two corps from his front to help fend off this assault 100 kilometres to the north, but in so doing he created a 40-kilometre gap between his army and Second Army. Entente forces in the south-east and south had gone on the offensive on 6 September, and the British Expeditionary Force marched into this gap, menacing the right and rear of the German Second Army. Its commander, General Karl von Bülow, pulled back his exposed right wing, widening the hole. Neither general informed the other of his actions, and Moltke only discovered through intelligence intercepts that the British were between his two armies. A staff officer was dispatched to find out what was happening and on 9 September, the fortieth day of mobilization and the point at which by German planning France should have been beaten, he told both armies to retreat. Moltke confirmed the order two days later.108

The Germans never had much chance of completing their scheme once French forces moved north. Their troops were exhausted, their supply stretched to the limit, and the numbers arrayed against them too great. Baier, whose corps was one of those quickly sent north to help repel the French Sixth Army’s attack, described the fighting with horror. ‘I looked death in the eye a hundred times yesterday,’ he told his parents on 8 September. ‘We are lying opposite an enemy with superior artillery, whom it is impossible to approach as he simply shoots our infantry to pieces.’109 The Marne battle was conceived and decided by manoeuvre, but the fighting itself pointed towards the static, artillery-dominated future. By mid-September, if figures collected by the Medical Officer of III/Infantry Regiment 52, a battalion in First Army, are typical, shellfire had caused three-quarters of the German infantry’s casualties.110 Baier’s experience of being trapped during the battle ‘in the most terrible artillery fire, against which we were powerless’ would characterize warfare on the Western Front. From 9 September the German army retreated 60 kilometres in good order, reaching new positions behind the river Aisne five days later. The armies dug trenches, stabilizing the front. Men too found ways of fortifying themselves for further struggle: ‘It is terrible how the nerves become dulled. One lies in battle as if in a dream, afterwards everything appears as if in a novel, not a reality. The groans of the wounded and the often horrible sight also hardly move one any longer. We live as if outside of reality.’111

THE HABSBURG WAR

The Habsburg army fought a vicious and unusually unsuccessful war in the summer of 1914. Its leadership, which for so long had demanded hostilities and pushed strongly for them again after the Sarajevo assassinations, proved curiously unsure and irresolute when war finally came. The Chief of the General Staff, Conrad von Hötzendorf, who organized the military deployment and, under his titular superior the Archduke Friedrich, led the army against the Russians in Galicia, and the commander of the Balkan forces, General Oskar Potiorek, displayed unrealism, incompetence, callousness and selfish ambition. For years after, Habsburg staff officers would insist that their Empire’s early defeats were the fault of anybody but themselves: the Austrian and Hungarian parliaments, the peoples, diplomats, railway experts and their German allies. Yet ironically, it was these men, the Empire’s most loyal defenders, who brought catastrophe upon it.112

Conrad bore the greatest responsibility of all, for not only had he pushed for war, produced an ill-conceived mobilization plan and bestowed on his army a tactical doctrine unfit for purpose, but he also bungled the force’s deployment in July 1914. His worst mistake was to persist for too long in prioritizing the Balkan deployment, ‘War Case B’. When deployment only against Serbia was ordered on 25 July, with the first day of mobilization designated for 28 July, it made sense as immediate general mobilization would have been a clear provocation towards Russia. Yet Conrad received numerous warnings of Russia’s war preparations from 26 July onwards, and he later admitted having ‘full clarity’ about its intentions when news of its partial mobilization arrived shortly after midday on 30 July.113 Nonetheless, rather than respond by implementing ‘War Case B+R’, he ordered against the advice of his rail staff, who had not planned for this scenario, that transports heading towards the Balkans should be prioritized, but that A-Echelon should immediately begin to concentrate in Galicia. On the following day, however, a chorus of disapproval rose from the Central Powers’ political leaders. Emperor Franz Joseph’s admonition that Habsburg strength should be deployed against Russia was supported by Minister President Tisza and Austria-Hungary’s alarmed German allies. Accordingly, late on the evening of 31 July, Conrad tried to revert to the planned deployment for ‘War Case B+R’.

The Habsburg Chief of Staff’s strange decision to prioritize the attack on Serbia while a mortal threat gathered in the east was, like the German gamble against France, the product of a short-war illusion. However, whereas Moltke succumbed to but never wholly believed in the mirage of a six-week victory in the west, and planned obsessively to make it possible, Conrad’s focus on Serbia was wholly emotional. The desire to fight the war he wanted against an enemy he hated was overwhelming. The fruits of victory too were alluring: the destruction of Serbia, immediate diplomatic realignment in the Balkans, the entry of Bulgaria and Romania into the war, and (so the theory went) renewed inner vitality for the Empire. More personally, Conrad hoped that coming back a war hero would at last let him marry his mistress Gina von Reininghaus, the wife of a Viennese industrialist whom he had obsessively pursued for seven years.114 Of course, these were all dreams, yet dangerous ones when the lives of men and an empire were at stake. For the Emperor and Tisza, it was clear that Russian troops would flood the naked Galician front long before their army could disengage from Serbia. Even so, Conrad probably believed that he still had time to make his decision. The former head of the Railway Bureau had told him in November 1913, and Conrad had repeated to the Common Ministerial Council on 7 July, that the mobilization plan could be switched up to the fifth day of mobilization. In the summer of 1914, this was 1 August.115

Conrad’s shock is thus easy to imagine when, on the evening of 31 July, his attempt to change the deployment to ‘War Case B+R’ was firmly rejected by the War Ministry’s new Transport Chief, General Staff Colonel Johann Straub, who warned that any such attempt would cause ‘chaos on the railway lines’.116 The most that could be done, Conrad was told, was to return the transports destined for the Balkans to their bases, and restart the whole deployment. Even the Chief of Staff, who was notoriously obtuse about public opinion, could see how silly the army would look if soldiers who had just departed with great fanfare were to steam back to their stations. For the sake of home morale and the glory of the army, it was therefore decided instead to allow the troops to proceed on a 1,000-kilometre diversion through the Balkans and up to Galicia. Conrad should have pressed his Transport Chief. On 31 July only vanguard traffic had departed; most trains were still in sidings. With a little imagination, it should have been possible to send the troops directly to the east.117 Yet Conrad did not contest his railway experts’ judgement. His acceptance was probably made easier by their assurance, which itself was a testimony to how mad peacetime planning had been, that B-Echelon’s joyride to the Balkans should not matter. If the pre-war plan had been followed, it would anyway be sitting in barracks while ‘A-Echelon’ concentrated in Galicia. General mobilization would not be delayed.118

In fact, this mistake mattered a great deal. Austria-Hungary did not have sufficient locomotives to carry B-Echelon to the Balkans and A-Echelon to Galicia simultaneously, so general mobilization, although announced on 31 July, could begin only on 4 August. Time, and with it any hope that the Habsburg army might achieve even parity on the Eastern Front, was thus squandered. Already on the eighteenth day of its mobilization, 17 August 1914, the Russian army had gathered thirty-five infantry and twelve and a half cavalry divisions on the Galician front, whereas the Austro-Hungarians had fewer than thirty divisions. A fortnight later, the Russians had fifty-three and a half infantry and eighteen cavalry divisions against thirty-seven Habsburg infantry and ten cavalry divisions.119 Worse still, B-Echelon, once dispatched to the Balkans, was subsequently not all released to the Galician Front. Already on 31 July, Conrad had decided to detach the Prague VIII Corps and leave it in the Balkans. He also allowed Potiorek to use B-Echelon, now renamed Second Army, during its ten-day sojourn on Serbia’s northern border for a ‘demonstration’; a limited action aimed at distracting enemy forces from the offensive to their west, which was scheduled to begin on 12 August. However, Potiorek was determined to keep as much of the army as possible, and embroiled the Budapest IV Corps in fighting. In consequence, only two of Second Army’s four corps left as intended on 18 August for Galicia, the IV Corps departed on 24 August and the VIII Corps remained in the Balkans. Conrad’s indecision and Potiorek’s selfishness brought about the worst result possible, for the forces kept in the Balkans were insufficient to swing the balance against the Serbs, but their removal from Conrad’s order of battle, along with the lateness of Second Army’s arrival, left the eastern wing of the Habsburg armies in Galicia fatally weak.120

Conrad, with assistance from his military rail experts in Vienna and Potiorek in Bosnia, had thus squandered any opportunity to keep pace with the Russian mobilization and, without gaining any advantage elsewhere, had weakened his already inadequate force in Galicia, the Empire’s most important theatre of war. As if to guarantee catastrophe, he made one other calamitous change in that theatre. In March 1914 it had been discovered that a homosexual Habsburg General Staff officer, Colonel Alfred Redl, had been blackmailed into betraying the Empire’s offensive mobilization scheme. Conrad had therefore altered the plan, choosing a defensive deployment along the San and Dneister Rivers, which cut diagonally through Galicia. The north-eastern third of the Crownland, including its capital Lwów, was to be left to the Russians. In mid-July, as war approached, he had told the railway staff that the troops should be concentrated for this defensive stance, and rail schedules had therefore been hurriedly altered. However, when Conrad decided on 31 July to transport units from the swing ‘B-Echelon’ to Galicia, he returned to an offensive conception. Yet it was then too late to move the unloading points back to the border, so troops who would otherwise have journeyed by rail to their concentration points disembarked in the middle of the Crownland and then marched hundreds of kilometres to the borders. This not only wasted more precious time. It also meant that the Habsburg army was exhausted even before it entered battle.121

The Habsburg army’s two opening campaigns, although thousands of kilometres apart, led by different generals, and fought in dissimilar terrain against two distinct enemies, nonetheless shared two defining characteristics. First was extraordinarily poor higher leadership. Neither in Serbia nor in Galicia did Habsburg senior commanders prove capable of matching the limited resources at their disposal to their ambitious goals. Operational planning was also extremely poor. The aims of both offensives were ill-defined, logistical constraints were ignored and the expectations about what the troops could achieve proved wildly optimistic. The result was military disaster. Against Serbia, an opponent that the Habsburg force felt confident of beating, it experienced humiliating defeat. In Galicia, a bungled mobilization, poor planning and numerical inferiority led to an early catastrophic rout. Second, the Habsburg army proved exceptionally murderous in both campaigns. The history of east-central Europe and the Balkans as the continent’s ‘bloodlands’ did not begin with Fascist and Communist regimes later in the twentieth century. Already in 1914, decades before the advent of genocidal totalitarian states, military action, racial ideology and ethnic conflict turned them into killing grounds, broke taboos and sowed the seeds of later exterminatory warfare.122

The Habsburg commander in the Balkans, General Oskar Potiorek, was one of the most respected, if not well-liked, soldiers in the Common Army. His life had been dedicated to the military. He had grown up in a cadet institute, came top of his class during general staff training at the Habsburg War School, and was only narrowly beaten by Conrad to the position of Chief of the General Staff in 1906.123 As Governor of Bosnia-Herzegovina, he had also been to blame for the lax security arrangements on the day of Archduke Franz Ferdinand’s assassination. Potiorek thus had much to prove in July 1914. His minimum goal, as laid down by Habsburg military headquarters, was to defend home territory against Serb incursions. However, this fitted neither his ambition nor the offensive drive of a Habsburg General Staff officer. Instead, encouraged by Conrad, Potiorek favoured an ambitious plan for the invasion of Serbia. ‘I am fully aware that the operation appears risky,’ he told Conrad in a letter of 12 August, ‘but nothing else is possible given the general situation.’124

Potiorek’s invasion scheme envisaged an assault by three armies on Serbia. The Habsburg Fifth Army would advance from Bosnia into the north-west of Serbia, while the Second, composed of three corps from the B-Echelon, would attack from Croatia in the north. As these forces drew in Serb strength, the Sixth Army would launch a decisive blow in the south-west from Herzegovina, taking the enemy in the flank.125 On paper, this looked brilliant. Closer examination, however, reveals it less as ‘risky’ than reckless. Potiorek’s forces lacked the strength for the scheme. The army he fielded in August 1914 totalled 282,000 infantrymen, 10,000 cavalry and 744 guns. He thus had a small but significant numerical advantage over the Serbs’ 250,000 soldiers and 528 guns supported by militia. The problem was, however, that this superiority would exist only for the first week of operations. With the departure of Second Army on 18 August, Potiorek would lose 60,000 infantry, nearly half his cavalry and around a third of his guns. The urgent need for these troops in Galicia prevented the attack from the north, so Potiorek instead had to hope that a weak ‘demonstration’ here would suffice to distract the Serbs from the main threat in the west. There too, however, flawed thinking prevailed. The Fifth and Sixth Armies not only had to cross extremely difficult mountainous and marshy terrain but they were also deployed too far apart to enable mutual support. The lack of roads in the area of operations would hamper the resupply of food and munitions to the advancing units. What made Potiorek’s scheme so irresponsible was that all these problems had been identified in war games, the latest of which he had organized in April 1914. The exercises had consistently ended in victory for the side playing the Serbs, yet astoundingly, no adjustment had been made to the campaign plan.126

The invasion began on 12 August with Fifth Army fording the Drina, the river that marked the border between Bosnia and Serbia. For the troops, their commanders’ detachment from reality was obvious from the start: Alfred Fiedler, a howitzer battery officer serving with the 42 Honvéd Infantry Division (HITD) on the army’s south wing, recorded how he and his comrades gaped with ‘despairing feelings’ at the ‘steep, for the most part wooded mountains’ rising behind the Serb bank.127 The initial assault was given a slightly surreal air by the sight of columns of armed men in their underpants wading across the river – a measure necessitated by the army’s lack of bridging equipment. Even once trousers had been pulled back on, belts buckled, and platoon officers had pointed the way, progress was predictably difficult due to the lack of roads, glowering heat and resistance by Serb irregulars, the Komitadjis. Supply lines collapsed within days, forcing men to live off what they could requisition or steal. The Sixth Army began its attack further south two days later. Its Bosnians and Dalmatians were, unlike the Croats, Czechs and Germans of Fifth Army, trained for mountain warfare, but they were nonetheless soon slowed by similar problems. Only Second Army in the north had a little success. Its ‘demonstration’ began with artillery fire on the afternoon of 11 August, which was followed the next day with an infantry advance a short way into Serb territory. The operation captured the towns of Šabac, Mitrovica and Jarak, but failed in its primary object of distracting Serb attention.128

The advance was accompanied immediately by violence against the Serbian population. Fiedler saw columns of smoke rising ‘everywhere’ on the Serb side of the Drina on 14 August, as attacking Habsburg troops burned haystacks and peasant huts. ‘A senseless beginning,’ he remarked.129 Worse was to follow. During the thirteen-day invasion, Habsburg troops massacred between 3,500 and 4,000 Serb civilians. Given that the operation was so brief and the armies advanced not much more than 20 or 30 kilometres into Serb territory, this was an extraordinary level of civilian bloodshed. We know something of what happened from an investigation carried out in the months directly after the invasion by a professor at the Swiss University of Lausanne, Archibald Reiss.130 His report was commissioned by the Serb government. It was propaganda intended to influence world opinion in favour of a Balkan state that to a great degree had brought its own fate upon itself. Nonetheless, Reiss was conscientious in gathering evidence. He interviewed Serb eyewitnesses and victims, and personally inspected and photographed sites of massacre and even excavated mass graves. He also talked with Habsburg prisoners of war in order to establish the motives for the violence. The atrocities he uncovered included a wide range of killings. Men had usually been shot, bayoneted or beaten to death. Women, who accounted for around a quarter of fatalities in the districts that Reiss investigated, most often had died by being shut in houses burned by Habsburg troops. The professor believed a ‘very great’ number of rapes to have been perpetrated. ‘In many of the invaded villages,’ he asserted, ‘almost all the women from the very youngest to the very oldest have been violated.’ He also advanced other evidence of sadism and brutality, including accounts of corpses with limbs broken, mutilated faces or genitals cut off. Many of these claims should be treated with scepticism. Similar tales of severed children’s hands and women’s breasts, which circulated on both the Western and Eastern Fronts, were false. Where corpses revealed severe injury, it was often caused by rifle fire or shellfire.131 Nonetheless, a few of Reiss’s more disturbing stories do ring true. The seventy-five-year-old man, for example, found shot with his penis stuffed into his mouth in the village of Tchokeshina, does not fit easily with the usual atrocity fantasies on all sides of females and youthful innocents as mutilation victims.132

The most awful massacres that Reiss recorded have also been confirmed from Austro-Hungarian documentation.133 The town of Šabac, a trading centre on the south bank of the Danube with a population of 14,000, was the site of a catalogue of atrocities. The town was taken on 12 August after Habsburg troops had overcome light resistance from soldiers of the Serb army’s Third Levy, who were older reservists with no uniforms. On the first day, the invaders used Šabac’s women as a human shield to help them suppress resistance in the surrounding area. All afternoon, Habsburg troops marched the women in front of them around the town, ordering them to lie down and returning fire when Serb defenders were encountered. Many of the women were imprisoned for five days in a hotel, given only water, and interrogated on the whereabouts of their soldier husbands and the Serb army’s positions. There were beatings and rapes. The men still in Šabac were imprisoned in a church. In the following days, Serb counter-attacks mounted and Habsburg discipline started to fail. Houses and shops were plundered. On the night of 16–17 August, Habsburg units accidentally attacked each other, causing panic and colossal casualties.134 The next morning, with tension at its height and Serbs outside the city, a general ordered that the male captives in the church should be inspected, any Bulgars removed, and the rest killed. The deaths numbered at least 60 but most contemporaries put them higher, at between 100 and 200 killed. Another 1,500 of the town’s residents were interned.135

The bloodshed in the Balkans, although it shared some causes with the German atrocities, sprang from a different military culture and different battlefield conditions. The Habsburg officer corps’ central trauma had taken place in 1848, when revolutions in Vienna and Prague and secessionist wars in northern Italy and Hungary had almost ripped apart the Empire. The experience stamped this highly conservative force with an abiding distrust of civil society and an aversion to any armed action by civilians. Habsburg officers despised Serbia not only as an upstart parvenu but as a pirate state that was democratizing and nationalizing violence against international law. Its king, Petar Karadjordjević, had come to power in 1903 through a regicide, and its officials armed civilians as assassins and spread a creed of revolt among their compatriots on Austro-Hungarian territory. Habsburg officers had also observed with disapproval Serbian deployment of civilian paramilitaries during the Balkan wars. In a report issued in July 1914, the chief of Habsburg military intelligence, Colonel Oskar von Hranilović-Czvetassin, had outlined the fighting methods of the Komitadjis and advocated harsh countermeasures. ‘The most effective protection against [these] bands is,’ he argued, ‘to regard them as standing outside international law.’ The bands should be entirely eliminated and, he advised, ‘punitive expeditions’ should be undertaken ‘in the most energetic and harshest manner against places which in any way support the bands. Great care should be taken to ensure that knowledge of such ruthlessly executed actions is widely disseminated.’136

The year 1914 was not the first time the Habsburg army had faced guerrillas. Counter-insurgency operations had been conducted in Bosnia-Herzegovina in 1882 when the army had hunted rebels mercilessly but abstained from retributive measures against civilians.137 Hranilović’s exhortation to employ terror against the wider population was thus new. In part, the change may have been a product of the officer corps’ growing aggression, as it tried to compensate for its army’s material inadequacies through ruthless willpower and the ‘most energetic’ actionism.138 However, and in this regard it differed from its German ally, it was also a reflection of a growing tendency to think of enemies as racial collectives. In 1914 the army felt itself to be in what historian Oscar Jászi termed a ‘double war’, waged not only against external states but also ethnic groups inside the Empire’s boundaries.139 In the Balkans, the army attacked not only the Serbian kingdom’s military and population but also the Serb population on its own side of the border, who it believed was participating in hostilities. ‘The entire population in the areas of deployment was unreliable because they were Serb’ was the revealing opinion of Brigadier General Aurel le Beau, commander of the 61st Infantry Brigade, a Second Army formation.140 As already recounted, arrests had begun in Serb communities in south Hungary even before war broke out. This repression expanded when the invasion began. To deter insurgent attacks, Habsburg Serb community leaders were held as human shields at railway stations, gendarmerie buildings and military headquarters. Some were even tied to stakes next to government offices or reservoirs.141 Once no longer needed, they were not released. Instead, by the middle of September 1914, 2,584 ‘politically suspicious’ Habsburg subjects from these areas had been interned in eastern Hungary.142

Habsburg officers considered such measures wholly legal. The Austro-Hungarian army’s service regulations, laid down long before the war, ordered that civilian uprisings should be met ‘with the greatest severity’. The measures for constraining ‘an enemy or unreliable population’ included summary justice and the taking of hostages.143 Under Kriegsnotwehrrecht, best translated as ‘The Right of Defence in a War Emergency’, officers were permitted to order executions without trial when their units were threatened. The War Supervision Office and AOK (the Army High Command) encouraged the use of this procedure.144 Formation commanders also regarded the situation as justifying its wide employment. The Commander of IX Corps, a formation operating around Šabac, warned his men that the Serb population was ‘inspired by fanatical hatred’ and admonished them to observe ‘an attitude of extreme severity, extreme harshness and extreme distrust . . . towards everybody’. Non-uniformed combatants were to be ‘unconditionally executed’ and hostages killed if shooting broke out in their localities. An assumption of guilt prevailed: ‘every inhabitant encountered in the open, and especially in the woods, is to be considered the member of a band which has concealed its weapons’, the general ordered. ‘These people are to be executed if they appear even slightly suspicious.’145

These orders, and Habsburg troops’ bloody conduct, have to be seen in the context of both the army’s expectations and the actuality of combat in Serbia. Even before the campaign started, senior officers, as Hranilović’s report makes clear, expected to face a vicious people’s uprising. Before departing for the war theatre, reservists’ training included lessons on how to distinguish clean from poisoned wells and warnings about Komitadjis. The description they were given was worryingly vague: men in peasant clothing and cartridge belts.146 Once combat was joined, the Serbs lived up to some of these expectations. Most obviously, and in contravention of the Hague Convention, to which it was not a signatory, the Serb state deployed many soldiers with no uniforms. While most, although not all, of the first levy, the youngest troops aged twenty-one to thirty-one, had uniforms, many of the men in the second levy, aged thirty-one to thirty-eight, and all the even older third-levy troops went to war in peasant clothing.147 Habsburg soldiers’ confusion about who exactly was the enemy is thus entirely explicable. Civilians and military genuinely blurred in Serbia, to produce a more ‘total’ war than was waged in the west. This combat was extremely stressful. As one Habsburg combatant explained:

Here, every peasant carried a rifle and the soldiers (presumably slyly) wore peasant clothes and there were stories that even women and children perpetrated hostile and cruel acts against our wounded lying on the battlefield. In every operation surprise blended with betrayal, one had always to expect fire, ambush and assault. There was never a quiet night. This mental tension was more difficult to endure than hunger and thirst.148

The harsh orders for repression, which in targeting whole communities and dispensing with trials also contravened international and sometimes Habsburg military law, were a primary cause of what one officer termed the theatre’s ‘exorbitant’ cruelty and bitterness.149 The admonitions and warnings from on high, which included unlikely bans on drinking or bathing in the Drina as the Serbs were supposed somehow to have poisoned the entire river, combined with the chaos of combat and shortage of supplies, also fostered a mass hysteria among the troops. From the soldiers’ perspective, fuelled by their own operational plan’s total failure, there appeared no limit to Serbs’ cunning and barbarity. Serb civilians were firmly believed to be signalling to their own side with lights and smoke. One particularly imaginative fantasy had it that geese herders were betraying Habsburg strength, each goose herded to a river representing one Austro-Hungarian battalion.150 Officers’ brutal orders and troops’ readiness to kill may also have prompted a Serb reaction and spiralling violence. Stories, some possibly truthful, others clearly exaggerated, abounded in Habsburg ranks of Serb soldiers castrating and disembowelling prisoners and corpses, cutting out their eyes and skinning them.151

The invasion lasted less than two weeks because, unlike the Habsburg forces, the Serbs had a sensible leadership. They also demonstrated considerable skill, endurance and ruthlessness that more than compensated for their poor equipment. Their commander, Vojvoda Radomir Putnik, had at first adopted a defensive stance, leaving only light forces along the frontier. His three armies were mobilized in the central north of Serbia. Once he recognized the direction of attack, he marched them to the border, concentrating particularly on the Habsburg Fifth Army, the key point in the invasion, against which he achieved a 3:2 superiority.152 The decisive battle took place on the night of 16 August, when divisions of the Serb Second Army ambushed the 21 Landwehr Division (LITD) on the Čer Plateau. The Serb veterans fought dirty, placing Czech sentries off guard by claiming to be Croatian Honvéd and then opening fire at point-blank range. In the ensuing melee, the Habsburg unit lost nearly one-third of its infantry and half of its field artillery. A chaotic retreat ensued. Not just the 21 LITD but also the 9 Infantry Division (ITD), its sister unit in the VIII Corps, vacated their positions. The Fifth Army’s other Corps, the XIII, also withdrew. An attempted intervention by Second Army’s IV Corps served only to delay its departure for Galicia. The Sixth Army, whose advance in the south had stalled, was withdrawn. By the night of 24 August, no Habsburg units remained in Serbia. In thirteen days, Potiorek had lost 28,000 men, thirty machine guns and forty-six artillery pieces. Serb military losses came to 16,000.153

The defeat was a spectacular humiliation for the Austro-Hungarian army. Any possibility that Romania or Bulgaria might enter the war early on the side of the Central Powers was dashed. A second invasion in November, which briefly captured Belgrade but ended in mid-December with another retreat simply underlined Habsburg shame.154 For the soldiers, the defeat was deeply demoralizing. In Fiedler’s unit, back behind the Drina, rumours of winter quarters circulated already at the end of August. Other officers prayed ‘Please God let us have a better leadership at the top or more luck!’ Starting a trend that would continue through the war and prove deeply divisive at home, the command unfairly shifted the blame for the disaster onto Czech troops.155 The best that could be said of the operation was that it was brief. As it ended, an even worse disaster was just starting to unfold for the main Habsburg force in Galicia.

While failure in Serbia was humiliating, Habsburg defeat in Galicia was a catastrophe. The bulk of the Empire’s army, 1,200,000 troops, including most of the cavalry and around 2,000 guns, was deployed in this theatre.156 It was arrayed against Russian armies that were a third larger. Conrad’s indecision and errors during mobilization, which had unnecessarily weakened his force, were compounded by an unrealistic and ill-conceived battle plan. His army was routed within a month. For Galicia’s inhabitants too the campaign was a tragedy. Habsburg officers’ fears and prejudices, and the strain and confusion of a traumatic retreat, combined with a bitter nationality struggle in the multi-ethnic area of operations to produce the bloodiest massacre of civilians perpetrated within Europe during 1914.

Galicia, the territory in which the army was to operate, was a centre of seething national ambition and conflict. The struggle for power between the Polish-dominated administration and Ruthenian nationalist intelligentsia was, despite recent concessions, still fresh and bitter in 1914. The stakes in the political competition had in fact become even higher once war broke out, and both peoples’ representatives tried to curry favour with the Emperor and win political leverage by raising armed forces, the Polish Legions and Sič riflemen. Both peoples were mostly loyal to the Habsburg state, in good part because they needed its support in their conflict. Among the Poles, even Ignacy Daszyński and his Socialist comrades had approached the government in Vienna at the start of August and optimistically promised an uprising in Russian-held Congress Poland, claiming to have tens of thousands of revolutionaries prepared and waiting for the moment to attack the Tsarist oppressor.157 Only the National Democrats, who had their base in eastern Galicia, were tactically pro-Russian, but even they were quiescent in the summer of 1914. The Ruthenes, as the weaker people, were even more reliant than the Poles on Vienna’s support. The majority Ukrainophiles – the nationalists – fervently proclaimed their allegiance to the Empire’s war effort in 1914. However, this people’s public image had been tarnished by the pre-war spy scandals and accusations, unjust for all but a small part of the population, of Russophilia.158 The Polish civil administration introduced repressive measures as war with Russia neared. At the beginning of August, the Statthalter, the chief of the Galician administration, had warned police and district administrators that as the Russophile movement could ‘have a disastrous influence in a serious situation on the action of our armed forces’, they must ‘crush this movement energetically with all means available’. The language was violent: officials were ordered ‘to act ruthlessly against the guilty’.159 By the middle of the month, 147 ‘politically suspicious’ people had been arrested and the administration intended to transport a further 800 Russophile political prisoners from the Crownland.160

The Habsburg army completed its concentration in Galicia between 19 and 23 August. Conrad planned to attack from the Crownland north-east with two armies. The First Army, covered by a small ‘army group’ on its left, was stationed to the west, at the confluence of the Vistula and San rivers, and Fourth Army gathered in the centre of Galicia, at the fortress city of Przemyśl. These armies, with three and four corps respectively, were smaller than expected but faced an enemy of similar strength. Covering their eastern flank were Third Army and, below it, the core of what would become Second Army when B-Echelon arrived from the Balkans, Army Group Kövess. Together, this eastern guard comprised four corps. Conrad’s scheme was ill-conceived and failure virtually guaranteed. Two key problems doomed the plan. First, Conrad simply did not have the troops to cover a frontier extending 280 kilometres. In the absence of the B-Echelon units, his eastern guard was confronted by Russian forces nearly double its strength. Second, it was entirely unclear what the thrust of First and Fourth Armies north-east was supposed to achieve. In pre-war years, there had been vague talk of a joint concentric offensive, in which German troops attacking south-east from East Prussia and Habsburg forces advancing from Galicia would cut off Russian Poland. However, German weakness in the east had always made this implausible and it had been firmly ruled out by Moltke on 3 August 1914. Conrad’s decision to go ahead nonetheless meant that the Habsburg offensive was a strike into thin air.161

The plan’s chances were further diminished even before the main operation began. Conrad spent his cavalry at the outset by sending all ten divisions on a reconnaissance mission 100 kilometres into Russian territory. Some units made round trips of 400 kilometres, as due to the premature unloading of troops in the centre of Galicia they had first to ride great distances in order just to reach the frontier. The mission failed totally. The cavalrymen were unable to penetrate behind Russian screening troops. Even worse, a new, ill-fitting saddle designed to give troopers a stiff posture on parade turned out to rub the skin off the horses’ backs, and by the third week of August half of the animals were out of action.162 When the main offensive opened on 22 August, Habsburg forces thus stumbled blindly forwards. The First and Fourth Armies committed themselves well, and at the end of the month the latter almost succeeded in encircling the Russian Fifth Army at Komarów and took 20,000 prisoners and nearly 100 guns. Yet the advance north-east extended Conrad’s eastern flank, making the task of his weak Third Army, which temporarily gave up three divisions to assist Fourth Army, even more impossible. Once the vastly superior Russian forces opposite began to move westwards, Third Army lacked the strength to stop them. By 30 August it had been routed.163

These early clashes exposed the over-ambition of Conrad’s plan but also the flaws in the tactical doctrine in which he had trained his army. The greatest deficiency was in combined arms tactics: the commander of 32nd Lwów Field Artillery Regiment was not unusual in conceding that ‘the cooperation of the artillery with the infantry was weak on our side’. Officers at all levels failed to coordinate, different arms did not communicate, and the gunners selected their own targets.164 The infantry, although its intensive training in route marching paid off, was also often outclassed by the Russians, who had learned much from their defeat nine years earlier in the Russo-Japanese War. By the end of September, the AOK was urging its soldiers to imitate the enemy’s trench-building and stressing the need to reconnoitre before attacking and to deploy into ‘very loose skirmisher lines’ in the advance in order to limit losses from shellfire.165 The diary of Josef Gamst, a platoon commander in Moravian Landwehr Regiment 9, a unit in Fourth Army, gives a good sense of how chaotic and frightening was this early combat. Gamst’s regiment came into action in a potato field around 50 kilometres south of Komarów on 29 August. The Russians had positioned themselves 800 paces away on the edge of a wood and were difficult to see, let alone kill. Shells flew over the soldiers’ heads and, once an enemy battery on the right opened up, in their midst too. Small arms fire crescendoed: ‘particularly unpleasant is the machine-gun fire’. Bullets whistled in from behind, as Austro-Hungarian reserves in the rear, unaware of the Landwehr men hidden among the potato plants, began shooting. The unit took casualties: ‘The cries of those hit and the groaning and whimpering of the wounded are nerve-shattering.’ Gamst was one of the unlucky ones. A bullet grazed him, ripping his cap from his head. Blood ran down his face and he lost consciousness. Several hours later, he awoke to find his unit gone, a dead man slumped over him, and a Russian patrol pointing their rifles at him.166

Fantasies of civilian resistance were no less pronounced in this eastern theatre than on any other front. There was a grain of truth in the Habsburg army’s conviction that it faced treachery and hostility. The Russians had built up a small spy network in the province.167 Even their defenders admitted that in the Russophile north-east of Galicia, some Ruthenian peasants may have shot at Habsburg troops.168 Nonetheless, the fears were overblown for the Russians had no history of organizing units like the Serb Komitadjis, and the mass of the minority peoples on either side of the border had no wish to risk themselves for the oppressive Tsarist regime. Ruthenes, who were the subjects of most suspicion, were found by investigations after the Russian occupation to have been overwhelmingly loyal to the Habsburg dynasty and state.169 Austro-Hungarian rules of engagement when facing a population believed to be hostile were, however, extraordinarily harsh. On 19 August, Army Group Kövess operating in the south-east of Galicia issued a typical warning to its soldiers:

In our troops’ operations up to now, it has been repeatedly the case that they have been shot at by the population or also by Russian soldiers in male or female civilian clothing . . . It has also been ascertained that the Russophile population of various places in our own land is working in cooperation with the enemy and by informing the enemy (frequently through signals) is betraying its own troops.

Such illegal conduct, stressed Kövess, demanded that officers and men respond ‘most energetically’. Any individual found carrying a weapon, or even keeping one at home, was to be immediately shot if on enemy territory or court-martialled and condemned if on Habsburg land. Villages and farms from where shots were fired were to be surrounded, set ablaze, and the guilty executed. When troops were to be quartered in a village inhabited by suspected ‘Russophile elements’, their advance guard should take the most influential inhabitants hostage and announce that ‘the slightest hostile act’ would result in them being ‘publicly and immediately executed’. Villages were also to be held responsible for the telegraph lines in their vicinity. The hostages would also be executed if these were cut. It was not enough for Kövess that this order should be read to the troops. Rather, the men were ‘to be told most forcefully to shed the habits of peace as soon as possible and to realize that we are dealing with a cruel and treacherous enemy, against whom careful and ruthless action is urgently necessary’.170

Civilians of all ethnicities living in both the Austrian and Russian borderlands fell victim to Habsburg violence. In predominantly Polish western Galicia, at least a peremptory legality was usually observed. Offenders, if they were lucky, might get a trial at one of the permanent, professionally staffed Landwehr divisional courts. The sentences handed down were extremely harsh because the Crownland was part of the ‘Area of the Army in the Field’ and therefore subject to martial law. How hard these courts could be is illustrated by the case of Michał Św., a decorator from the mountain village of Lachowice who in September 1914 was condemned to death for making insulting remarks about the Emperor. He was executed within two hours and posters announcing his fate were put up in nearby Cracow as a public warning.171 Front units, however, conducted short trials at best and could skip troublesome lengthy investigations to prove guilt. They also took hostages in the border areas of western Galicia. Jan Słomka, the long-serving Polish mayor of Dzików, a village in First Army’s concentration area, was arrested after a soldier’s cigarette started a fire in nearby stables, killing two army horses. Officers immediately assumed deliberate sabotage, rather than accept that one of their men was to blame, and they held seventy-two-year-old Słomka and four others hostage for eight days, promising in the event of a repetition to shoot them and burn the village. Other Polish mayors were arbitrarily interned or condemned to be hanged.172

In Russian territory, legal niceties were, as Kövess’s order indicated, considered less necessary. The Habsburg army’s innate suspicion of civilians, its harsh procedures for responding to non-military resistance, and the shock of battle, rather than racism, were sufficient to drive much of the violence. The 12 ITD demonstrates this well. This division was stationed in Cracow in peacetime and Poles formed the largest single contingent in its regiments, yet at the opening of the war it murdered and burned its way through Congress Poland.173 The First Army, the force to which the division belonged, was gripped by a belief that signals and even secret telephones were being used to inform on Habsburg troop movements – highly improbable in economically backward Poland. Orders were issued that civilians who cooperated with the enemy or even just tolerated enemy observation points or telephone lines in their homes were to be ‘ruthlessly killed on the spot’.174 The 12 ITD, despite its Polish composition, had no scruples in so acting. When people in Kłodnica, a small village about 60 kilometres west of Lublin, were suspected of guiding enemy artillery by fire signals, Major General Paul Kestřanek, the 12 ITD’s commander, ordered that the mayor and another community official be arrested and, if they could not identify the fire-raiser, shot.175 A report that the population of nearby Chodel had ambushed troops provoked a similarly brutal response: ‘Pull out the mayor, priest, assistant priest [all of who would have been Catholics] and a few others, principally Jews, and shoot them immediately. Then burn the place and try to knock down the church steeple.’ While the mayor and priest had sensibly already fled before the 12 ITD’s troops attempted to carry out this order, they did catch and hang the parish assistant and selected five Jews for execution. Only three houses in the village were spared, on the grounds that they were sheltering Habsburg wounded.176 Other formations even turned their men’s shared ethnicity with enemy civilians to their advantage. One unit equipped a soldier, presumably a Pole, with peasant clothes and roubles and sent him out among the population as an agent provocateur.177

Racism nonetheless did play a role in exacerbating some of the violence. First, the most brutal part of the Habsburg army was, significantly, also its most nationalistic: the Hungarian Honvéd. Within days of its arrival in Galicia, the force acquired an ugly reputation. Peasants complained that ‘the Russians are bad, the Germans are bad, but Honvéd soldiers are the worst beasts’.178 The Magyars came from a society that had long regarded Slavs with contempt and pursued obtrusive assimilationist policies. Anti-Semitism was on the rise and the political disputes in the decade before hostilities had sharpened Hungarian nationalism.179 Honvéd troops were thus likely to look down on Poles, Ruthenes and Jews. Exacerbating the violence was the force’s poor discipline. Regular Habsburg officers in Galicia condemned the Magyars as ‘cowardly and without discipline’ and cursed the Honvéd, especially its cavalry, as ‘the greatest evil of all’.180 There was also a third factor making Magyar troops especially likely to attack civilians. Modern neuroscientific research stresses the importance of ‘otherization’ in the perpetration of atrocities. Stereotyping, ingroup and outgroup dynamics, a sense of threat and disorientation in a new environment all contribute to producing crucial distance between the perpetrator and his victim.181 Magyar troops were particularly likely to be reliant on prejudices and stereotypes and to misinterpret their environment because they were so ill-equipped to communicate with the population. Slavic troops had at least a chance of understanding something of what local Poles or Ruthenes were saying. German could also act as a lingua franca; it was the Common Army’s language of command and was sufficiently widely known in towns linked by rail to the outside world to ensure that someone able to translate could usually be found. Beyond the railways, Yiddish-speaking Jews might act as intermediaries. By contrast, nobody spoke Magyar in Galicia. Once Hungarians decided or were told that inhabitants were hostile, their linguistic isolation limited their ability better to understand their environment and revise the opinion.182

The other way in which race was important was in the particularly vicious targeting of one group, Galicia’s Ruthenian population. The conviction that the whole people, not merely individuals within it, were traitorous was fixed at all levels within the Habsburg army. Conrad was open about the killing that resulted: ‘we fight on our own territory as in hostile land,’ he told the politician and jurist Josef Redlich. ‘Everywhere Ruthenes are being executed under martial law.’183 The small intelligentsia, including many Uniate priests, suffered especially badly. As one outraged parliamentarian complained: ‘The most loyal people, respected, worthy persons, were put in chains and mishandled on the streets and in railway stations, beaten with rifle butts, truncheons and sticks until they bled, held for days without food in rain, cold and filth, cursed and spat at, threatened with revolvers and with the noose, treated like the most despicable spy.’184 Peasants and priests were strung up at the side of the road on the orders of Habsburg officers keen, as ever, to produce a visible deterrent against disloyalty. The full extent of death and suffering will never be wholly clear. By November 1914 over 7,000 Ruthenes had been confined in grim conditions in Thalerhof and Theresienstadt internment camps within the interior of the Habsburg Empire. Many others, members of villages condemned as unreliable by army officers, had been forcibly evacuated.185 A large number of Ruthenes were simply executed on the spot. The most plausible estimates give a total of 25,000–30,000 Galician Ruthenes slaughtered.186

Galicia’s Ruthenes became the focus of military violence for three reasons, two of which had a racial or racist component. First, spy trials and conversion scandals had already tarred the entire people with the suspicion of treason and Russophilia, even though the numbers involved were tiny and the support at elections for pro-Austrian Ukrainian nationalist parties overwhelming.187 This ethnic group was thus prejudged: on their arrival, one officer recalled, troops were warned to be ‘extremely careful and uncommunicative, as the population of Galicia was not friendly and spies swarmed everywhere’.188 Second, the pre-war nationality struggle between Polish Crownland authorities and Ukrainian nationalist intellectuals played a part in raising the body count. Polish civilian officials were responsible for drawing up lists of unreliable people to be interned, and subsequent investigation by the army and Foreign Ministry found that many used the opportunity to rid themselves of rivals. Baron Leopold von Andrian-Werburg, the Habsburg Foreign Office’s expert on the Polish-Ukrainian territories, stressed the part played by ‘personal motives, and above all the rancour of influential local Polish agents’ in the deportation of loyal Uniate priests.189 Ruthenian representatives too blamed the ‘extremely partisan Galician civil authorities’ for duping officers into believing that all Ruthenes were traitors. All too often, they claimed, dangerous Russophiles had been ignored while Ukrainian nationalists loyal to the Empire but opposed to Polish control of Galicia had been denounced or deported.190

The third factor making Ruthenian civilians’ experiences of invasion particularly bloody was the Habsburg army’s retreat, which began among them in eastern Galicia. On 26 August, Third Army guarding Conrad’s right flank had clumsily attacked Tsarist forces double its size and was driven back. Although new defensive positions were prepared on the next river, the Gniła Lipa, Russian forces routed the army on 30 August and on 3 September captured Galicia’s unfortified capital, Lwów. The Second Army arrived from the Balkans just in time to participate in but not avert the disaster. Conrad’s response to the threat in the east, an attempted encirclement of the Russian attackers, demonstrated his total detachment from reality. His soldiers were exhausted after weeks of marching, and having frittered away his cavalry at the start of the campaign he had only a hazy notion of Russian movements.191 At the front, there was chaos. Captain Karl Lauer, a General Staff officer with the 17 ITD, Second Army, described how already since 26 August an ‘indescribable and incomprehensible’ fear of the Russians had gripped the troops. He heard of officers jumping out of first-floor windows to escape imaginary Tsarist attackers and on the Gniła Lipa saw Habsburg cavalry assaulting their own panicking transport units in an attempt to stop them fleeing rearwards.192 ‘There is a great lack of discipline’, worried another Second Army officer, Major Artur Hausner, at the start of September. ‘Officers and men return to Stryj [a city south of Lwów], supposedly separated from their units, all very run down and wretched and telling terrible stories about the fighting. The town is crawling with marauders . . . Every wagon brings fleeing inhabitants mixed with soldiers without weapons, without equipment.’193 In the disorder, looting increased. Outrages against Ruthenes were exacerbated by indiscipline and defeat, as officers and soldiers concluded that inhabitants’ treachery had brought about the catastrophe. The violence against civilians peaked during the retreat that autumn, but lasted up until the early summer of 1915.194

On 11 September, Conrad ordered a general retreat, first to the Dniester River, which divided the north and south of eastern Galicia, and then to the San River, which separated the west from the east of the Crownland. In the event, the Russians pushed his forces back much further, to the gates of Cracow in the west and the Carpathians in the south. His opening campaign had nearly destroyed the Habsburg army. The losses of professional officers were so heavy that in October those retired or unfit had to be re-examined and certified for service at the front.195 Some 100,000 soldiers and officers had been killed, 220,000 wounded, 100,000 lost as prisoners and 216 artillery pieces abandoned; all told, about one-third of the force.196 A cholera epidemic that accompanied the Russians added to the horror and loss of the retreat; from the second half of September, the sight of cramped-up soldiers dying in ditches along the roadside was common.197 No less serious was the shattered morale left by the calamity. As the front crumbled in September, healthy troops deserted on hospital and postal trains.198 There was a rash of self-inflicted wounds, especially among Romanian troops.199 A ‘remarkable number of units’ had simply fled, conceded the Austro-Hungarian army’s official history of the war, a volume written specifically to glorify its exploits.200 Total dissolution was staved off by draconian discipline. Officers were reminded of their duty to shoot shirking or deserting soldiers immediately.201 The mood, however, was miserable. With what Captain Lauer called a ‘bleeding heart’, the Emperor’s troops started a long march westwards.202

The Central Powers’ offensive plans failed in 1914. There would be no short war. For each General Staff Chief the campaign was a personal tragedy. Moltke had a nervous breakdown and lost his job. Conrad lost his officer son Herbert, killed in September on the Eastern Front. For the states that they served, the failure had far-reaching consequences. General Erich von Falkenhayn, Moltke’s successor as Chief of Staff de facto from 14 September (but, in order to hide the defeat on the Marne and avoid unsettling the public, only officially from 1 November), attempted to redeem the situation. A series of battles, shifting ever northwards, began on the Western Front, as both sides tried in vain to outflank the other before the sea was reached. This ended with a German offensive at Ypres in October and November 1914, in which many of the volunteers who had come forward in August were committed. The German army suffered a further 80,000 casualties for no real gain before exhaustion and shell shortage forced an end to the battle. With trench lines hardening along the entire front, it was now impossible to ignore the fact that the Central Powers were committed to a very long war against enemies whose will and morale had been underestimated and who were materially far superior. Falkenhayn doubted that the war could be won against all three Entente powers and wanted a separate peace with France or Russia by promising no annexations. As he astutely told the Chancellor, ‘if Russia, France, and England hold together, we cannot defeat them in such a way as to achieve acceptable peace terms. We are more likely to be slowly exhausted.’203

The campaigns of 1914 not only led into a long war of exhaustion but also set the conditions under which this gruelling struggle was to be fought. Austria-Hungary’s defeats weakened its international prestige, denied it for the following year potential Balkan allies, and were ruinous for its army. The Empire’s slide under German domination, which became ever clearer during hostilities, had begun. Domestically too, the campaign heralded the rising ethnic conflict and disillusionment with the state that would gradually come to dominate the wartime home front. The army alienated the Ruthenes through its brutal treatment. Conrad also aggrieved Polish elites by insisting on the replacement, in July 1915, of the traditionally Polish Statthalter of Galicia with a ‘neutral’ general. In Galicia, relations between the two ethnicities and the Jews were further soured.204 Nonetheless, although the campaign had suffered a major and mostly unnecessary blow caused by Conrad’s odd mix of indecision and unrealistic ambition, it revealed, like the popular response to the outbreak of war, the venerable Empire’s reserves of strength. Despite disastrous leadership and horrendous casualties, the army did not collapse. Instead, it went on to fight a determined retreat and then endure awful winter battles in western Galicia and the Carpathians, sustaining total losses of 189,000 dead, 490,000 wounded and 278,000 prisoners of war by the end of 1914.205

For the Germans, the balance of the opening campaign in the west was more favourable. Moltke had not won his short war, but his army had succeeded in ensuring that for the next four years it would be French and Belgian territory, not German, which would be devastated by the fighting. In the south, the army notched up a usually forgotten achievement in fighting off a French invasion. Quite what would have happened if the Republic’s army had invaded with greater success is unclear. Certainly, once regained, Alsace-Lorraine would not have been relinquished. Some in the French military set their war aims higher by the autumn of 1914, demanding that the Reich be pushed back to its ‘natural frontiers’ east of the Rhine and the left bank placed under French military control.206 Even more importantly, in the north the Germans’ own invasion had dealt a catastrophic blow to France’s ability to wage a total war. The country’s heavy industrial heartland, as well as some very fertile agricultural land, had fallen under German control. At a stroke, France’s capacity to produce cast steel fell to 42 per cent and cast iron to 36 per cent of what they had been in peacetime. A sixth of the entire manufacturing industry was forfeit.207 The agricultural losses were also not negligible. Some 8,239,000 acres had been captured by the Germans, three-quarters of which had been under cultivation and contained some of the most fertile soil in France, supplying in 1913 more than a tenth of the Republic’s potatoes, a fifth of its wheat, a quarter of all oats and half the national sugar-beet crop.208

Whether German conquest and Habsburg resilience would be enough to triumph in the coming war of exhaustion was, however, far from clear. The German opening campaign, as well as the ‘race to the sea’ and the fighting at Ypres, had cost 500,000 officers and men dead or permanently wounded.209 The invasion and atrocities in Belgium had severely damaged the Reich’s reputation among neutrals. It had also fatefully ensured Britain’s early entry into hostilities. In the longer term, this would pose the most serious threat to both Central Powers. In 1914, however, there was an even more pressing menace. The German failure to grasp decisive victory in the west and the disaster suffered by the Habsburg army in Galicia left both powers very vulnerable. In 1914 and well into 1915, Austria-Hungary and Germany faced a Russian invasion in the east.
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The War of Defence

INVASION

‘The German people may honestly say once more in this hour that it did not want this war . . . But it will not allow the soil of the Fatherland to be overrun and devastated by Russian regiments.’1 With these defiant words, the Reich’s foremost liberal newspaper, the Berliner Tageblatt, had explained on the outbreak of hostilities why so many ordinary Germans believed that they had no option but to fight. In the last years of peace, the conviction of an inevitable clash with the despotic empire to the east had grown within both Austria-Hungary and Germany. Russia’s frantic rearmament, her belligerence in the Balkans, the forceful assertion of semi-official claims to eastern Galicia in her pan-Slavic press, Orthodox proselytizing in the Crownland, and a surge of enemy spies all raised fears of her hostile intent. In August 1914 the nightmare of invasion became reality. Tsarist troops charged over the Central Powers’ frontiers, bringing mayhem and panic to the invaded provinces, the Reich’s East Prussia and Habsburg Galicia. The first year of Germany’s and Austria-Hungary’s war on the Eastern Front would be dominated by invasion, atrocities and a desperate struggle to liberate lost territories and repel a mortal threat.2

The Tsar’s army deployed at the start of the First World War according to ‘Plan 19’, a scheme conceived in 1910 as defensive but which by war’s outbreak had developed into an ambitious plan of attack. Russia’s forces in Europe were divided into two ‘Fronts’. The North-West Front, composed of the First and Second Armies with 16 infantry divisions, 8½ cavalry divisions and 1,230 guns, was tasked with breaking into East Prussia. Its offensive was to begin early, by the fifteenth day after mobilization, in order to draw German units away from the western campaign quickly, and thus alleviate pressure on Russia’s ally France. The South-West Front, comprising the Third, Fourth, Fifth, and Eighth Armies, which by the end of August fielded 45 infantry and 18½ cavalry divisions, was charged with the annihilation of Habsburg forces in the Austrian Crownland of Galicia. The capture of East Prussia and Galicia, both of which jutted into Tsarist territory, sandwiching Russian Poland between them, would secure the Russian army’s right and left flanks, preparing the way for an invasion into the heart of Germany. Once war began, the Russian High Command, Stavka, discovered that its enemies had sent more units to other theatres than predicted, unexpectedly leaving their eastern borders weakly defended. A further change was therefore made to the deployment. Confident of their superiority in both north and south, and acting on anguished French demands for urgent aid, the Russians formed a new force, the Ninth Army, in their centre. With this, they would be immediately ready, once the North-West and South-West Fronts fulfilled their missions, to outflank the Germans’ formidable Vistula River defences and attack Posen, opening, the Tsar himself said, ‘as quickly as possible the road to Berlin’.3

Few historians today recognize the danger posed by the Russians to the Central Powers in 1914. The Tsarist army’s first assault on East Prussia in August and September, although poorly executed and quickly repelled, briefly overran two-thirds of the province and was intended as the preliminary step for an invasion deep into Germany. In Galicia, the Russians won spectacular early victories, capturing the Crownland’s capital, Lwów, forcing the Habsburg army into general retreat, and encircling Austria-Hungary’s defensive keystone, the fortress of Przemyśl. At the start of November, when Russian forces advanced to the outskirts of Cracow and a new army, the Tenth under General Sievers, launched a second invasion of East Prussia, German commanders briefly panicked. For a short time, before the Russians were halted in the north and pushed back in Galicia, it appeared that Posen, the gateway of the main invasion route into the Reich, faced imminent siege.4 The stakes were high, for Russia’s rulers and army quickly developed extensive territorial ambitions. Influential voices in St Petersburg were pressing for the permanent annexation of at least the northerly parts of East Prussia by the autumn of 1914. For Galicia, Russian plans extended far beyond mere conquest. The Tsarist army regarded this campaign as a war for racial unity, and it formulated radical plans to remake the east of the territory into what would be not only politically but also ethnically Russian land; this dream looked forward to the bloody racial design, the Generalplan Ost, which the Nazis would embark upon in the same region only a quarter of a century later. While Tsarist plans did not share the Nazis’ genocidal intent, they placed racial considerations at the centre of the region’s future, contravened international law, and caused tremendous suffering to hundreds of thousands of people in 1914–15.5

The ordeals of the Central Powers’ peoples in the eastern invasions at the beginning of the First World War are today forgotten, obliterated by memories of the far greater horrors perpetrated in the same lands in the mid-twentieth century. Yet at the time, the invasions were recognized as a defining experience; no other event did more to shape central Europeans’ understanding of what was at stake in this war, or the ability of their states to fight it. The shock of invasion reverberated far beyond the battlefield. News of the Russian attack and atrocities in East Prussia horrified and mobilized the population of the whole Reich. Both Central Powers, but most acutely Austria-Hungary, faced humanitarian crises as floods of refugees swept westwards. Yet the people who remained in the invaded areas suffered most. The Tsarist army’s jarringly modern ambition not merely to conquer but to remould the population of Galicia impacted in ways ranging from obtrusive cultural assimilation to mass deportation. Its spy fear and security paranoia generated a brutality towards civilians which, in contrast to the very rapid dissipation of German violence in the west, radicalized throughout the campaign, producing ever more violent actions and suffering. Moreover, invasion was always traumatic, even under the best of circumstances where it was brief and the invaders behaved well. Long after occupying troops had departed, powerful emotions of fear, anger and humiliation lingered. A close look at one East Prussian city, Allenstein, during the Russians’ August invasion illustrates how deep these scars could run.

ALLENSTEIN

The city of Allenstein, with 33,000 inhabitants, was what passed in agricultural East Prussia for a major conurbation. Founded by the Teutonic Knights in the mid-fourteenth century, it had a long history of sieges, sackings and occupation. The town’s most famous resident, the astronomer Nicolaus Copernicus, had taken time away from his studies to organize its defence during the Polish-Teutonic War of 1519–21. Allenstein had been captured and half burned to the ground by marauding Swedes at the start of the eighteenth century and occupied by Russian troops during the Seven Years War of 1756–63. The French too had taken the town, mercilessly plundering it in 1807. Napoleon narrowly escaped assassination in its marketplace.6 Yet for the remainder of the nineteenth century, Allenstein had experienced an unaccustomedly long period of peace and, in its final decades, rapid development. The town became a busy rail junction and its population expanded quickly, quadrupling from 4,800 in 1864 to 19,136 in 1890 and then nearly doubling again over the following twenty years. By the early twentieth century, there could be no doubt that Allenstein was on the rise. In 1905 it became a regional capital, it was designated a self-governing city in 1910, and the Prussian military chose it as the base of the newly established XX Army Corps in 1912. When war broke out two years later, the city was engaged in the building of a grand town hall, designed appropriately in the architectural style of the German Renaissance, to symbolize its new importance.7

Lying only 50 kilometres from East Prussia’s south-eastern border, Allenstein was certain to be an early victim in any Russian invasion of Germany. Its citizens, aware of their vulnerability, had followed the international crisis in July with deep apprehension, and news of hostilities between Austria-Hungary and Serbia prompted a few of the most cautious to leave.8 Once Germany declared war against Russia on 1 August, others also decided to seek safety. The rich, with the funds to travel and social connections beyond East Prussia, were the first to go. A rumour invented and spread by the wife of a Second Lieutenant in the garrison, that officers of the XX Army Corps had been ordered to send their families into the interior as the army was to withdraw behind the Vistula River, well to Allenstein’s west, hastened their departure. The majority of the city’s population, the working and middle classes, stayed put, however, until in the middle of the month traumatized refugees arrived from the border districts with stories of terrifying Russian atrocities. Farms and villages had been burned by rampaging Cossacks, towns laid waste by rapidly approaching Tsarist armies. There was talk of murder, rape and sadistic brutality: women, for example, were supposed to have been nailed to barn doors or forced to watch as their children were crucified.9 The population’s uncertainty and anxiety increased. Many more Allensteiners now packed their bags and headed west by rail, on horse-drawn buggies, with bicycles or even on foot. Concerned at the swelling exodus, the city’s mayor issued a poster on 22 August dismissing the ‘foolish rumours’ and appealing for calm. ‘As I have ascertained from the responsible authorities, our situation is entirely favourable,’ he reassured citizens. ‘There is no cause for alarm.’10

The shock was therefore all the greater when, during the night of Sunday, 23 August, civilian state officials suddenly left Allenstein. For the population, this act of betrayal both signalled that the Russians were close and lent further credence to the stories of their barbarity. Panic broke out as people scrambled to leave. ‘Thousands of families are storming with their belongings to the railway station,’ recorded a local teacher, Herr Rittel, in his diary. ‘Very many stand day and night on the overcrowded platforms without managing to depart.’11 His neighbours were so anxious to get away that they abandoned their frail ninety-four-year-old grandmother locked in their apartment. Early on the morning of Tuesday, 25 August, the military too announced its intention to leave the city. It warned residents not to shoot at the enemy and comfortingly claimed that its withdrawal would avoid any risk of a fire-fight and allow them to remain at home, where they were ‘best off’.12 Hardly anyone was prepared to believe it. When, a few hours later, at 10.45 a.m., the final evacuation train provided for the public departed Allenstein, it was a disturbing sight: ‘an immensely long train composed of coaches, cattle trucks and goods wagons, crammed full with people who even stood on the sideboards, wagon roofs and in the brake houses’. The passengers thought themselves lucky, but false reports of a victory led to their train being stopped 90 kilometres down the line and ordered to turn back. The exhausted refugees were decanted in Allenstein on Wednesday morning, just in time to witness the first Russian troops enter the city.13

By this point, Allenstein had almost emptied. No more than 3,000 people, fewer than a tenth of the residents, remained.14 Among them were some of the poorest, who, once the station had been evacuated on the Tuesday, grasped the opportunity to pillage first its refreshment rooms and goods shed, then nearby shops and apartments.15 The remainder waited tensely in their homes; ‘an eerie stillness’ ruled in the city centre that evening.16 Yet still the city’s fate remained unclear. Optimists were encouraged on Wednesday morning by rumours of great Russian defeats and by the return of the refugees to the railway station. The city’s trams resumed service, contributing to an air of normality.17 Many residents nonetheless prepared for the worst. Paul Hirschberg, a well-off hotelier and city councillor, buried his account books and insurance policies in his wine cellar.18 Rittel’s wife, who, unwilling to expose her children to the hardships of flight, had decided to remain with her husband, bought two bottles of cheap sparkling wine, sausage and ham, and laid this food and drink out in her front room in the hope of pacifying rampaging Russian soldiers.19 The senior municipal officials who had chosen not to evacuate also planned for the enemy’s arrival. In the best Prussian tradition of public-spiritedness and paternalism, Mayor Zülch and his deputy, Herr Schwarz, the senior Catholic and Protestant clergymen, Father Weichsel and Superintendent Hassenstein, and the police chief had all resolved to stay with their beleaguered citizens. These men would play a critical role in ensuring that Allenstein and its inhabitants passed through the coming forty-eight hours of danger largely unscathed.

The first Russians to enter Allenstein were a cavalry patrol of three men and an officer who rode into the city at around five o’clock on the afternoon of Wednesday, 26 August. They were nervous. One of them called out in Polish that nobody should do anything to them; they would not harm anyone. After looking around the centre for any sign of German soldiers, the riders turned back but were then surrounded by a crowd of civilians, some of whom were drunk. Stones were thrown at the patrol and one of the troopers raised his rifle, but he was stopped from firing by his officer. The confrontation was diffused by the city police chief, who fortunately had seen the horsemen ride past his window and rushed after them with some of his men. They cleared the crowd quickly and the Russians departed, only to be followed on their way out of the city by a roving force of German Uhlans, who shot the officer off his horse and took him prisoner.20 This first contact could have been disastrous for Allenstein. Had the Russians concluded that francs tireurs were present, or even just that the city possessed an alert defence, reprisals or bombardment could have followed. Yet both sides acted sensibly and with moderation. Unsure of how strongly garrisoned the city was, the Russians waited until morning before sending out further patrols. Meanwhile, the municipal authorities strove to avoid any further confrontation. Stray German soldiers, who had resolved individually or in small groups to undertake a hopeless defence of the city, were rounded up that evening by Allenstein’s police chief and set marching westwards. Citizens were reminded to surrender any pieces of military uniform or firearms in their possession and were ordered under no circumstances to shoot at or otherwise harass enemy troops. Early on Thursday, when Russian horsemen returned, police in plain clothes were posted on the bridge to the south to tell them that no single German soldier remained in the city.21

At half past ten that morning, the Russian XIII Corps, part of General Samsonov’s Second Army, began its entry into Allenstein.22 This was no victory parade but rather a cautious advance into territory clearly perceived as potentially hostile. Horsemen spread out and moved towards the city centre, keeping each other in sight. The advance guard, a troop of thirty cavalrymen, arrived in the marketplace around noon, and its captain demanded to see the mayor. Negotiations ensued, during which the city’s representatives were assured that international law would be obeyed. This promise was later publicly repeated by a staff officer, along with the admonition that civilians must not shoot. At three o’clock that afternoon, the main Russian force, perhaps 40,000 men in total, marched through Allenstein. The infantry came first, ‘sturdy, stalwart figures wearing yellow-grey uniforms mostly completely soaked through with sweat and dirt’, followed by cavalrymen riding on powerful horses, and then artillery and supply columns.23 German onlookers were impressed with their discipline. Outside almost every shop, sentries were posted in order to prevent plundering, and alcohol was placed off-limits to the army. When soldiers wanted something, they were polite and paid in cash. The reception they received from the population was also not unfriendly. Eager to pacify their conquerors, residents made gifts of food, tea and cigarettes, and brought out stools for the sentries to sit on. Much to the police’s disapproval, some women even flirted with the soldiers. Nonetheless, tension and suspicion persisted. Paul Hirschberg, who served lunch in his hotel to Russian General Staff officers, was repeatedly ordered to drink the refreshments he had prepared for them in order to prove that they were not poisoned.24

That afternoon, Mayor Zülch, his deputy and six other city worthies were called to the central hotel, where the Russian commanding general Major General Kluyev and his staff had established their headquarters. After introductions, a Russian colonel explained in broken German that the troops urgently required supplies. The city was ordered to deliver, by eight o’clock on the following morning, 120,000 kilograms of bread, 6,000 kilograms of sugar, 5,000 kilograms of salt, 3,000 kilograms of tea, 15,000 kilograms of grits or rice and 160 kilograms of pepper.25 Failure to meet this demand would result in punishment.26 For the mayor and his companions, gathering this enormous quantity of food was a daunting prospect. The city itself had only flour and salt in its stores, so the other goods would have to be taken from shops and warehouses abandoned by their owners. Hirschberg was put in charge of the task, and the mayor appealed for volunteers to help him, warning them of the Russians’ threat of reprisals: ‘my dear fellow citizens,’ he pleaded, ‘help me in the most difficult hour of my life’.27 It quickly proved to be a hazardous endeavour. Russian sentries had orders to stop plundering, and intervened when they saw goods being removed from shuttered shops by German civilians. One policeman had a bayonet pointed at his chest by soldiers who thought that he was looting. Other helpers were taken by the Russians to supplement their transport as wagon drivers; two municipal workers who assisted Hirschberg that evening were commandeered and never seen again. Yet with the fear of requisitions or reprisals hanging over their city, the volunteers had little choice but to continue the search until at half past two in the morning word unexpectedly came through that the Russians had decided enough had been collected.28

It was the demand for bread that caused the city the greatest difficulty. The weight laid down by the Russians was equivalent to around 60,000 loaves, an extraordinary amount to have to find in under twenty-four hours. Moreover, unlike the other goods, they insisted that the full quota be delivered. Some was taken from shops. People were sent door to door, pleading with residents to give up what they had. Private apartments were even broken into and searched. The shortfall nonetheless remained enormous. To satisfy the Russians, citizens therefore had to bake. Locked-up bakeries were forced open and volunteers found to staff them. Herr Rittel participated in this civic effort, running two bakeries near his home with the help of other locals, his wife and daughter among them, and four soldiers sent by the Russians. As most of Allenstein’s bakers had fled, it took time to find someone who knew how to switch on the steam ovens. Finally, around midnight both were in operation, but their first loaves proved to be, in Rittel’s words, ‘scarcely edible’ due to lack of yeast or sourdough. With the assistance of an armed Russian escort, some was found in a station goods shed, and, now with all the necessary ingredients, production could move into full swing. Through the night, Allenstein’s girls and women kneaded dough, relieving each other at hourly intervals. Others baked in their own ovens at home. The fresh bread was then piled high alongside the other goods at the city’s fire brigade depot, where the mayor awaited the Russians.29

In the small hours of Friday morning, 28 August, well before the agreed deadline, a Russian captain appeared with carts at the depot. The main Russian force had already pulled out, leaving behind only a couple of battalions, and the food was urgently needed. Yet in spite of the night’s tremendous exertions, Allenstein was still well short of its targets. Little more than half of the sugar and salt demanded had been gathered, less than a third of the grits and rice, and only a small amount of tea and no pepper. Instead of the 120,000 kilos of bread that the officer had come to collect, the city had only 25,096 kilos.30 There therefore followed some anxious hours for Mayor Zülch. The captain disputed the weight of the bread delivered by the city, and it was only after fierce argument that he relented and issued a receipt. Shortly after, a general arrived, complaining about the bread’s quality and threatening retribution for the shortfall. Again, Zülch stood his ground, explained that the city had done everything possible to cooperate, and succeeded in convincing the Russian that punitive action would be unjust.31 After the general finally departed, the weary mayor returned home to sleep, but as he arrived back was recalled to settle payment for the supplies. This entailed yet another argument about the amount and value of the goods, which lasted for several hours. At midday, just as a compromise had been found, the sound of gunfire was heard and the meeting was interrupted by the Russian city commandant who stormed in, waved a bandaged hand at the mayor and cried ‘your people have shot at me’.32

In fact, the shot that wounded the officer had not been fired by a civilian franc tireur but by German troops from the Eighth Army who were quickly closing in on the city. Standing on the roof of their bakery, Rittel and his helpers saw grey-clad soldiers in skirmishing order coming from the east. From the edge of the city, startled Russians came running back. Others took up positions in gardens and on crossroads, but were soon forced to flee by advancing German infantry. The fighting, although brief, was punctuated by moments of brutality; General Paul von Hindenburg’s troops, many of whom were from Prussia’s eastern borderlands, wanted to exact retribution from the invaders of their homeland.33 In the bakery, Rittel’s daughter was confronted by two German riflemen who smashed through the locked doors and, weapons at the ready, demanded to know the whereabouts of the Russians who had helped with the baking. When the frightened girl was unable to tell them, they conducted a frantic search, discovered their enemies cowering in the coal cellar, and beat them with rifle butts before bundling them outside. Elsewhere, the liberators were even more vicious: three Russian prisoners were put up against the wall of Hirschberg’s hotel by German troops and, in sight of his family, shot. By half past three that afternoon, Russian resistance in Allenstein had been broken. A few hours later, the former city commandant lay dead on a battlefield 10 kilometres to the south, and the officer who had negotiated payment with Mayor Zülch yet had never handed over any money had been captured along with many men. Liberating soldiers were received jubilantly by the population, who thrust flowers, cigarettes and their remaining food at them. Although fire-fights with isolated Russian stragglers continued until Sunday and caused some alarm, news of the great German victory won by the Eighth Army soon spread, bringing confidence that the Tsarist army would not return. Allenstein’s ordeal was over.34

Undoubtedly, Allenstein came away lightly from occupation. There were no atrocities against its population, the Russians were thrown out so quickly and unexpectedly that they had no opportunity to destroy any major infrastructure, and the liberation itself cost the lives of only three German soldiers, an officer and one female civilian, the last hit by a bullet in the fighting.35 Yet it would be wrong to conclude that the city was never in any danger. The Russians were nervous of civilian resistance, and the occupation took place at a particularly tense time, during the Battle of Tannenberg. Although Russian commanders acted with moderation and their troops were well-disciplined in Allenstein, on the day the city was liberated there were massacres in two small towns nearby, Soldau and Ortelsburg.36 The municipal officials who bravely remained in Allenstein when other authorities had evacuated deserve much credit for the absence of bloodshed: the police chief, who defused tension between the crowd and the first Russian patrol, sensibly cleared the city of German soldiers and posted men at its entrances to tell the invader that it was undefended; Hirschberg and lesser functionaries such as Rittel who collected the supplies demanded by the occupying force; and above all Mayor Zülch, who negotiated with Russian senior officers, organized citizens to comply with their orders, and received a well-earned Iron Cross for his efforts.37

Invasion, even though brief and bloodless, profoundly affected the city’s inhabitants. As their local newspaper observed, ‘anyone who didn’t go through these Allenstein “Russian days” cannot grasp how deeply we who stayed behind felt the ignominy of Russian rule in our German city’.38 The occupation was extremely frightening. Rittel’s daughter, for example, was very shaken by her experiences. In November 1914, when German troops pulled back again on the Eastern Front and evacuated supplies and wounded from Allenstein, she forced the family to flee. Many who had been through the first invasion clearly felt similarly, for the exodus from the city was even greater than in August.39 The intense emotions which invasion had elicited, fear, humiliation, and also pride at the civic solidarity that had been displayed under occupation, not only stamped the city’s collective psyche but were also literally built into its physiognomy. Once the danger had passed, the plans for Allenstein’s new town hall were altered. Scenes from the invasion, including ‘the negotiation with the enemy general about the fate of the city’ and the ‘baking of bread during the tyranny’ were sculpted on a bay jutting out from the main building. The city’s rancour towards its foes was also lastingly inscribed in stone. Long after the war’s end, on each of the seven keystones in the frames of the hall’s lower windows, could be seen gargoyles, representing an Englishman, a Frenchman, a Russian, an Italian, a Serb, a Japanese and an Indian.40

RUSSIAN ATROCITIES

Not everywhere in East Prussia was invasion so brief and bloodless as in Allenstein. The stories brought by the panicked refugees who had arrived in the city at the beginning of August had a firm basis in truth. From the first days of the war, raiding Tsarist troops had shot inhabitants and burned hamlets and farmsteads along the border. Once the Russian First Army under General Paul Rennenkampf invaded the east of the province on 15 August, followed five days later in the south by General Aleksandr Samsonov’s Second Army, the violence became much worse.41 Even the German military was shocked. Lieutenant Colonel Max Hoffmann, the First General Staff officer of the defending Eighth Army, exclaimed with horror on 23 August that ‘there has never been such a war as this, and never will be again – waged with such bestial fury. The Russians are burning everything down.’42 Indeed, the destruction was immense. While East Prussia’s few cities escaped largely unscathed, three-fifths of its small towns and more than a quarter of its villages and farms were scarred or ruined. 100,000 buildings were damaged or destroyed. Worst of all was the loss of civilian life. Some 1,491 East Prussians died at the hands of Russian troops, most during the first invasion in August and September 1914. Some were executed, others were the victims of plunder-related killing, and still others died in massacres induced by panic or perpetrated as officially sanctioned reprisals. The scale of the violence was, proportional to East Prussia’s much smaller population, no different than that of the more famous contemporaneous German atrocities in Belgium and France.43

The Russian army invaded East Prussia primed to meet civilian resistance. The force had long experience of counter-insurgency warfare, but unlike for its German enemy past trauma with francs tireurs did not shape its suspicion of enemy subjects. Instead, its distrust stemmed from its use of ethnic profiling. Tsarist commanders had prepared for the coming conflict by commissioning ethnographic studies of the populations in the lands over which they would fight, linking race explicitly to political reliability. Germans were identified as the most dangerous among the border peoples. East Prussia, where four-fifths of the 2,064,175 inhabitants were German and the remainder Polish-speaking Masurians loyal to the Prussian Crown and Lithuanians, could thus only be regarded as extremely hostile territory.44 As soon as the Russian First Army crossed into the province, General Rennenkampf attempted to deter the expected opposition through a blunt warning. Promising not to harm peaceful civilians, he laid out draconian penalties for those who attacked his troops. ‘Any resistance carried out by the inhabitants against the imperial Russian army will be ruthlessly punished, regardless of gender or age,’ he admonished. Disregarding international law, he also threatened collective punishment, promising that ‘places in which even the smallest attack on the Russian army is perpetrated . . . will be immediately burned to the ground’.45

The Russian army’s violence during the invasion was motivated in large part by the belief that this warning had been widely flouted by civilians. As Quartermaster General Iurii N. Danilov, the Tsarist military’s third-in-command, later recalled, officers who had served in East Prussia ‘unanimously’ testified ‘to the excellent organization of the support given to [enemy] troops by the German population’. A spy fear gripped the army. Units reported that windmills were being turned to track their progress as they marched. The people were said to be betraying troop movements with light signals and by ringing church bells. Inhabitants were even thought sufficiently fanatical that they would set their own homes alight to produce a smoke signal for their own side; a curious case of Russians’ anxieties being projected onto the victims of their own violence. There were also paranoid accusations of armed resistance. Francs tireurs were rumoured to rove the countryside on motorcycles and bicycles, German soldiers in mufti to be mingling among the population, and seemingly innocuous civilians to be plotting to poison unsuspecting Tsarist soldiers.46

Like the stories that were simultaneously gripping the Kaiser’s army in Belgium and France, all this was fantasy. Later German investigation uncovered only isolated cases of shooting by foolhardy individuals in East Prussia; the mass of the population followed the admonitions of their own authorities not to antagonize the invader.47 The Russians’ greatest fear, spying, was also rare. At the start of the invasion, brave telegraph and postal officials did take great risks to get word to the German army of the enemy’s arrival. In one celebrated incident, the postal director in the border village of Eydtkuhnen kept the Russians talking on the ground floor of his building while upstairs his staff hurriedly telegraphed Prussian military and civil authorities to warn of their arrival and then smashed the equipment. Elsewhere, courageous female telephone operators ensured the news reached the German army. Fräulein Moritz of the Memel postal service was one such example, hopping on her bike when the Russians came and riding under rifle fire to the nearest German watch to warn it of the danger. Seldom, however, did spying extend any further than these spontaneous acts of heroism. There were no spy rings, no intricate plots. The postmaster of the village of Kolletzischken, who found himself with a working telephone and heroically transmitted reports of Russian troop movements to the other side of the front until his line was discovered in early September, was probably unique.48

As in the west, the initial, highly disorientating mobile combat fuelled the invaders’ fears and presumptions of civilian resistance. Skirmishes with small well-camouflaged German patrols easily prompted jittery Russians to jump to the conclusion that they were being attacked by the population and to exact retribution. On some fifty separate occasions, after coming under fire from German troops in or near a village, Tsarist soldiers undertook no investigation but simply burned down some or all of the surrounding houses.49 The violence was at its most intense at, although certainly not limited to, crisis points. In the south of East Prussia, the bloodiest period was during the last, confused days of Samsonov’s advance, when his Second Army was being encircled by German defenders. In the east, killings spiked in September, as Rennenkampf’s army hurriedly retreated. Its logistics and discipline partially collapsed and its scared, frustrated and hungry soldiers were gripped ever more tightly by delusions of spies and francs tireurs and vented their rage on civilians.50 The bloodshed was also exacerbated by the Tsarist military’s patchy discipline. This made some units prone to panic and violence. It also meant that plunder, often accompanied by assaults and murder, was a ubiquitous feature of this campaign. While some Russian combat units were praised for the strict control in which their officers held them, supply columns were condemned as bands of thieves. Small fast-moving cavalry patrols without officer oversight were also reported to have behaved particularly atrociously. As the Evangelical Church in East Prussia observed pithily after interviewing its clergy, they ‘stole, robbed, murdered to their hearts’ content’. Cossacks, the army’s elite but unruly light horsemen, were especially feared.51

The Russians’ racialized preconceptions, mixed discipline and disorientation in fluid fighting combined to turn the East Prussian countryside into an extremely dangerous place in August and September 1914. Men were most at risk. Many victims had inadvertently attracted the invader’s attention. Putting on or even possessing any item of military clothing was a major error, for the Russians were convinced troops in mufti were hiding among the local population. Unfortunately, German reservists had often taken hard-wearing army footwear, a cap or jacket back with them to civilian life after their peacetime conscript service as a souvenir or for use in the fields. The scope for confusion was large. Possession of a pair of army boots or a military pass could cost a man his life in 1914.52 The hypersensitivity of the Russians to spying made other articles dangerous too. Farmers in breeches and gaiters were assumed to be Prussian officers, telescopes, whistles and even notebooks were considered evidence of treacherous activity. For one individual, possession of a school atlas was sufficient to be landed in trouble. Cyclists were among the greatest victims of the invasion. One in twenty of all those killed by the Russians was on a bike. In the poverty-ridden Tsarist Empire, privately owned bicycles were a rarity, and so soldiers and officers tended to regard them as military machines and to assume that their riders were disguised combatants. Trials were generally seen as superfluous. As one East Prussian gendarme reported, ‘cyclists [whom the Russians] met on the street had their bicycles broken up without ceremony and they themselves were also for the most part shot’.53

The Russians not only executed individuals but also mercilessly punished whole communities for perceived resistance. On 2 September, Grand Duke Nikolai Nikolaevich, the Tsarist army’s commander-in-chief, ordered that places whose inhabitants fired upon troops should suffer ‘complete destruction’.54 This, however, merely legitimized a practice that had already been going on for weeks. The small town of Neidenburg was subjected to a punitive artillery bombardment on 22 August after an erroneous report that its citizens had shot at reconnoitring Cossacks. Villages became sites of massacres in similar circumstances. Among the long list of obscure habitations which experienced bloodshed, a few that suffered most deserve mention. In the village of Santoppen, twenty-one people were killed on 28 August, among them two women and a Catholic priest. The bloodshed may have been intended as a reprisal for shooting, as two Cossacks had been fired on near the village earlier in the day, probably by a German patrol. Alternatively, signalling may have been uppermost in the Russians’ minds, for the village’s church bells had been rung that afternoon, ironically sounding death knells for a man shot by the Russians on the previous day.55 In Bischofstein on 29 August, after a fire-fight with a six-man German patrol that had then hurriedly dispersed, the Russians executed thirty-six men in the town and the surrounding area.56 The bloodiest massacre of the invasion was perpetrated on the same day in Abschwangen. After German cavalrymen had shot a senior Russian officer travelling in a car through this village, Tsarist troops stormed in, killed some of its male inhabitants, and set the place alight. The men who remained were gathered in two groups at either end of the village. One group was executed, but the other was pardoned after a local councillor named Graap stepped forward and presented a note that he had been left by a Tsarist officer quartered in the village, which testified to his good conduct. The massacre, arson and mass execution cost sixty-one lives.57

For East Prussians, this was a terrifying period. The case of Anna S., the wife of a wealthy farmer in the southern district of Rössel, illustrates the awful abruptness with which a family’s fortunes could change under invasion. We have her story because in mid-September she told it at the Allenstein County offices, where she had gone to plead for help. ‘On 31 August, a Cossack patrol rode by our farm,’ she recounted. The Cossacks had skirmished with German troops who, outnumbered, had withdrawn. There then arrived Russian infantry, who apparently had not seen the patrol fight but had heard the shots and were convinced that they had come from the farm. They threatened all present with bayonets and demanded to know ‘where the German soldiers are hidden’. Tragedy followed, as Anna explained:

My husband had hidden himself in the haystacks. These were set alight by the Russian soldiers. When my husband rushed out, he was asked by the soldiers to hand over all his cash. My husband gave them 200 marks and pleaded for his life, for the sake of his eight children. The Russians said to him, after they had the money, he need not worry and could go; they wouldn’t do anything to him. Scarcely had my husband taken a few steps, when he was shot down by them.

After mortally wounding the farmer, the Russians burned down the whole farm, with the exception of a single cottage. Anna S.’s six-year-old son, Josef, perished in the flames, along with a nanny, a female farm labourer and all of the cattle. Her fourteen-year-old son was shot and wounded, and one of the family’s male labourers was killed. She had fled barefoot with her remaining seven children.58

Executions and massacres were condoned and carried out at the order of Tsarist commanders. This was not true of either plunder-related violence or rape. Where sexual assault was reported, thorough investigations were launched and, if the perpetrator could be identified, severe punishment was meted out.59 Nonetheless, women were intensely vulnerable in the war zone. Requisitions and house searches offered troops ample opportunity to enter dwellings, and even if the victim reported rape, attackers were difficult to track down in the chaos of the battlefield. The number of sexual assaults that took place during the invasions was never firmly established. East Prussian officials recorded 338 cases, but as not all districts reported and as the victims of sex attacks were notoriously unwilling to come forward, this figure is certainly far too low.60 A more reliable estimate might be reached by extrapolating from pregnancies resulting from rape. Two and a half years after the invasions, thirty-seven ‘Russian children’ were in receipt of state support and the provincial authorities knew of another eleven who had been stillborn or since died. If modern obstetric research’s findings that 5 per cent of rapes lead to pregnancy are also applicable to the early twentieth century, this would suggest that the invaders committed nearly 1,000 sexual assaults in the province.61

Horrendous human suffering lies within these statistics. A single testimony, by Anna N., a twenty-year-old who was seven months pregnant when she was attacked in October 1914, might serve as representative of the ordeal. Her account of what was done to her was neither sensational nor even emotional but is all the more powerful for being delivered in the matter-of-fact tone that rape victims of all nationalities typically adopted before authority:

Three Russian soldiers came on foot into our village in Wysockem, Lyck district, and searched our house. They searched all rooms for men, but found nobody. My mother and I stayed in the hall while this went on. One of the Russian soldiers pushed me violently from the hall into the room and demanded that I give myself to him. I resisted and was then violently thrown to the floor by the soldier. After he had finished with me, a second Russian soldier, who had waited in front of the door and refused my mother entry, came in. This one threw me on the bed and also forced me to surrender myself to him. After this one too had finished with me, the two soldiers left the house and departed. The third soldier had already earlier gone away. He had obviously been against entering, for he said to his comrades that they should leave me in peace.

The whole awful episode took just ten minutes but its effects were enduring. Anna N.’s child was stillborn, and she was still sickly from the attack in January 1915.62

The Russian army’s most distinctive and extensively used tool of oppression was deportation. New Field Regulations issued at the end of July 1914 granted the Tsarist army unlimited authority over the population in war zones, including this power of removal. Whether in international law it was legal was more ambiguous, for its use had not been foreseen. During the first invasion of East Prussia, thousands of men were arrested and taken. Most were of military age, and were removed to stop them from joining the German army, a measure that Prussian authorities accepted as legitimate.63 Others were press ganged with their farm wagons to serve in the Tsarist military’s supply column, a clear violation of the 1907 Hague Convention. Whether legal or not, the arrests and deportations caused anguish to the men and their families. One father expressed his raw pain in a letter to Prussian authorities in which he pleaded for help to recover his seventeen-year-old son, dead or alive. On 29 August, he told officials, forty Cossacks had suddenly descended on his farm, firing their carbines. The family had been terrified:

My wife, my only child, my 17-year-old sturdy son Josef, and I fled from one room to the other, and finally in the furthermost chamber fell together on our knees and jointly prayed. The savages fell upon us like a cat or a wild beast falls on a bird family in its nest. We were mercilessly punched, pushed, thrown about. My wife screamed, was punched half to death, body searched. They pushed me to and fro with their rifles and mercilessly carried away my only son. The boy cried . . . ‘Father, save me, father save me.’ I pleaded, implored, cried as only a father can for his only child. Nothing helped.

The father followed the soldiers and his son to the edge of the nearby town, despite being threatened and beaten back. Eventually, he wrote, ‘I had to return; my child was stolen. It was in broad daylight. My God, my God!’64

After the Russians broke into East Prussia for a second time in November 1914, occupying the province’s eastern districts, deportation practices radicalized drastically. The army’s spy mania did not disappear quickly like the Germans’ franc tireur delusion but instead spiralled to new heights that autumn. The Chief of the Russian General Staff, Nikolai Ianushkevich, decided in October to make full use of his power to deport, commanding that front areas should be emptied of all enemy subjects in order to maintain operational secrecy and protect the troops from spying or ambushes.65 First enemy subjects and then, over the winter of 1914–15, hundreds of thousands of ethnic German Russian subjects were cleansed from the Tsarist Empire’s western regions. East Prussians were caught up in these vast movements. The static front in the province assisted this new Russian project, permitting the consolidation of supply lines that in turn facilitated the removal of large numbers of people, and also loot from systematically organized plundering. Not only men as earlier but also women and children, among a total of 13,000 East Prussians, were forcibly transported to the Russian interior.66

The numbers of deported would have been far higher had the head of the East Prussian civil administration, Adolf von Batocki, along with the provincial authorities and army, not organized an evacuation as the Russians advanced. Some 200,000 people from endangered areas were assisted to safety at the start of November and mostly billeted across northern and central Germany. About 50,000 made their own arrangements to escape to the hinterland, and 100,000 refugees travelled across to the western districts of East Prussia.67 For those who refused evacuation and took a great risk in remaining, Russian confusion and poor coordination sometimes proved their salvation. Despite the Chief of Staff’s order, the Tsarist commander in East Prussia, General Sievers, initially told his units to sweep German men towards enemy lines. Lower-ranked officers also had their own security concerns and solutions with the consequence that deportations were haphazard. In some places, everybody was taken, elsewhere only military-aged men, and in other areas people were left undisturbed.68 Still, according to the head of Gumbinnen County, in his invaded eastern districts over 30 per cent of the inhabitants who had not evacuated were deported.69 Desperate East Prussians fled into the province’s thick forest for protection. One man who ran off when the Russians came to his village in mid-December dug a hole in the side of an isolated gully and stayed there through the winter, living off flour mixed with cold water and unthreshed rye. He had no knowledge of the liberation in February 1915 and was discovered only at the beginning of April when, weak from hunger, he decided to give himself up and returned home.70

Those people who neither evacuated nor escaped underwent a miserable and dangerous odyssey.71 Most were transported with great inefficiency and in appalling conditions across thousands of kilometres. Infants and old people, who were numerous among the deportees, perished on the journey. The majority were dumped either on the Volga River or between it and the Ural Mountains. The US embassy in Russia, the neutral representatives tasked with checking on their welfare, was by the autumn of 1915 expressing alarm about their condition. Nowhere did Russian civil authorities have much idea of who the deportees were or feel responsible for their well-being. There was no official financial support and, to make matters worse, some authorities had banned the prisoners from paid work. In some areas, they therefore sat in compulsory idleness and penury. Elsewhere they were put to hard forced labour. American officials visiting the Volga observed ‘very real suffering’ and a ‘lack of sufficient nourishment’. Unsurprisingly given the harsh conditions in which the deportees were transported and the deprivation they faced in internment, many died. Almost one-third of the deportees, over 4,000 people, did not survive to see their homeland again.72

The invasions and the violence that accompanied them inflicted great suffering on East Prussia’s inhabitants but, rather counter-intuitively, strengthened the wider German war effort. The Reich lost little of economic value, for the province was by national standards poor, agricultural and sparsely populated. Only its capital, the port city of Königsberg, was of significance and fortunately it was never captured. Instead, the invasions gave two major psychological boosts to the Reich’s mobilization. First and most famously, the victory over the Russian Second Army at Tannenberg in the last days of August 1914 provided a powerful morale uplift for an anxious public. In Berlin, the arrival of refugees from the eastern border earlier in the month had caused great unease. News of the victorious battle, in which 92,000 prisoners and 400 guns were taken, was greeted with what the editor of the Berliner Tageblatt described as ‘unbelievable enthusiasm’.73 The commander of the defending Eighth Army, Paul von Hindenburg, became a household name overnight. The Kaiser, aware of the immense political capital that came with being seen as the liberator of East Prussia, would hurry to the province the second time it was freed, in mid-February 1915, but by then it was too late. Hindenburg’s reputation as the country’s ‘Saviour’ was already firmly fixed. The fame and popularity that he and his Chief of Staff, Erich Ludendorff, won from their defence of the province set them on a meteoric rise that would culminate two years later in appointment to the command of the German army and, ultimately, to the duo becoming Germany’s de facto wartime leadership.74

Second, less well recognized but even more significant, the Russian invasions provided the German public at the very start of hostilities with a terrifying warning of the consequences of defeat. The invasions were a formative trauma undergone not only by East Prussians but vicariously by the entire German nation. Germans hundreds of kilometres from the fighting read in their newspapers vivid, frightening and largely accurate reports of Tsarist atrocities. Troops fighting in the province, a good number of whom hailed from other parts of the Reich, added credibility to the journalism with their own, often exaggerated stories of the enemy’s brutality. Most important in transmitting East Prussia’s trauma to the rest of the country were the floods of refugees. During the Russians’ summer attack, 800,000 refugees, more than a third of East Prussia’s population, left their homes and headed westwards. The second invasion in the autumn produced fewer refugees, but thanks to the better organized official evacuation they travelled much further. Chartered trains took 34,000 to Pomerania, 21,000 to Schleswig, 20,000 to Lüneburg, 12,000 to Potsdam, and many others to different destinations across the Reich. Another 80,000 East Prussians went to relatives, mostly in Berlin and Westphalia. These people brought Germans in the centre and west of the country face to face with the consequences of invasion. Their numbers were swelled by military evacuees, as in November, fearing a deep invasion of the Reich, the army removed thousands of young men from other eastern frontier provinces. The purpose of the measure was to protect them from deportation, but according to the popular rumour mill it was necessary because the Russians routinely cut off the hands of fit German males. The measure and the myths that accompanied it underlined for all Germans the great danger faced by the Reich.75

The invasions not only inflamed widespread feelings of fear but thus quite literally brought together the German people, cementing the national solidarity that had formed at the start of hostilities. In the face of the destruction and atrocities, both true and exaggerated, it could hardly be questioned that the conflict was being fought for a good and just cause. Even the Social Democrats, the most sceptical of all Germany’s political groupings, regarded the Tsarist campaign in East Prussia to be ‘a flaming symbol of a thoroughly barbaric method of warfare’.76 Regardless of the fact that many East Prussian refugees were Polish-speaking Masurians or Lithuanians, all were feted as German brothers and what was widely presented as their ‘sacrifice for our holy cause’ was publicly honoured.77 The most powerful sign of the solidarity felt across the country, and a mark of how much other Germans identified with the beleaguered people in the invasion zone, was the spectacular success of the national fund-raising campaign to alleviate their suffering and repair the damage. Donations flooded in from all parts of the Reich, and by May 1916 had reached the impressive sum of twelve million marks.78 The trauma inflicted by this vicarious invasion, and the intense emotions of fear, anxiety and anger that had accompanied it, were not quickly forgotten. For the rest of the conflict, East Prussia would stand as an awful warning of the consequences of allowing enemy troops onto German soil. The memory and myths of the invasions would retain their ability to mobilize and unify the German people long after all danger from the Russians had passed.

RACE WAR

In Galicia, the Russian campaign of 1914–15 had a very different course and outcomes from the attacks further north. The Habsburg Crownland was, at 77,300 square kilometres, more than twice the size of East Prussia. With 8,025,675 inhabitants, 15 per cent of Austria-Hungary’s population, and a large if poor agricultural sector, it was economically a much more significant territory. Although Galicia and East Prussia were both multi-ethnic places, competition and conflict were far more marked among the peoples of the Habsburg territory. Polish aspirations for greater autonomy or independence clashed with Ukrainophiles’ hopes for a separate Crownland. The Viennese bureaucracy wished in vain that all peoples might invest more in the Austrian state idea. The Russians too had their own vision for the land. Galicia’s annexation was one of their primary war aims and there an idealistic rhetoric absent in East Prussia marked the Tsar’s campaign. The chaos of the Habsburg army’s deployment in August 1914 combined with its inferiority in numbers and equipment to give the Russians an excellent chance of success.

The Russians’ ambition and ideological aims in Galicia were manifest from the very start of the invasion. The Tsar’s army, the instrument of Europe’s most autocratic state, considered itself to be fighting a war of liberation. It regarded Ukrainian speakers as a ‘Russian people’ and aspired to unite their home, Eastern Galicia, to the Russian Motherland. The commander-in-chief, Grand Duke Nikolai Nikolaevich, issued an appeal to Galicia’s inhabitants on 16 September 1914 couched in idealistic language:

In the name of the great Russian Tsar I declare to you that Russia, which has more than once shed her blood for the emancipation of peoples from foreign yokes, seeks nothing but the restoration of right and justice. To you, peoples of Austria-Hungary, she will now bring freedom and the realization of your national aspirations.79

The contrast with Rennenkampf’s nervous warning not to resist on his entry into East Prussia could hardly have been greater. The army’s ethnographers and officers had high hopes of a friendly reception from the Crownland’s 3.2 million Ruthenes, or ‘little Russians’ as they thought of them. They were less confident about its 3.8 million Poles. Not only was the Galician Polish elite largely content with its autonomy under the Habsburgs but the brutality with which the Tsarist regime had suppressed the 1863 uprising in Congress Poland and the 1905–6 revolution still rankled. Confessional differences also mattered. Russian military ethnographers blamed Poles’ hostility on ‘Catholic fanaticism’.80 In an attempt to win over this people, Grand Duke Nikolai addressed a public manifesto to them on 14 August 1914, promising a reunification of the Polish nation, ‘joined in one under the sceptre of the Russian Emperor’.81 The Tsarist High Command’s conciliatory stance shaped its soldiers’ conduct. Jan Słomka, mayor of the Galician village of Dzików, found for example that, just so long as they were sober, Russian troops were polite and friendly when they arrived in September 1914.82

The Russian army’s invasion of Galicia was thus not at first so dominated by the delusions of civilian resistance and by the military punishments and reprisals that marked its conduct in East Prussia. Nonetheless, there was violence. This was aimed at the Crownland’s two smallest peoples, its 872,000 Jews and 90,000 Germans. The Tsarist officer corps regarded both ethnic groups as malign alien influences within a Slavic land. While the Germans were objects of fear, the Jews were targeted due to what one observant contemporary – the Jewish aid worker Shloyme Rappaport-Ansky, who travelled widely in Galicia during the occupation – called ‘the bestial anti-Semitism permeating the entire army’.83 Pre-war military ethnographic studies had portrayed Jews as untrustworthy rather than threatening: the materialistic ‘kikes’, officers agreed, were too selfish, cowardly and busy making money to put up resistance. At most, they might become paid spies for both sides.84 Once the campaign began, Russian units did sometimes convince themselves that Jews had ambushed them and reacted violently. On 29 August, in the northeastern border village of Liwcze, for example, seventeen men and one woman, among them some Jews, were shut in a house and massacred by Tsarist troops as reprisal for shots said to have come from the settlement.85 Generally, however, Russian assaults on Galicia’s Jewish population took the form of unruly pogroms motivated by prejudice and poor discipline. These were generally less lethal than the military punishments in East Prussia, for the primary intention was not to kill but rather to humiliate, rob and rape. The deaths that did take place were more usually the result of vicious sexual assault or brutal handling than of officially sanctioned execution.86

The Russian army’s earliest pogrom on Galician soil took place in mid-August 1914 at Brody, a town on the north-eastern border in which Jews composed over two-thirds of the 18,000 residents. Cossacks, who were the most anti-Semitic troops in the army and perpetrated many of the worst outrages, rode in, looted homes and shops and burned down 162 Jewish houses, factories and mills. The unlikely claim that a Jewish girl had shot at Russian troops was used to excuse the destruction; an insult, for the implication was that Jewish men were not manly enough to protect their own homes. Three Jewish men, two women and a Christian woman were killed.87 As Tsarist forces advanced deeper into the Crownland they perpetrated similar outrages. Robbery and rape were integral to the violence. Jews in the small town of Jaryczów Nowy, situated just east of Lwów, testified that they ‘did not stop for a full three months’. In Zabłotów, 200 kilometres south of Brody, Russian troops robbed townspeople and raped three Jewish women on 29 September. At Nadwórna, 60 kilometres to the west, six other Jewish women died through sexual assault and one later killed herself. The international law expert stationed at Russian military headquarters confirmed the existence of many other similar cases, some in which young girls were the victims.88 Murders were also committed. In the town of Głogów, in western Galicia, for example, a Jewish family of four was massacred after the father tried to protect his daughter from attack. Other people died from beatings or arson.89 The bloodiest and most notorious of the Russians’ atrocities took place in Galicia’s capital, Lwów, on 27 September, three weeks after they entered the city. After shots were heard and blamed on Jews, Cossacks rode through the Jewish quarter shooting. Subsequently, no one was sure of how many people were killed, but the most plausible estimates suggest that around forty-seven died. About 300 Jews were arrested.90

Despite the half-hearted orders of some senior Tsarist commanders to stop the pogroms, troops who perpetrated outrages could be confident that they would not face punishment. There were officers who even welcomed the violence, for besides inflicting pain on the despised Jews it also served the pragmatic function of winning over Polish or Ruthenian peasants, who were often encouraged to participate in the looting. Many Jews were beaten up and robbed by their neighbours.91 Not everywhere was this the case, however. Joachim Schoenfeld recalled that in his shtetl, Śniatyn, many Jews found safety with Christian families when Cossacks rampaged through in August 1914.92 Much depended on the example set by community leaders. In Jesierna, a town of 7,000 souls in Zborów district, the priests, one Polish and the other Ruthenian, helped the Jewish mayor to protect his fellow believers. Both warned their flocks against harming Jewish townspeople. The Catholic priest sheltered Jews in distress in his own lodgings and distributed material aid. When Russian troops broke into Jewish shops and threw their wares onto the streets, the Uniate cleric chased off a crowd hoping for a share of the loot, gathered up the goods, and took them for safekeeping to the town council’s office.93

The Galician Jewish population had received some warning of the danger, for before heavy fighting began in the second half of August, Russian-subject Jews started to pour across the border, running from violence meted out by the Tsar’s army as it concentrated in preparation for the campaign. As in East Prussia, the wealthy were first to leave, but once the Russians invaded poorer Galicians also departed, blocking the roads as they struggled westwards. Terror of the Russians was such that half of Galicia’s Jewish population, around 400,000 people, fled.94 Germans, the other group most in danger, also set out on the road. Often, whole communities travelled together. Georg Faust, the pastor of Dornfeld, a German village situated 6 kilometres south of Lwów, described his flock’s surprise and alarm at the speed of the Russian advance. They had thought their region would be staunchly defended, given the proximity of the Crownland capital in the north and the Mikołajów bridgehead over the Dniester River to the south, but when Habsburg troops fell back through their village shouting at them to get out, they suddenly realized how little time they had:

What to do now? . . . Anyone who went through the last hours of tormenting uncertainty will never forget them. What it means to abandon house and farm, to relinquish to the enemy the harvest just brought in, to give up one’s home patch – that’s difficult to understand . . . At eight in the morning on 1 September, a long procession moved out of the village. The old people, weak from age, the ill, [and] women with infants on their breasts [sat] on the farm wagons, which were loaded with food, fodder and bedding. Between them was driven the bleating cattle.

Altogether, there were 1,000 people, 500 head of cattle, 200 horses and 80 wagons in the column. The Dornfelders travelled for weeks, but in adverse weather ‘already after a few days several infants died, the old followed them gradually’.95

The Habsburg army’s unwillingness to warn civilian authorities of its withdrawals was not unique; German commanders embraced the same misguided secrecy during East Prussia’s first invasion, making civil-military coordination impossible and causing much unnecessary panic among the population. Galician civilians’ plight was worse, however, due to a lack of civil leadership. In Germany, Landräte, the district administrators who were the key figures in local government, and civil servants below them were obliged by instructions issued in 1891 to stay at their posts in an invasion. Although this rule was made less stringent during the 1914 invasions and some officials caused scandal by fleeing prematurely, the emphasis remained very much on staying with and guiding the unfortunate population.96 In Austria-Hungary, possibly reflecting the greater distance of imperial authorities from their peoples, very different rules applied. Instructions to the Bezirkshauptleute, the district administrators in Galicia, and to other civil servants ordered them to evacuate just before enemy troops arrived. Cooperation with an invader would be contrary to the oath of officials to Kaiser and state, the instructions stressed, and the benefits of a functioning administration to civilians must ‘yield in the face of these considerations’.97

The result of the Habsburg instructions to civil authorities was predictable: officials fled, leaving the population without guidance. Some abandoned communities panicked and, like the Dornfelders, set out on the road without making adequate preparations. Those people who remained lost all respect for the Habsburg administration. Dr Alfons Regius, a court official in the city of Czernowitz, expressed the disgust and bitterness felt by many in the invaded Crownlands of Galicia and Bukovina at the start of September. ‘The postal directorate, the Land President, but also the police directorate, the parliamentary representatives, most councillors, the rector (of Czernowitz University) with almost all professors and naturally all rich Jews have fled,’ he fulminated in his diary. All these authority figures, Regius noted with disgust, had apparently departed without ‘even only for a moment considering that it might be their duty to hold out with the citizenry’.98

Swelling the flood of refugees fleeing eastern Galicia and Bukovina were people forced to evacuate the great fortress cities of Przemyśl and Cracow. The Habsburg army evicted residents for their own safety, in the case of Ruthenes for its own security, and above all to preserve garrisons’ food stocks. It also made many inhabitants of the surrounding countryside homeless, as it demolished villages in order to allow unobstructed fields of fire for the forts. Przemyśl’s evacuation began on 4 September 1914, when all but 18,000 of its 57,000 citizens were removed. Around the city, twenty-one villages were cleared against the protests of their inhabitants.99 Cracow presented greater difficulty, for although its fortress girdle, at 50 kilometres, was only slightly longer than that of Przemyśl, the population of the city and its suburbs numbered 183,000 people.100 The first evacuation took place in mid-September, just after the Habsburg army sounded its general retreat. Initially, only enemy civilians were obliged to leave, while Austrian subjects not engaged in essential tasks were merely encouraged to depart. Those determined to stay were told to stockpile supplies for three months and warned that if before a siege it was discovered that they were inadequately provisioned, they would be ‘forcibly expelled’.101 The mood in the city darkened as rumours of military catastrophe circulated in early September and it worsened considerably when residents realized that Tsarist forces were approaching. Jan Dąbrowski, a historian living in the city, observed ‘an ever greater greater pessimism’ taking hold of his neighbours. ‘People are already counting on the possibility of a Russian government.’102 By 18 September, 50,000 people had left, around a third of Cracow’s population. To municipal authorities’ dismay, many leaders of the city’s large Jewish community were among those who departed. The President, Vice-President and numerous members of the local Jewish Council, as well as the administrators of the Jewish hospital and shelter for the terminally ill, all evacuated, leaving no funds to help their poorer and more vulnerable co-believers. When the respected Liberal Rabbi and head of the city’s Temple Synagogue, Dr Osias Thon, abandoned the city too, outrage gripped the Jewish quarter of Kazimierz.103

The Austro-Hungarian army’s advance and the relief of besieged Przemyśl on 9 October ended the emergency, but only temporarily. At the start of November, the Russians again pushed forward, this time to within just 12 kilometres of Cracow.104 Panic gripped the city: ‘people are anxious about a siege,’ Dąbrowski recorded in the middle of the month. ‘It is possible to see even the most esteemed men fearful.’ Defensive preparations added to the unease. Seemingly never-ending columns of soldiers marched grimly through Cracow and, as at Przemyśl, new emplacements were dug in front of the forts and villages on the perimeter were burned.105 Cracow’s fortress commander, General Karl Kuk, pressed citizens to depart. The poor, among whom rumours were circulating of horrendous refugee camps, steadily resisted. Appeals were ignored and most free evacuation trains departed empty.106 This time, therefore, evacuation was made compulsory. The military planned to move 80,000 to 90,000 people out of the city.107

On 6 November posters appeared on Cracow’s streets warning that residents without three months of provisions had five days to leave. Twenty commissions circulated houses to check citizens’ stocks of food. Evacuation trains, each capable of carrying 1,500 people, were organized.108 Already three days later, soldiers started to herd poor people to the railway station. Yet ensuring that they departed proved impossible. Once their military escort had left them on the platform, those designated for compulsory evacuation turned around and scurried home. Some hid or locked themselves in their apartments. Others fooled the commissions tasked with checking their supplies. Barrels, chests and sacks containing a sprinkling of sugar, flour or potatoes on top and padded underneath with cardboard were presented for inspection.109 Neighbours pooled their resources; supplies were borrowed, shown as evidence that the ‘owners’ could feed themselves for three months and, once permission had been granted to remain, those same supplies were passed to another family to put before the commissions.110 Desperate to reduce the city’s population to just 40,000, Kuk resorted to violence. On 12 November town officials, police and six companies of soldiers were gathered to drive out the poor ‘with armed force’. The troops were instructed to ‘proceed ruthlessly’ and ensure that those without permission to stay were left beyond the fortress defences.111 Even this failed, however. The fortress commander admitted despairingly that ‘whole regiments would have to be used’ in order to clear the city. Most evacuees would have to walk and, he fatalistically predicted, the operation would ‘doubtless be the most serious calamity’.112

Fortunately, the Russian army’s advance ended outside Cracow. Residents listened anxiously to the thunder of artillery throughout the second half of November, but at the start of the following month a Habsburg offensive south of the city forced a Russian withdrawal. By the end of 1914, the front stretched along the Dunajec River 70 kilometres to the east and along the Carpathians bordering Hungary.113 Cracovians could breathe a sigh of relief. Despite another scare in March 1915, when the fortress of Przemyśl fell to the Russians, their city would not be threatened again during the First World War. However, for their fellow Habsburg subjects languishing under Tsarist occupation further east, the ordeal was anything but over. Indeed, for Galician Jews, life was about to become much, much worse.

LIFE IN GREAT RUSSIA

In April 1915 on a visit to subjugated Lwów, the Russian Tsar Nikolai II made a proclamation which, though for him an incontestable truth, was in reality a radical vision of a new order: ‘there is no Galicia, rather a Great Russia to the Carpathians’.114 Governor General Count Georgii Bobrinskii and the military occupation regime installed under him in September 1914 had the task of bridging the gap between the multi-ethnic Habsburg reality and the Tsar’s imagined Russian future for the Crownland. The Governor General was a moderate, at least by the extreme standards of pan-Slavic imperial Russian officialdom. His first speech eight days after taking office promised religious tolerance to Galicia’s population and he showed himself willing to cooperate with local elites, if only to ensure smooth administration. Nonetheless, Bobrinskii’s regime was anything but benign. Ominously for its inhabitants, the occupied territory was reorganized on the administrative model used within the Tsarist Empire, with three provinces established around Lwów, Tarnopol and Czernowitz, along with a fourth around Przemyśl after its capture in March 1915. From the start, the Governor General made clear that eastern Galicia and the Lemko region were ‘native Russian lands and should be ruled according to Russian principles’.115

Bobrinskii favoured a course of cautious state-building in Galicia. Russian control was to be established but inhabitants should not be antagonized in wartime with more drastic initiatives. Government ministers, fearful of attracting negative press in the liberal western European allies on whom their empire was dependent for financial support, agreed. However, military commanders, above all the army’s anti-Semitic Chief of Staff, General Nikolai Ianushkevich, were much more radical. At Stavka, the Russian High Command, war was regarded as a unique opportunity to implement dramatic change under martial law, before peace returned civilian oversight and greater international scrutiny. The generals’ views mattered, as they retained considerable power in Galicia. The South-West Front’s Quartermaster General, Lieutenant General A. Zabelin, was Bobrinskii’s superior. Moreover, the Governor General’s authority in the occupied territory was not absolute, for the Third and Eighth Army commanders controlled their own rear areas, possessed independent hierarchies answering only to them, and frequently issued orders affecting the civilian population. Hyper-patriotic activists of the Galician-Russian Benevolent Society with connections at the Tsar’s court and in Stavka agitated tirelessly for radical assimilationist measures. Lower officials transferred to help administer the occupied territory also often shared army officers’ Greater Russian chauvinism and anti-Semitism. Consequently, even when Bobrinskii sought to avoid or curb abrasive treatment of civilians, his orders were not necessarily followed.116

The Russians embarked with alacrity on the project of remaking, or as their officials preferred to present it, restoring eastern Galicia to its ‘primordial’ Russian state. When Lwów fell on 3 September, the occupiers set about erasing all awkward evidence of its Habsburg past or inconvenient multiculturalism. The city hall’s clock was reset to St Petersburg time and the Julian calendar introduced to mark the end of the Austro-Polish era. Habsburg eagles were torn from public buildings and shopkeepers were ordered to display Cyrillic signs. Lwów’s Polish street signs were eventually covered over by new Russian ones, although the Polish municipal authorities stalled on this for many months. Russian festivals were also imposed. On 19 December 1914, the Tsar’s name day, military police went from house to house to ensure that all displayed suitably coloured decoration.117 Bobrinskii did make some concessions. Lwów’s Polish-dominated municipal council was permitted to continue functioning under its Vice President Tadeusz Rutowski. In accordance with international law, the Austro-Polish civil administration, including the courts and police, was kept in operation and Austrian law continued to be dispensed, although now ‘in the name of the Russian emperor’.118 State offices were permitted to continue using the Polish language, as under the Habsburgs, but ‘only temporarily’, and Catholic clergy were permitted to devote public prayers for ‘the Emperor’, without specifying whether the Habsburg Monarch or Romanov Tsar was meant. Some among the Polish elites sought to ingratiate themselves with the occupier. A few nobles fearful of losing their property became friendly once the Russians started to sequester the estates of absent aristocrats. Polish National Democrat leaders also offered support, although in their case on ideological grounds: they believed the promises of a united and autonomous Poland in the event of Tsarist victory. Few among their followers were convinced, however, and the party newspaper’s circulation plummeted from 13,000 to 3,000 during the occupation. For most educated Poles, it was clear that the Russians posed a mortal threat to their political hegemony in eastern Galicia.119

The stakes were still higher for Ruthenes, who under Russian rule faced the prospect of cultural annihilation. The Tsarist regime denied the existence of any such entity as the Ukrainian people, and had long striven ruthlessly to suppress all nationalist stirrings within its own Ukrainian minority. In eastern Galicia, it began the occupation by imprisoning Ukrainophile leaders, whose numbers had already been decimated through internment by Polish Galician authorities and misguided persecution by the treason-obsessed Habsburg army at the war’s outbreak. Some 173 were taken as hostages to Russia, among them forty-five Uniate priests as well as directors of Ruthenian schools and economic institutions. The most prominent prisoner was the respected and influential Greek-Catholic Metropolitan of Lwów, Archbishop Andrei Sheptits’kyi, whose combating of Russophile Orthodox missionizing in Galicia and secret proselytizing in Russian Ukraine before the war had made him a marked man for the Tsarist army. The Chief of Staff, Ianushkevich, had promised to bring him in ‘dead or alive’. In September 1914 he was personally arrested by General Brusilov, commander of the Eighth Army, and deported across the border to Kiev.120

With the deportation of nationalist intellectuals and hostile priests, Bobrinskii’s regime could embark on remoulding Ruthenes into Russians. It received some support for this project from Galician Russophile intellectuals and Orthodox priests, a minority which, in this land of still fluid national identities, regarded itself as part of the Russian people.121 Two key sources of identity were attacked. The first was the Ukrainian language, which as in Russia was banished from public life. Ukrainian bookshops were closed and books and newspapers in the language banned from publication. The Polish press were forbidden by the censor from even printing the word ‘Ruthenian’; ‘Russian’ had to be used instead.122 Most importantly, educational reform was introduced. All schools in Galicia were shut down after the invasion, and although at the end of 1914 some Polish ones were permitted to reopen, Ruthenian schools remained permanently closed. The occupation authorities, taking a long view, plotted to turn Galicia into an organic part of Great Russia by educating Ruthenian children in Russian. Over the winter of 1914–15, special courses were organized in both Galicia and St Petersburg to train teachers in the conqueror’s language. Take-up was disappointing, however, for only around 250 Ruthenian teachers, one-tenth of the total, agreed to attend. While fighting continued and the region’s fate remained undecided, there were limits to the ability of the military occupation regime to implement its Russification programme.123

The second pillar of Ruthenes’ identity, their Uniate Church and faith, was also attacked. Unlike the campaign against the Ukrainian language, this proved not merely ineffective but actually counter-productive. Initially, the Tsarist military had been successful in courting Ruthenian peasants. For them, life during the occupation was better than in peace under their Polish noble landlords. The Russians encouraged Ruthenians to loot estates and settle scores with Jewish neighbours. The occupiers offered seed, food and other goods, often plundered from Jews, at bargain prices. Their popularity rose further when the rumour spread that the Tsar wished to take the land from nobles and Jews and distribute it to the peasantry.124 However, much of the goodwill evaporated once the Russians began to interfere in peasants’ confessional lives. The Tsar was personally to blame for this misstep, for it was he who appointed Archbishop Evlogii, a militant cleric who had made his reputation fighting tooth and nail to rein in Catholic influence in Russia’s western borderlands, to further the interests of the Orthodox Church in Galicia. From his arrival in December 1914, Evlogii’s conduct was insulting. His first act was to celebrate the Tsar’s name day by holding Masses, against the wishes of their clergy, in two of Lwów’s Uniate cathedrals. He gave a provocative sermon, calling on the priests of ‘Galician Rus’ to lead their people into ‘organic unity with Great Russia’ and to bring about a ‘historic union with the Orthodox Russian Church’.125

Bobrinskii and Ianushkevich were usually at loggerheads, but Evlogii succeeded in bringing them together with his proselytizing zeal, which both feared would inflame resistance in the army’s rear areas. In the spring of 1915 these concerns brought about his recall. Nonetheless, ruthless missionizing continued. Bobrinskii’s stricture that Orthodox priests should not be sent to replace Uniate incumbents unless three-quarters of the people in any parish had first voted in support was frequently disregarded. Uniate priests were forced to share or even surrender their churches to Russian Orthodox clergy. Some saw parts of their land, on which they depended for their livelihood, transferred to their rivals. A few were murdered. Their parishioners were also coerced. Peasants were threatened with the confiscation of their land or told that their children would be taken from them if they did not convert to Orthodoxy.126 More subtle methods were also employed; by holding Orthodox Masses in Uniate churches, some of Evlogii’s clergy sought to convert by stealth. Nonetheless, their success was very limited. Time was short, peasants’ loyalties to their Church were strong and the incumbent clergy resisted, advising flocks to take Mass in a Roman Catholic church when no Uniate priest was available. By the occupation’s end, despite the pressure exerted by Tsarist officials, only between fifty and a hundred of the Uniate Church’s approximately 1,500 Galician parishes had opted for Russian Orthodoxy.127

The greatest victims of Russian occupation were Galicia’s Jews. Their treatment was, as an official Habsburg report written in the aftermath of the invasion discovered, ‘much more severe than that of the rest of other classes in the population, in places truly inhuman’.128 Tsarist officers soon came to believe that, as the ethnographic studies had predicted, Jews were spying and working to undermine the Russian occupation, and so singled them out for harsh treatment. Hostages, whose numbers increased rapidly from October 1914, were drawn disproportionately from the Jewish population: although Jews made up only an eighth of eastern Galicia’s inhabitants, they were more than half – 1,160 – of the 2,130 hostages deported by the Russian army up to mid-1915.129 Financial penalties too were levied primarily against them. When Stanisławów, a city in the south-east of the Crownland, was fined 50,000 crowns as a punishment for alleged sabotage, it was stipulated that Jewish residents were to pay 36,000. To rub in the unfairness, the sum was collected in full, while the city’s Poles and Ruthenes were forgiven the remaining 14,000 crowns. Similarly, when telephone lines in the surroundings of Kołomyja were damaged, Jews were blamed and warned either to pay a heavy fine or face expulsion from the city.130

Tsarist civilian officials appointed to oversee the localities were even worse than the army officers. The dregs of the imperial bureaucracy, poorly educated, anti-Semitic and venal, they abused Jews mercilessly. The City Governor of Lwów, Yevstafiy Nikolaiyevich Skalon, is a good example. As the well-informed Rappaport-Ansky recounted, he had already become notorious for his corruption as Police Commissioner of Kiev. In Galicia, he ‘openly took bribes, fleeced the living and the dead, and victimized both individuals and the whole community’. With house searches, arrests and threats ‘to string up every tenth Jew’, he extorted a thousand roubles of protection money from the Jews of the city.131 Disturbingly for Austrian leaders, many Habsburg police and justice officials collaborated with the Russians, and some took advantage of the occupation regime’s anti-Semitism to vent their own hatred of Jews. These Polish civil servants, it was claimed, had ‘made their business the systematic persecution of the Jews, their suppression, pauperization and humiliation in front of the authorities and population’.132 The Chief of Police in Przemyśl, Eugen Wierzbowski, who was subsequently sentenced to a year and ten months’ hard labour for collaboration, was singled out for particular criticism. Jews were convinced, against the denials of Galician officials, that Wierzbowski had directed Russian officers seeking billets to wealthy Jews’ apartments, singled out the most respected Jews for hard and demeaning street cleaning and fortress-building work, and betrayed Jewish men of military age, who were then deported.133

Persecuted, unprotected by law, and at the mercy of prejudiced Tsarist town commandants and greedy civil officials, hate-filled collaborators and violent soldiers, the Jews found themselves in a form of purgatory due to the occupation. Accentuating their suffering were epidemics brought by Russian troops into Galicia. Typhoid, smallpox and above all cholera ravaged the whole population. The damage to housing and infrastructure – 188,981 buildings were destroyed during the invasions – made all vulnerable, but Jews, whose shtetls had often been singled out for arson by Russian troops, were probably particularly exposed.134 Some 200 Jews died in the town of Zaleszczyki and 300 each in Nadwórna and Horodenka. In Jaryczow Nowy, the 140 people killed by epidemic diseases represented about a sixth of the town’s Jewish population.135 To Manès Sperber, a child at the time in the shtetl of Zabłotów, it seemed that the end of the night was the peak time for deaths, for it was then that the weeping of the bereaved frequently awoke him. ‘In the nocturnal stillness’ one could hear ‘the cries of the family trying to hold back the dying person.’ The corpses of the dead were terrible to behold, their faces distorted. ‘Some lay there as if their terrible cramp had only relaxed that very instant.’136

The Tsarist High Command, and especially the virulently anti-Semitic Chief of Staff, Nikolai Ianushkevich, foresaw no place for Jews in Galicia’s Russian future. Meals at headquarters were enlivened by animated debate among officers on how best to go about ‘exterminating’ them.137 However, in practice, Stavka had no genocidal intentions but instead proposed to uproot Galicia’s Jews by destroying their livelihoods. The first step was to demand the confiscation of the 8 per cent of Galician land in Jewish ownership. Against objections from both Bobrinskii and the government, Ianushkevich argued cynically that if the victims were to have Russian citizenship imposed on them, the plan would not contravene international law. A census of Jewish land ownership was taken over the winter of 1914–15, and in February 1915 the Tsar signed a ‘Liquidation Law’ permitting land owned by Austro-Hungarian and German Jewish subjects within 160 kilometres of the front to be expropriated. Other, even more damaging measures aimed against Jews were the restrictions placed by the military on their freedom of movement in February 1915 and, after Ianushkevich’s complaints, in March the dismissal of nearly all Jewish Galician court employees. The limitations on movement were a particularly heavy blow, for although motivated principally by security concerns, their primary effect was economic. Jews were forbidden to enter Galicia or to move between its districts, and as Bobrinskii had rightly predicted, this cut off Jewish traders from their markets and hindered the army from buying the goods it needed. That, in turn, led commanders to claim that Jews were sabotaging the war effort by denying the wares they now did not have to the Russian military.138

The Tsarist army’s security paranoia, which spiralled over the autumn of 1914, ultimately prompted it to turn in Galicia, as elsewhere, to mass deportation. Jews were late victims of this measure. First to be affected in the summer had been enemy subjects in Russia’s western borderlands and military-aged men in conquered territories. In the winter of 1914–15, the practice had radicalized when the army started targeting Germans as an ethnic group. The thousands of East Prussians deported to the Volga were dwarfed by the hundreds of thousands of people from Russia’s own German minority cleared from western regions. Only from January 1915 were Jews, still considered a less dangerous collective than the Germans, subject to major centrally organized deportations. Interestingly, the measure was conceived at first in reaction to Habsburg atrocities, an early case of racial stereotyping by the region’s autocratic regimes interacting to produce escalating suffering and bloodshed for its ethnically mixed population.139 After the Habsburg army recaptured Czernowitz, the capital of Bukovina, in October 1914, disturbing reports of its brutal punishments, including the hanging of Russophile peasants, reached Russian military commanders. Local Jews were blamed for identifying Russian sympathizers to the Austrians. When, after being retaken by the Russians, Czernowitz appeared again to be about to fall to Habsburg forces in late January 1915, Ianushkevich ordered hostage-taking and deportations ‘in order to prevent atrocities against the population which is devoted to us’.140

Ianushkevich’s obsession with spies bred collective hysteria throughout the army and soon led to the extension of deportations across the Galician front.141 Embracing an idea first suggested for use against German men, the commander-in-chief Grand Duke Nikolai ordered on 12 March 1915 that Jews be pushed towards Austro-Hungarian positions. Within a week the order had been carried out, although, as in East Prussia, patchily. The town of Tyśmienica was one place affected. On 17 March, Russian troops herded around 2,000 Jews towards the firing line. As a means of expulsion, the measure was totally ineffective; eventually the unfortunate people were allowed to return. Their absence did, however, allow local officials and soldiers the opportunity to plunder their homes. In other areas, Jews were sent east rather than west. The Jewish population of Mościska was driven, regardless of age or health, 35 kilometres eastwards to Gródek and some people were made to trek 65 kilometres to Lwów. The Russians claimed that spying by these people had prevented their troops from capturing the nearby besieged fortress of Przemyśl.142 Around 10,000 people were caught up in similar expulsions. When, a fortnight later, the fortress city did capitulate to Tsarist forces, more deportations followed. From late March, 17,000 Jews were expelled from Przemyśl, many of whom crowded into Lwów. Bobrinskii, who disapproved of the measures, faced a humanitarian crisis. The old, infirm and infants were among the people forced out of their homes, with no thought given as to how they could be provisioned and sheltered. Many died from hunger, exhaustion and exposure. When Bobrinskii’s military superiors ordered him to transfer the deported Jews to Russian governorships further east, the horrified imperial government belatedly became aware of Stavka’s actions and began to protest vociferously. Regardless, the deportations continued in April.143

At the start of the following month, the strategic balance on the Eastern Front was overturned when the Central Powers launched a successful offensive at Gorlice-Tarnów. In the following chaotic Russian retreat through Galicia, attacks on Jews escalated dramatically. Shloyme Rappaport-Ansky observed how ‘fiery rings’, the sign of villages and towns burning, were clearly visible at night along the routes taken by withdrawing troops. Jewish quarters were plundered and people beaten, murdered and executed. Again, there were many rapes. Community leaders were taken as hostages to Russia.144 Jews were the principal victims, but Galicia’s Gentile population also now found itself in danger. Jan Słomka, the Polish mayor of the village of Dzików, described how during this period his district ‘was stripped cleanest of everything’. Germans and Poles were, after Jews, targeted as hostages. They were taken as insurance that Russophiles would not be punished by the advancing Habsburg army.145 As Stavka’s desperation grew, its orders became more ruthless. First, units were commanded to arrest all men aged between eighteen and fifty. Then, on 12 June, ten days before the fall of Lwów, a new instruction was issued to evacuate the entire population from the front zone. As a concession to the Russian government, Jews were excluded from the measure; instead, they were to be forced towards the enemy. Some Galicians managed to flee when the Russians came. Others bribed corrupt commanders to overlook them. Nonetheless, the number of people moved was staggering. Some 50,000 Jews were shifted pointlessly and painfully around Galicia and between 20,000 and 50,000 were forced into Russia, many ending up in Siberia or Turkestan. About 50,000 Gentiles were also deported or evacuated under wretched conditions in the summer of 1915.146

The Tsarist army’s attempt to remake Galicia as a Russian land was a disaster. People who had once sympathized with the Tsar’s pan-Slavic aims were alienated by his army’s brutality and religious intolerance. Astonishingly, however, Habsburg rulers failed to benefit, for on reconquering the Crownland, they themselves promptly set about alienating every section of the population. Emperor Franz Joseph made a grave error in listening to the advice of his General Staff Chief, Conrad von Hötzendorf, and replacing the Polish Statthalter, the head of the Crownland’s administration, with a soldier, General Hermann von Colard. Conrad blamed the Polish establishment as the cause of what he still believed had been ubiquitous Ruthenian treason in the autumn of 1914. The Poles, he argued, had pushed Ruthenes into the Russian camp in peacetime by repressing Ukrainophile nationalists and promoting Russophiles who had appeared to pose less of a threat to their local political hegemony. While this argument had some merit, the removal of the Crownland from Polish conservatives’ control inevitably perturbed and alienated these traditionally loyal elites.147 That the appointment of a general found much favour with Ruthenes is also unlikely. They were still traumatized by the Habsburg army’s autumn bloodletting. Fearful of another encounter with the force, many thousands fled with the retreating Russians. As one refugee told Rappaport-Ansky, they were still afraid of the Magyars: ‘Wherever they arrive, they take along the healthy young men and slaughter everyone else!’148

The initial joy at liberation felt by much of the rest of the population also did not last long. The Habsburg military administration foisted on Lwów was incompetent and repressive, and the city suffered a severe food supply crisis in the months after it was freed. By the end of 1915, there were complaints that only smuggling from Hungary, to which the authorities turned a blind eye, was keeping the population alive.149 Worse still, the army launched a witch hunt for collaborators, demonstrating how little it had learned since the autumn. Hundreds were arrested in Lwów alone. In villages in western Galicia, Polish peasants accused of cooperating with the enemy were strung up.150 The military caused further antagonism with the predatory way that it went about seizing recruits to replace the soldiers frittered away in the war’s first campaigns and in fruitless winter offensives in the Carpathians. Dawn house searches and flying checkpoints were used to trap new cannon fodder. More generally, Habsburg troops’ cruel and contemptuous treatment of the Galician population, which they clearly regarded as universally Russophile, was alienating. Lwów illustrates the hostility that developed among Galician civilians for the Habsburg military. There, relations descended to the point at which citizens rioted against the garrison. Detested Hungarian soldiers were withdrawn but the Czechs who replaced them were no better. ‘Seldom was an administration so hated,’ observed one contemporary. Pro-Austrians joked bitterly that the Russians should award the Habsburg army a medal: ‘it has understood perfectly how to alienate the Lwów population’.151

‘UNWELCOME CO-EATERS’

The Russian invasion of Galicia had a profound impact on Austria-Hungary. Not only did the Habsburg and Tsarist armies’ brutality undermine the credibility of both imperial regimes among peoples in the Crownland but, as with East Prussia, the effects of invasion reverberated over much greater distances. Unlike in the Reich, however, these effects were wholly negative. The seeds of the Habsburg Empire’s collapse were sown by the invasion. Economically, Galicia was, in contrast to the Reich’s invaded province, a crucial region. It was indispensable for Austria’s food supply, containing about one-third of the western half of the Empire’s arable land. The invasion disrupted its agriculture, destroyed infrastructure and depleted cattle. In the Crownland’s east, the number of horses and cows dropped by over 40 per cent and that of pigs by a catastrophic 70 per cent.152 This damage to farming would soon be rued in kitchens across Austria and be a key cause of the shortage and starvation that brought social and political turmoil in later war years. Additionally, Galicia was the Central Powers’ main source of petroleum. Its oil industry suffered significant damage: two-thirds of its derricks were burned down, some wells set on fire, and around a million tons of oil were lost through damage to reservoirs and production stoppage. Here, however, the retreating Tsarist army missed a potentially decisive opportunity. Too intent on beating up Jews to recognize the strategic importance of oil fields, it undertook no systematic sabotage and even left 480,000 tons of oil in storage tanks. Galicia went on to supply three-fifths of the Central Powers’ wartime petrol and diesel. Germany’s notorious U-boat campaigns later in the conflict would not have been possible without it.153

The invasion of Galicia not only damaged Austria-Hungary economically but also tore apart its fragile society. As in East Prussia, waves of refugees rippled from the Crownland spreading the shock and trauma to distant parts of the Empire. The humanitarian disaster was even greater than in the Reich because the Russians penetrated much deeper and several major cities had to be evacuated. Over a million people fled their homes and sought shelter in the Austrian heartlands to the west in 1914–15.154 They imposed an immense financial burden on the Habsburg state. In total, 2,243.1 million crowns were spent on war relief for refugees, which was 2.36 per cent of Austria-Hungary’s direct war expenditure.155 More damaging, however, was the social cost. The Empire had just about coped in peacetime with internal disputes between neighbouring peoples over local power and resources. When hundreds of thousands of Galicians suddenly arrived in the west of the Empire, placing huge strains on infrastructure, they exposed the weakness of a vast multi-ethnic empire at war. The solidarity felt across the German nation state towards East Prussian refugees was not seen in Austria, where Germans, Czechs, Slovenes and Hungarians regarded the impoverished Jewish, Polish and Ruthenian arrivals as unwelcome foreigners. The large population movements soon inflamed racial strife and, due to the great number of Jews among the refugees, a virulent anti-Semitism.

Refugees’ woes had already begun in Galicia, where official hostility added to the hardships of flight. The Habsburg army had not foreseen that masses of people would flee westwards and evinced little sympathy for them. At best, refugees were regarded as an unpatriotic nuisance, selfishly obstructing roads urgently needed for military transport. At worst, gripped like its opponent by spy paranoia, the army treated them as objects of fear and suspicion. Commanders warned hysterically that disguised Tsarist officers were mixed in among the refugees. Some were said to be reconnoitring behind Austrian lines, others to be heading to the Empire’s major cities in order to make contact with Russian prisoners of war.156 More justifiably, refugees were also feared as disease-carriers who might spread a cholera or typhus epidemic into Austria-Hungary’s heartlands. The civil bureaucracy, although also initially surprised by the mass exodus, acted ruthlessly. The Austrian Interior Minister, Baron Karl Heinold von Udyński, deliberately attempted in early October to reduce the speed at which the wretched people could escape the Crownland. The number of special evacuation trains was decreased and Galician authorities were ordered to cease issuing free rail passes to refugees.157

As well as attempting to slow the flood, Habsburg authorities took measures to direct and control it. An early intention to treat evacuees who left on military orders differently from refugees departing of their own volition proved impracticable, as both groups mixed on trains out of Galicia.158 Instead, refugees’ experiences were shaped by other criteria. Wealth and social standing were extremely important. Those capable of supporting themselves could go where they wished. The impoverished majority, however, were caught up in the workings of a huge bureaucracy. They were, so far as possible, stopped from travelling on ordinary trains and collected for dispatch in special refugee transports. To supervise them, police boarded the transports at three so-called ‘embarkation stations’, Wadowice, Ujzsolna and Oświęcim; many of the wretched Jewish refugees who passed through the last of these locked in cattle wagons in 1914 and 1915 would return in similar transport three decades later when, under its German name, Auschwitz, it was the most infamous killing centre of the Holocaust. The transports then steamed to ‘Inspection Stations’, the two largest of which were situated at Prerau and Ungarisch-Hradisch (today Přerov and Uherské Hradiště in the Czech Republic). Here the refugees were disembarked, registered and divided according to ethnicity and religion. They then passed through a minimum two-week quarantine period. The accommodation was poor and overcrowded, the food bad, and compulsory baths in cold water made many of the people ill. These places consequently bred rather than isolated epidemic disease. If the refugees survived this period, they were distributed to the camps or communities earmarked to house them. Ruthenes were sent to Carinthia, while Poles were divided in a rough ratio of three to one between Bohemia and Carniola (a region today in Slovenia). Jewish refugees were transported to Moravia.159

Instead of fleeing westwards, some Galician refugees chose to head south, into Hungary. Yet in an early demonstration of the lack of solidarity that was to plague the Habsburg war effort until 1918, the Magyar government took the view that the refugees were a purely Austrian problem and refused to assist. Many were stopped at border posts, although often they simply crossed at other points. Tens of thousands were ejected from Magyar lands. Others stayed but were not made welcome. An appeal sent to the Austrian Ministry of the Interior by some of these impoverished people in November 1914 explained their tragic situation:

It is already four months since we Galician refugees were thrown out of our homeland, where we left behind all our goods and possessions – [We are] in a land (Hungary) where no one understands us and we don’t understand them[.] There is no mercy[,] we are considered to be animals . . . We remain poor and naked, our elder sons are on the field of battle, our small children cry for bread, we are numb with cold and no one cares for us.

Begging for help, the refugees asked the Minister ‘either to take pity with bread in order to keep us alive, or to have all of us shot, as starvation is much worse than death’.160

The plight of refugees in Austria was, however, often little better. Those sent to barrack camps, around 200,000 people by mid-1915, suffered most. The camps had been built hastily in the first months of war with the intention of both housing the refugees and, no less important, isolating them from the Austrian hinterland’s population. They were prisons. Even under Austria’s unusually draconian emergency laws, the indefinite incarceration of subjects not accused of any crime was illegal. The Interior Minister acknowledged this but consciously prioritized what he termed ‘important state interests’ above the law, lamely hoping that the measure might, at some later point, be justified. Perhaps no more could be expected of a government which, since the closure of the Reichsrat in March 1914, had ruled unconstitutionally. Living conditions in the camps were awful. The camp at Chotzen in Bohemia, built to hold 22,000 Polish refugees, offers a typically miserable example. Each of its thirty-seven barracks of 878 square metres was supposed to hold 530 people. Every family was allocated a small room with wooden walls on three sides and a canvas screen on the fourth. Rooms that backed onto an exterior wall had access to light but were too far from the two stoves in the middle of the barracks to be warm. Rooms on the inside were warm but had no light. A journalist who visited the camp condemned the conditions as ‘horrendous’. The air, he wrote, ‘is putrid, stinking and damp’. There was hardly any privacy: ‘The crying of ill children, boys playing on mouth harmonicas and the noise made by several arguing women . . . as well as the loud and threatening orders of the barrack commandant fill the air here and unite in a symphony of such discord that any person would seek to exit this terrible place of refugee misery as quickly as possible’. As a result of the unsanitary living conditions and lack of medical care, there were numerous epidemics. A third of the Polish refugees incarcerated in Chotzen perished.161

Despite early intentions to house all refugees in camps, the flood of people from Galicia and, later, from the border with Italy was so large that no more than a fifth could be accommodated.162 Most were either billeted on smaller communities across the land or managed to make their own way to one of the Empire’s great western cities. Few corners of Austria were left untouched by the waves of refugees. In November 1914 there were 90,000 refugees in Bohemia, 6,000 in Carinthia and 4,000 in Upper Austria. Moravia and Styria had 25,000 each, and Salzburg and Carniola 5,000 each. In spite of belated attempts to bar entry, Vienna was, with 140,000 refugees, a particularly important destination.163 These large numbers did not reflect any enthusiasm in the Crownlands to take in Galician refugees. Although Austria’s Interior Ministry ruled that refugees might constitute no more than 2 per cent of a community’s inhabitants, thus limiting the burden of helping these people, only areas with labour shortages expressed any interest in taking them in.164 The hostility that Galicians met from bureaucrats and public alike contrasted strikingly with the great public sympathy that East Prussian refugees attracted in Germany. To a large degree, this reflected the more tenuous ties between peoples in a multi-ethnic empire compared with the solid ‘imagined community’ of a modern nation state. East Prussia, with its past of Teutonic Knights, castles and border skirmishes, occupied a central position in German national mythology and was imagined as an integral part of the Reich. Austrians, by contrast, felt no such affinity to Galicia. The land was a peripheral imperial possession. No romantic history linked its peoples to the rest of Franz Joseph’s realm. To his subjects in the more developed west, Galicia’s conservatism and poverty were more resonant of barbaric Asia than Austria or Europe.165

The lack of a strong bond between the disparate Habsburg lands was accentuated by three further circumstantial factors generating hostility towards refugees. First, the narratives disseminated by governments and newspapers to explain the unfortunate people’s plight encouraged fear and distrust. In sharp contrast to Germany, where public praise of East Prussians was fulsome, in Austria Galicians were scapegoated for the Habsburg army’s first catastrophic defeats. The stories of Ruthenes’ treachery that gripped the front were spread by newspapers throughout the Empire, and the segregation of so many refugees in camps, the like of which was not seen in the Reich, also sent a strong signal that the new arrivals were criminal. Suspicion and fear prevailed. Miecisław Schwestek, one of 3,000 Galician and Bukovinian railway employees evacuated to Tyrol, found the people there hostile even at the end of September 1914. They made no distinction between Poles and Ukrainians and, he complained, were ‘suspecting us of treason’.166

Second, in the autumn of 1914, just as the refugees arrived en masse in the west, the first food shortages and price inflation were starting to be felt across Austria. The newcomers were naturally blamed and resented, in the words of one Crownland head, as ‘unwelcome co-eaters’. By April 1915 the Viennese Police were warning presciently that unless food shortages eased, attacks on refugees by the population were to be expected.167 Above all in the capital, although also in Bohemia and elsewhere, these economic grievances were closely tied to a third factor: anti-Semitism. Jews made up two-fifths of the refugees in Austria, but they were the vast majority of the 200,000 sheltering in Vienna. Many had gone to the capital in the hope of staying with family or friends. Others had been directed there by authorities who hoped that the city’s large Jewish community would help to support its impoverished Galician co-believers. Hostility was immediate: complaints that Vienna was ‘overfilled’ with refugees were already heard in mid-September, when fewer than 50,000 had arrived in this metropolis of one million souls. A month later, signs were posted around the city, telling the refugees to go home.168

Jewish refugees were special targets of hatred in Vienna in part because of their numbers and also because the city had a history of anti-Semitism, formed during earlier waves of Orthodox Jewish immigration. Since the stock market crash of 1873 middle-class Viennese had tended to regard Jews as practitioners of a particularly selfish and ruthless brand of capitalism, and this prejudice dovetailed very neatly with new wartime economic grievances.169 Accusations that Jewish refugees were spongers and spivs were soon voiced out loud and grew more numerous as supplies of food and household items diminished. Wild rumours were widely believed. One typical story claimed that a single Jew had managed to corner the supply of matches in Budapest, raising prices sky high. In fact, contrary to the implication of such stories that Jewish refugees had immense wealth at their disposal, most lived in conditions of abject penury. Municipal authorities, terrified that the refugees might stay, strove to make life unbearable for these unwelcome guests, denying them work permits and repeatedly urging them to return home at the earliest opportunity. The state support for refugees, at 70 hellers, covered only a third of minimum living costs. To make ends meet, refugee families crowded into rooms together, contributing to a rise in epidemic disease during the first half of 1915. Both the Interior and Finance Ministers recognized the patent inadequacy of the support, yet straitened state finances ruled out any increase to a realistic level. Refugees who complained risked having even this slender allowance cut.170

Austrian attitudes towards refugees were, in fairness, not characterized solely by indifference and hostility. There were individuals and private organizations who worked tirelessly to alleviate suffering and intervene with government on behalf of refugees. Foremost among them was the Vienna-based Central Welfare Bureau for Refugees from Galicia and Bukovina. This body, which was funded by the Interior Ministry, paid out support and distributed warm clothing, helped refugees to find accommodation, employment and medical aid, and managed nurseries, schools and even a library. Charities too chipped in to help. Zionist and assimilationist Jewish organizations vied to assist and gain adherents among the refugees.171 Nonetheless, the assistance had limited impact. The refugees were too numerous and the state’s generosity and competence severely limited. Civil society urgently needed to be engaged, yet there was little public understanding of the suffering endured by refugees, a situation not improved by extremely tight Austrian censorship that suppressed all suggestion of state weakness. Reports on the hardship of refugees were banned. The tenuous bond between the Empire’s peoples was implicitly acknowledged in the division of the refugees by nationality and faith. Military disaster in Galicia did not bring them together. Instead, the flood of people from periphery to centre greatly exacerbated social tensions and racial antagonism, and had highly negative consequences for the state and its war effort. The head of the Central Welfare Bureau summed up the disappointing result incisively. ‘Instead of the expected deepening of the common thought of the Great Austria and Whole Austria idea, the conflicts have become greater,’ he observed, ‘bitterness grows daily.’172

The invasions of Germany and Austria by Russia do not receive much mention in history books today. The victims have been forgotten, their suffering and the wrongs inflicted upon them disregarded. Yet the importance of the Russian attacks cannot be overstated. The Tsarist army’s invasions in the east, far more than the contemporaneous German attack and ‘atrocities’ in the west, offer the closest link between the campaigns of 1914 and the genocidal horrors of the mid-twentieth century. Racial ideology, anti-Semitism and ambitious plans to remould and exclude populations, all hallmarks of later Nazi actions in the same region, characterized these operations. The army’s embrace of ethnicity as a marker of political loyalty and its radical readiness forcibly to move whole communities would be seen again under Joseph Stalin on an even greater scale. The loss of life among Habsburg and Hohenzollern subjects in 1914 was still relatively modest. Yet the Russian violence, and the motives behind it, heralded the descent of east-central Europe into the century’s ‘Bloodlands’.

The invasions had inverse outcomes for Austria-Hungary and Germany. The loss of Galicia was a catastrophe for the Habsburg state. The Russians destroyed infrastructure and dislocated the people. It soon became clear that without the agriculture of this undervalued Crownland, Austrians would suffer terrible hunger. No less disastrous, the flood of refugees fleeing the war zone exposed how tenuous was the solidarity between the peoples of the multi-ethnic Empire. The arrival in the interior of hundreds of thousands of desperate Poles, Ukrainians and above all Jews provoked racial conflict and anti-Semitism. By contrast, the Russian attack on East Prussia actually increased Germany’s ability to wage war. Outrage at the violation of national territory and Tsarist atrocities strengthened German solidarity, cemented conviction in the righteousness of the national cause, and acted as a terrible and lasting warning of the penalties of defeat. The victories over the Russians produced new saviour-heroes, Hindenburg and Ludendorff, and lifted public morale. This boost to popular confidence and the strengthening of solidarity would be much needed. With the opening offensives and desperate defensive battles at an end, and the outcome still in the balance, a new, very different type of conflict, a struggle of endurance that they were ill-equipped to win, now confronted the Central Powers.
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Security for All Time

MITTELEUROPA

When the First World War began, idealistic slogans had rung out across Hohenzollern and Habsburg lands. Leaders, politicians, clergymen, academics and newspapers had mobilized their peoples for a struggle against criminal regicide and a perfidious international conspiracy. Great principles were at stake. The Austro-Hungarian Monarchy had taken up arms to preserve its ‘honour’ and ‘rights’. Germans were fighting ‘for the fruits of our peaceful industry, for the inheritance of a great past, and for our future’.1 In East Prussia and Galicia, the brutality and barbarism of Cossack hordes had exposed the bloody threat posed to European civilization by the Tsar’s ‘Asiatic’ Empire. In the west, selfish English materialism and perverse French individualism challenged what German intellectuals claimed to be the purer, heroic communality of their own culture. Above all, leaders in Germany and Austria-Hungary were careful to emphasize that the war was ‘purely defensive’. ‘We are not incited by lust for conquest,’ the Kaiser had proclaimed. ‘We are inspired by the unyielding determination to keep for ourselves and all future generations the place which God has given us.’2

How far did the Central Powers’ official aims fit this rhetoric of an honourable and defensive war in 1914–16? For what were their men actually fighting and dying? German leaders entered the conflict with no firm goals, but their army’s rapid advance through Belgium and into northern France soon focused minds on the fruits of victory. Already on 9 September 1914, Chancellor Bethmann Hollweg approved the first highly secret but still provisional war aims programme. Written by his principal assistant, Kurt Riezler, this document stated boldly that ‘the general aim of the war’ was ‘security for the German Reich in west and east for all imaginable time’. This disarmingly simple aim was to be the basis of German policy throughout hostilities. While it was defensive in conception, the intention to achieve everlasting security was extraordinarily ambitious. When combined with a world view that regarded security as a zero-sum game to be won through domination not cooperation, it soon slid into aggression. To secure Germany ‘for all imaginable time’ could not, even in Bethmann’s mind and certainly not for the more hawkish elites around him, mean merely a return to the unstable status quo of the last peacetime years. Instead it required permanent control of invasion routes and the subjection of dangerous neighbours: ‘France must be so weakened as to make her revival as a great power impossible for all time. Russia must be thrust as far as possible from Germany’s eastern frontier and her domination over the non-Russian vassal peoples broken.’3

The September memorandum was a list of maximum demands to be imposed if the German army succeeded decisively in beating the French in the west. Two broad themes ran through it. First was security. France was to be eternally exposed to the threat of invasion through possible border adjustments in the Vosges, the seizure of the Belfort fortress in that region, and the razing of other frontier defences. Her military potential would be eliminated by a war indemnity ‘high enough to prevent [her] from spending any considerable sums on armaments in the next 15–20 years’. Belgium was to be ‘reduced to a vassal state’ and like France made vulnerable by the confiscation of the fortress and city of Liège that the German army had found so difficult to defeat one month earlier. The memorandum was intent on establishing, along with the enduring security of the Reich’s western border, a base for continuing war against its most formidable enemy, Britain. The maritime power’s perfidious influence on the continent would be negated through the occupation of Belgium’s naval ports. The taking of the French coast from Dunkirk to Boulogne, possibly joined to the new submissive Belgian state, would enable the Kaiser to station his navy opposite Dover, permanently threatening the United Kingdom’s southern coast.

The second preoccupation in the September memorandum was economic. It emphasized and furthered German peacetime imperial goals in seeking ‘a continuous Central African colonial empire’. However, the document mostly broke with the past in focusing less on overseas possessions than on formal and informal economic expansion in Europe. The Germans planned to grab some valuable economic assets from their enemies. The Longwy-Briey mines, which yielded 81 per cent of French iron ore and were already in German hands, were to be permanently annexed. Avariciously, the Chancellor’s memorandum also envisaged taking the premier commercial entrepôt of Antwerp. A German-owned corridor would run from the city south-east to Liège, which would become German Lüttich. However, the keystone of the new economic order envisaged in the September programme was a more subtle ‘central European economic association through common customs treaties, to include France, Belgium, Holland, Denmark, Austria-Hungary, Poland, and perhaps Italy, Sweden and Norway’. Here lay the beginnings of Bethmann Hollweg’s infamous Mitteleuropa project. It was not a new idea. Proposals for closer European economic integration had circulated for decades. Walther Rathenau, the director of the big electrics firm AEG, had suggested as recently as 1913 that an economic association might calm western European antagonism and counter US competition.4 However, the wartime scheme was much more ruthless, informed not by pan-European idealism but rather nationalist ideology: the association would be ‘under German leadership and must stabilize Germany’s economic dominance over Mitteleuropa’. It would guarantee German goods European markets in any future peace, regardless of residual war antagonism. The project was also envisaged as a weapon against Britain. As Riezler explained, the association would establish a ‘European blockade’, gaining time for the Germans (rather optimistically) to stoke revolution in British India and Afghanistan.5

While the September programme enunciated overarching German aspirations for security and economic hegemony, and while a Belgian vassal state continued to occupy a central role in both, official war aims evolved throughout hostilities. Bethmann’s priorities shifted with the fortunes of war and he was far from the sole arbiter of aims within the government: the Kaiser, for example, had wanted in early September to annex Belgium, whereas the Foreign Secretary, Gottlieb von Jagow, wished to see it partitioned.6 The public too had their own ideas. Although discussion of war aims was banned from mid-October 1914 on the grounds that it could upset the Burgfrieden, conservatives pressured the government for extensive annexations. Bethmann was barely exaggerating when he complained of ‘a greedy nationalism that wants to annex half the world’.7 The Reich’s most extreme nationalists, the tiny but influential Pan German Association, as well as its industrialists and intellectual elite, demanded huge swathes of territory. The ‘Petition of the Six Economic Associations’, submitted by middle-class, agricultural and industrial clubs on 20 May 1915, was only the most notorious of numerous appeals for conquest. It advocated in the west the total subordination of Belgium, the annexation of the French coast as far as the Somme, extensive border adjustments, the Briey iron ore mines and the coal mines in the Nord and Pas-de-Calais departments. Economic assets were to be transferred to German hands. Similarly ambitious aims were formulated for the east, along with a demand for a large colonial empire. Placing a fig leaf over its naked greed, the petition argued that only the weakening of the Reich’s enemies, not treaties, could secure a permanent peace. It also justified its demands by making a connection that was to become increasingly important in driving expansionist goals in an ever more total war. ‘Our actual experiences in this war prove,’ it argued, ‘that our military successes, particularly in a long war, and their further exploitation depend to a large extent upon the economic strength and ability of our people.’ Economic demands, the six associations insisted, ‘must be viewed in the light of the urgent necessity for the greatest possible increase of our national strength, and also from a military standpoint’.8

Germany’s intellectuals, as well as businessmen and landowners, overwhelmingly supported large-scale annexation. Seven weeks after the six economic associations submitted their petition, a similar appeal signed by 1,347 learned men, including many of the country’s most highly respected professors, was submitted to the Chancellor. A counter-petition organized by the historian Hans Delbrück, which wisely warned against the annexation of independent peoples, was supported by only 141 liberals.9 A War Aims Majority desirous of expansion also dominated the Reichstag, although the bourgeois parties of which it was composed differed in their views of how much should be taken: the Progressives sought territorial additions to strengthen Germany’s security, but most deputies in parties further to the right wished for extensive economic gains.10 Only the Social Democrats (SPD) stood outside this consensus. The party remained officially committed to an interpretation of the war as a struggle for narrow defensive goals.

Bethmann’s recognition that working-class Germans would not willingly die or labour for a war of conquest did act as a major deterrence from open commitment to annexationist aims. The SPD’s deputies, despite the official party line, were a less effective check. The dominant centre and right of the party prioritized preserving the Burgfrieden and during the first year of war avoided confronting annexationist propagandists. Only in August 1915 did the SPD agree on its own list of war aims. These rejected annexations and demanded the restoration of Belgium, but they also displayed an unsocialist preoccupation with the preservation of national territory, categorically opposing French claims to Alsace-Lorraine. The patriotic, moderate attitude of the SPD was summarized by its Reichstag faction chairman, Philipp Scheidemann, in October 1916: ‘what is French should stay French, what is Belgian should stay Belgian and what is German should stay German’. Yet while most SPD parliamentarians firmly advocated the status quo in the west, they were eager to see radical change in the east, in what they regarded as a war to liberate subject peoples and working-class Russians from Tsarist oppression. In the SPD’s leftist minority, there was mounting frustration and alienation at the refusal of the party leadership to demand from the government an explicit promise of no annexation as a precondition of support. In December 1914, Karl Liebknecht was the first Reichstag deputy to vote against further war credits. Over the course of 1915 almost a third of party deputies, including one of the SPD’s chairmen, Hugo Haase, followed him. In a vote at the end of that year, 22 of the party’s 110 deputies abstained and another 20 opposed granting further war credits. Disagreement over war aims and over relations with the government grew increasingly bitter, and in 1917 it split the SPD.11

Along with very limited Socialist parliamentary pressure, strategic considerations also acted as some small restraint on official German war aims. Leftist Social Democrats would have been surprised, given the antagonistic relationship between the army and the SPD before the war, that their greatest ally against annexations was the Chief of the General Staff, General Erich von Falkenhayn. In November 1914, after Moltke’s defeat on the Marne and his own failure to restore the situation with a breakthrough in Flanders, a worried Falkenhayn had warned Bethmann that the army could not beat the whole Entente. He advised that a separate peace be concluded with France or, preferably, Russia, so that resources could be focused on defeating Britain. To tempt Russia to parley, Falkenhayn was willing to relinquish hopes of annexation and ask only for reparations. From France, he wished for no more than compensation and the destruction of its Belfort fortress. These were the most moderate aims advocated by the military during the war. However, they led nowhere for two reasons. First, Britain, France and Russia had agreed at the start of September 1914 not to conclude peace separately and, as neutral attempts to mediate the following year revealed, they were no less determined than Germany to continue hostilities. Second, Bethmann considered Falkenhayn’s strategic assessment too negative and politically impossible. Popular passions were inflamed. Bethmann understood that any separate peace in the east or west would be difficult to justify to a public that had not and, without risking a total collapse in morale, could not be told about the seriousness of the defeat on the Marne. He was also reluctant to abandon the prospect of winning extensive continental gains.12

Bethmann was, by contemporary standards, a moderate annexationist. To keep the Socialists on side, he continually stressed the defensive purpose of the war, while insisting that ‘defence is no feeble goal exhausting itself in the maintenance of the status quo’. He was determined to create ‘a strong and untouchable Germany’.13 The retention of the valuable mines at Briey, possibly in exchange for some worthless Alsatian villages as a sop to French pride, was a constant on his war aims wish lists. However, the core of his vision, and the only point in the September programme that he considered non-negotiable, was the Mitteleuropa project of an economic association in central Europe.14 Informal domination was to be achieved through customs treaties and, in some cases, military pacts. A ‘United States of Europe’ under German control would, in the longer term, offer the opportunity to compete with the world’s other great economic blocs: the United States and the British and Russian Empires. Moreover, it would permit the neutralization of Belgium as an invasion channel, without having to annex the country and dilute the ethnic homogeneity of the German nation state. This was a major preoccupation, even though the Kaiser’s army, not the French, had used Belgium as a channel in 1914. The Mitteleuropa strategy was one of the ‘diagonal’ paths so favoured by Bethmann between the polarized aims of the German right and left, offering substantial national economic and political gain to satisfy the former while superficially avoiding the war of conquest that the latter found unacceptable. Finally, Mitteleuropa was attractive as a means to suborn not only the Reich’s continental opponents but also her allies. The customs federation with Austria-Hungary mentioned in September eventually became the plan’s centrepiece.15

Although developed behind the Reich Chancery’s closed doors, the Mitteleuropa ideal received considerable publicity. In Germany, the Progressive Liberal Friedrich Naumann attracted interest in the concept with his best-seller Mitteleuropa, which sold over 100,000 copies after its release in October 1915.16 However, it was among Austrian German nationalists that the idea won greatest support. For them, the attraction of a closer bond with the Reich was that it would improve their position against Austria’s other nationalities and strengthen the Habsburg Empire. The historian Heinrich Friedjung, who formulated the most influential Austrian version of the plan, envisaged Germany acting ‘like a heavy stone holding together the centrifugal elements in our Monarchy’. A customs union with the northern ally would abolish tiresome decennial negotiations with Hungary. Military agreements would halt the Magyars’ undermining of the Common Army. The scheme would be complemented with a reorganization of the Empire, enlarged through the annexation of Serbia and formerly Russian-ruled Poland. The newly expanded Habsburg Polish territory would be given its own parliament for internal affairs, leaving the Germans to rule over Czechs and South Slavs in the rest of Austria.17 Bethmann was impressed by Friedjung’s ideas. They appeared to present a solution to the dilemma of what to do with the Polish territories captured that summer and seemed to have popular backing in Austria, for the Chancellor’s office had been inundated by suggestions from Austrian German organizations and private individuals for closer economic union. Bethmann’s vision of Mitteleuropa, which had been conceived in September 1914 as a means of dominating western Europe and combating Britain, developed into an even more ambitious scheme, the centre point of which was further east, in an Austro-German customs union. On 10 and 11 November 1915, Bethmann put before Baron István Burián, Berchtold’s successor as Austro-Hungarian Foreign Minister, a thirty-year customs alliance resting on preferential tariffs as a precondition for allowing the Tsar’s Polish territories to come under Habsburg control.18

The Mitteleuropa plan helped Bethmann to manoeuvre between Germany’s conquest-hungry elites and defence-minded working classes, but for all the effort invested it yielded no concrete result. Within the German government, there were doubts about the economics of what was first and foremost a political project. The Reich’s Interior Minister, Clemens Delbrück, believed it unlikely that the Reichstag would support a customs union. There were concerns that German agriculture could not compete without tariffs against cheap Habsburg produce and worries that the signing of even a diluted version, in the form of a most preferential trade agreement, would provoke retaliatory measures from other powers.19 Austro-Hungarian leaders were reluctant to commit. In particular Tisza, Minister President of Hungary, was rightly suspicious of Mitteleuropa schemes and condemned Naumann’s book as ‘a cleverly concealed vassal state offer’. The Emperor also refused any limitation on his power. Burián’s response to Bethmann’s proposal in November 1915 was superficially positive, but careful to stress that closer economic ties should not impinge on sovereignty, it warned of likely problems and was studiously vague about when negotiations might begin. Austria and Hungary’s own decennial economic agreement was in any case nearly due for renewal, and the Hungarians’ insistence on a reduction in their contribution to the Empire’s common budget caused long argument and delayed a return to talks with the Germans. Only in October 1918 were the outlines of a tariff and trade deal agreed, but the war ended before it could be put before the German, Austrian and Hungarian parliaments.20

Germany’s war aims in western and central Europe were thus extensive but not limitless. The Reich government coveted France’s Longwy-Briey mines. After any German victory, Belgium would have lost much of its independence. Nonetheless, Bethmann, who in the war’s early years was the figure with most influence over the Reich’s war aims policy, favoured a path of indirect domination. Mitteleuropa lay at the centre of his vision for German hegemony in Europe. It was a compromise policy. It tempered the desire of Reich elites for absolute security and economic gain with recognition that Austria-Hungary must agree to an alliance and that the absorption of large numbers of resentful foreigners into Germany was undesirable. Domestically, it permitted the Reich government to balance precariously between the rabid demands of the political right for extensive conquest and the willingness of the left and wider public to fight only a war of defence. However, in the east different calculations prevailed. There, German strategists, like other belligerents, imagined much more radical plans. Annexation, settlement and population movements were all part of visions for eastern multi-ethnic borderlands.

EASTERN UTOPIAS

The land to the east was not a natural site for German expansion in 1914. Imperialist energies in the pre-war period had been directed towards Africa and China. In their own eastern borderlands, a region that today is in Poland, German officials had felt themselves on the defensive. In Posen and West Prussia, two provinces in which Poles were a majority, the state had spent 400 million marks since the mid-1880s settling Germans and had also introduced obtrusive assimilationist measures, all in the cause of strengthening Germandom. Yet despite the enormous expense and effort, this had achieved little except sharpen racial antagonism. The prospect of expanding eastwards into Russian-ruled Congress Poland and bringing yet more Poles, as well as another detested group, Orthodox Jews, into the Reich would make anyone in government blanch.21 At the outset of war, the Kaiser had hoped that these Poles might liberate themselves by rising up against the Tsar and had vaguely pondered the establishment of a satellite Polish state.22 However, there was no Polish revolution and German decision-makers remained indecisive. It would be war itself that pushed policy in radically new directions.

Initially, not only the negative experience of Germany in its own eastern borderlands but also international factors prompted its leaders to take a moderate attitude to the east. The Habsburg Foreign Minister in 1914, Count Leopold von Berchtold, had strong views on Poland’s future and acted early to stake out the territory for his monarch. On 12 August, just three and a half weeks after he and other Habsburg leaders had promised Tisza there would be no substantial annexations, Berchtold began lobbying for the attachment of Congress Poland to Galicia. Neither Berchtold’s Austro-Polish solution nor a satellite state were especially attractive options to German decision-makers, but they offered the most plausible means to realize the September programme’s aim of ‘thrusting Russia back as far as possible’. However, everything remained in flux and in the autumn of 1914, after Falkenhayn privately announced that the combined Entente powers could not be beaten, the option of returning any land won to Russia in return for a separate peace gained in appeal. It was entirely plausible that Germany might end the war against Russia empty-handed.23

In the event, German war planning in the east did come to embrace radical ideas of annexation and settlement. This was not because, as the historian Fritz Fischer famously argued, there was an ingrained aggression built into the fabric of Reich state and society; nor, as more recent scholars have assumed, was it a result of conquest and occupation. The radicalization began before Russia’s Polish and Baltic borderlands were overrun in the summer of 1915. The initial drive was instead defensive: the radicalization of eastern plans came about in reaction to the traumatic defensive experience of beating off Russian invasion.24 The attack on East Prussia in the summer of 1914 prompted calls from right-wing intellectuals for annexations in the east. However, it was only at the start of December that the government began seriously to consider the question. On 6 December, Bethmann asked Hindenburg to propose adjustments to the frontier in order better to protect the Reich’s eastern provinces. This request was made in the immediate aftermath of military crisis, after the Tsarist army had launched its second invasion of the province and further south briefly reached the outskirts of Cracow. The possibility of attack on the Reich’s key industrial region of Silesia and an advance on Posen, the gateway to Berlin, had been real and frightening. This narrowly averted mortal peril was what focused minds on how Germany’s eastern border could in the future be secured.25

In this context, it was only natural that the first detailed, official scheme for a border strip should be drawn up by the President of beleaguered East Prussia, Adolf von Batocki. His memorandum, ‘On World Peace 1915. From an East Prussian’, completed on 20 December 1914 and sent to the Reich Chancery, illustrates how defensive fears rather than aggressive ambitions could drive radical actions. Batocki was convinced that the recent invasion had proven the need for a stronger frontier. His solution was to shift the border eastwards onto easily fortified river lines. The defensive glacis that he envisaged was not large: at around 36,000 square kilometres, it was in fact only two-thirds the area of the eastern territories that Germany would forfeit to Poland, Lithuania and the League of Nations at the war’s end.26 Rather, Batocki’s plan was radical because of what it proposed to do with the 2.4 million inhabitants of the annexed territory. The majority, 1.3 million, were Poles, while the remainder comprised 300,000 Lithuanians, 230,000 Jews, 130,000 Germans and 40,000 Russians. For Batocki, none of these people, except the small German minority, would be welcome additions to the Reich. Instead, he advocated a population exchange as the best means of ensuring regional stability. Chillingly, he argued that peoples of undesirable race should be expelled and their land resettled with Russia’s own ethnic German subjects, who at the time were being forcibly deported by the Tsar’s army from the sensitive western provinces deep into the Russian Empire.27 The racialized solution had an alluring symmetry about it that obscured the immense individual suffering it would have caused. Batocki forestalled moral objections by insisting that the transfer could be carried out humanely. ‘Man,’ he speciously argued, ‘even at his most home-loving, is attached less to the place than to the community of people.’ Providing that villages and districts could be kept together, he was sure that transfer need entail no hardship. Indeed, the people themselves might actually benefit if they were sent to more fertile regions.

It was no coincidence that this proposal originated with the President of East Prussia. Batocki not only felt vulnerable as a result of Russian attacks, but the experience of the invasions directly inspired the idea of moving populations that would finally be realized brutally by Hitler and Stalin in this very region thirty years later. Batocki argued that the mass flight of East Prussians from the Russian army demonstrated that whole communities could be quickly shifted with little damage: ‘If in East Prussia in August 1914 far more than 100,000 inhabitants on wagons with horses and cattle could travel over land, with no possibility of any official organization, thirty to forty miles in one direction and just as much during the six-week-long return with no substantial damage to persons or livestock, that is proof that with the correct preparation large-scale resettlement is possible without harming the rural population.’ The urban population, Batocki wrote with confidence, would be even easier to move. His certainty was doubtless grounded on his own administrative experience. In November he had organized a successful evacuation of 200,000 East Prussian civilians from the borders hundreds of kilometres into the interior of Germany. The fact that these people had been desperate to leave, whereas the population of the border strip would likely resist being forced out of their homes to unknown destinations, was passed over in Batocki’s plan.28

If the defence of East Prussia against Tsarist invasion in the summer and autumn of 1914 was the first impetus to new, extreme and racialized action, advance and conquest in the east from the early summer of 1915 acted as a second impetus and swelled the ambitions of both Central Powers. The joint offensive at Gorlice-Tarnów at the beginning of May not only caused a Russian military collapse in the south, liberating most of Galicia, but forced a general retreat of between 250 and 400 kilometres from the Russian-ruled territory known as Congress Poland. On 5 August, Warsaw fell to German troops. Further north, Lithuania and Courland were in German hands by the autumn. The invaders’ arrival probably came as a relief to much of the population, especially Jews. The Russians had conducted a vicious scorched-earth retreat, callously celebrated in the western Entente press as ‘a masterpiece of strategy’. Cattle was taken, cities were stripped of all valuables and burned. In Poland, nearly 20 per cent of all war damage was inflicted by the Tsar’s army in this short period.29 Worst of all was the rounding up of the population, especially military-aged men and people of ethnicities condemned as unreliable, who were forced into a miserable march eastwards with the retreating army. In total, 3.3 million civilians were brought back in the catastrophic withdrawal, in which no preparations had been made to feed or quarter them. Advancing into the deliberately devastated landscape, encountering scattered, desperate and dispossessed inhabitants, German soldiers could be left in no doubt that they faced an evil empire.30

The imaginations of German and Habsburg leaders were excited by the capture of this eastern territory. For Austria-Hungary, the conquest of Congress Poland offered its best chance finally to implement long-delayed and much-needed structural reform. In August 1915, as Warsaw fell, the Germans appeared to be leaning towards conceding the territory to their ally, albeit at the price of economic concessions and a border strip.31 Habsburg leaders were keen. While the problem of how to deal with Serbia once it was vanquished had prompted acrimonious debate, all had agreed as soon as Russia entered the war that Congress Poland must be annexed. The question was how? Even more than other aspects of the Empire’s foreign policy, war aims were defined by the need to maintain a fragile domestic balance within the realm. Schemes for replacing the Habsburg Dualist structure with a Trialist one were proposed. The Finance Minister, Leon Biliński, and the Polish Supreme National Committee wanted Galicia and Congress Poland to be fused as a new Habsburg state. Conrad von Hötzendorf, who was less enthused by annexation in the north, envisaged a different third state, this one constructed from Habsburg South Slav possessions tied to a newly annexed Serbia.

Both schemes were blocked by Minister President Tisza, whose priority was to preserve Hungary’s influence in a Dualist system. Instead, in August 1914, a classic Habsburg contortion was adopted. In the spirit of Count Taaffe, a former Austrian Minister President who had described his job as keeping Franz Joseph’s fractious peoples in a state of ‘well-tempered discontent’, a solution was agreed that would only partially satisfy everybody.32 Austrian Poles would be united with their compatriots further north, but at the cost of predominantly Ruthenian eastern Galicia, which would be removed from their control and joined with Bukovina and some Ukrainian territories annexed from Russia, satisfying Ruthenes’ aspirations for their own Crownland. The Austrian Germans, including Minister President Stürgkh, welcomed the idea, for under cover of giving Poles complete autonomy over domestic affairs in their new, more ethnically homogeneous Crownland, Polish deputies could be removed from Austria’s Reichsrat, leaving Germans to overawe the troublesome Czechs. The Hungarians could also live with the new structure. An enlarged but divided Galicia would have no claim to be a Trialist state, and instead would occupy a sub-Dualist position within Austria. To maintain balance between the two halves of the Monarchy, Hungary would also grow, absorbing Bosnia-Herzegovina, thus resolving the long-standing dilemma of what to do with this orphan territory, along with Austrian Dalmatia.33

The disastrous performance of Habsburg military commanders in Galicia and Serbia during 1914 made these ambitions moot. Far from carving up conquered territories, Franz Joseph’s ministers and diplomats spent the first months of 1915 fending off German calls to purchase Italian and Romanian neutrality by relinquishing the Austrian Trentino or part of Hungarian Transylvania.34 However, the eastern victories in the summer of 1915 upturned the strategic situation, placing territorial gain and reform back on the agenda. This was true not only in Austria, but also in Hungary, where the calls of the restless Croatian parliament, the Sabor, for Croatia to be joined with Dalmatia and Bosnia-Herzegovina added urgency. Tisza, despite his Magyar imperialist instincts, understood South Slav aspirations must be partially met if they were to be neutralized and he gradually developed a dual strategy. The first arm of this strategy was to continue to oppose Serbia’s annexation, which he feared would lead to a South Slav bloc threatening Hungary’s privileged position within the Empire. After Serbia was finally conquered with German and Bulgarian help in the autumn of 1915, Tisza advocated Austria-Hungary’s own border strip, in which the populace of north-west Serbia, including Belgrade, would be replaced with loyal Magyars and Germans. Like the strip planned by the Germans in the north, which was intended for defence but had a secondary purpose of cutting Prussian Poles off from their eastern compatriots, Tisza’s strip was intended to quash irredentism by dividing Habsburg South Slavs from the remnants of Serbia.

Tisza also recognized that the advances in the east offered an opportunity to please the Sabor. The second part of his strategy built on this insight and was intended to give some satisfaction to South Slav ambitions. In October 1915 he proposed in Vienna the transfer of Bosnia-Herzegovina and Dalmatia to Hungary. His suggestion, and with it some lessening of South Slav discontent, failed to make headway for two reasons. First, Stürgkh was reluctant to hand over Dalmatia. Second, the deal would have been contingent on the Austro-Polish solution being implemented, and by the time Tisza made his move the Germans were already having second thoughts about the wisdom of relinquishing the conquered Polish territory on the relatively generous terms discussed in August. In November, determined to cement Austrian German political control inside the Empire and Reich German economic dominance over it, Bethmann broke to István Burián, the Austro-Hungarian Foreign Minister, the unwelcome news that the issue of Poland was still on the table only if Vienna first agreed to join his Mitteleuropa project.35

Further north on the Eastern Front, Lithuania and Courland were marked from their occupation in the summer of 1915 as areas of unequivocally German expansion. The plans for these regions bore similarity to the population transfers and annexation envisaged for the neighbouring Polish border strip, but on a much larger scale; Ober Ost, as the militarized state set up in this region during the war was known, covered 108,808 square kilometres.36 The project could also be presented in humanitarian terms, thanks to the Tsarist regime’s brutal deportation of hundreds of thousands of Russian-subject ethnic Germans from the region over the winter of 1914–15. While the Reich government had never regarded the so-called Volksdeutsche with much interest before the war, it now asserted a right, ominously on the basis of shared ethnicity, to protect these ‘tortured and persecuted countrymen’, and they immediately became central to Baltic colonization schemes.37 The Berlin University Professor of Agronomics and Germany’s foremost expert on settlement, Max Sering, set out in an influential report in the autumn of 1915 proposals for annexing and Germanizing the territory. Courland, today in western Latvia, was judged easily assimilable because its landowning barons and small urban bourgeoisie were ethnic Germans. The other 90 per cent of inhabitants were mostly illiterate Lett peasants. With the right education and an influx of settlers, who would be drawn from Russia’s 1.8 million German subjects, it was thought possible to Germanize them within a couple of generations. Lithuania, which was more densely populated, was regarded by Sering as a greater challenge. Nonetheless, if the native Polish aristocracy were deported, and with exemplary administration, he thought optimistically that Lithuanians might be won over to German rule.38

Major General Erich Ludendorff, the Chief of Staff on the Eastern Front, ruled Ober Ost as his own personal fiefdom. He shared Sering’s conviction that the Baltic lands must be retained, and at the end of April 1916 began to prepare for colonization by ordering reports on the ethnicity and religion of the indigenous population, land ownership and soil quality.39 His Social Darwinism and German supremacism, beliefs he shared with the Reich’s rabid political right, account in part for his actions. However, in the spring of 1915 Ludendorff had rejected what he condemned as the ‘exaggerated demands’ circulating at home. Besides the Briey mines, Liège and a border strip, an annexation of the Congo and reparations, which combined was a far more modest set of aims than those laid out in Bethmann’s September programme, he wanted ‘only minor border corrections’ in the east. Not until October did he advocate the annexation and colonization of Courland and Lithuania. His change of opinion owed much to opportunism: with the Baltic now in German hands and Russia beaten back along the entire Eastern Front, plans, not only dreams, of conquest were possible. Yet, although not generally recognized, the shift was also motivated by Ludendorff’s appreciation of the changing nature of war. Already in April 1915 his letters to Moltke, now Chief of the Deputy General Staff in Berlin, responsible for the army at home, evince a preoccupation with the Reich’s food supply. During 1915, as shortages drastically worsened, recognition dawned that the conflict was no traditional battlefield contest but a new struggle for resources. Ludendorff was focused not only on winning total victory in this new type of conflict but he also had an eye on the next war. He drew two conclusions. First, he saw control and the ruthless extraction of resources as means to compete with the material superiority of the Entente. Ober Ost became a brutal experiment in extreme exploitation. Second, in order for Germany to survive over the long term, Ludendorff regarded conquest as indispensable. The country must expand or perish. As he warned at the end of 1915, ‘we shall be reliant only on ourselves and on our power. Nothing else matters!’40

German plans for conquest and settlement advanced in subsequent years. The border strip soon acquired rationale beyond the initial defensive considerations. Friedrich von Schwerin, a Pan-German official who was founder of the Society for the Furtherance of Inner Colonization and was brought in by the government to work on the project, considered it a panacea for the Reich’s domestic problems. The settlement of ethnic Germans from Russia would resolve once and for all the competition between Poles and Germans for possession of the eastern marches. It would offer an agricultural counterweight to the growing industry of the Reich, and deferential peasants’ votes would slow the rise of the Social Democrats so disturbing to Prussian conservatives like Schwerin. The new territories, he argued, could even provide a stable base for the fulfilment of German ambitions to be a world power. By 13 July 1915, when a meeting was held at the Reich Chancery, the government was clearly set on annexation, and the occupation administration in Poland received an oral order to begin discreetly settling Russian Germans in the designated area and, where possible, move Jews and Poles out. Wholesale forced expulsion was not agreed, however, and in the war’s middle years the civilian administration backed away from this idea, although military circles, led by Ludendorff, continued to plan for deportations and colonization in the Baltic.41

These plans pointed the way towards the Nazi future. The new wartime focus of Germans’ most ambitious expansionist aims away from overseas towards eastern Europe, the preoccupation with racial reliability, the use of population statistics, and the readiness to consider radical options like forced expulsion and resettlement, all were ominous precursors of Hitler’s ‘Generalplan Ost’. This Nazi plan of 1941 intended to cleanse Poland, the Baltic and the western Soviet Union of 45 million Slavs and replace them with German soldier-peasants.42 Nonetheless, two provisos should be stressed. First, Imperial German designs for expansion in the east were not, unlike Generalplan Ost, genocidal. Indeed, as the war continued, civilian decision-makers’ doubts about expulsion grew and even the more ruthless military pronounced as unnecessary wholesale deportation.43 Second, the German plans appear unexceptional in the context of equally or often more radical and advanced projects in contested borderlands by other imperial powers. Hungary’s leader, Tisza, also wanted a resettled border strip in northern Serbia. More significantly, France had already begun to remove suspect people from the thin strip of Alsace-Lorraine that it captured. Even worse, in the conflict’s immediate aftermath, France expelled 200,000 inhabitants who lacked at least one French grandparent.44 Probably the best subjects of comparison are Germany’s foe, Russia, and its ally, Ottoman Turkey. The Russian army’s schemes for the ethnic reorganization of Galicia may not have been so carefully planned as German designs for the Baltics and the Polish border strip, but they were no less radical. Moreover, while German decision-makers, as historians have noted, ‘could never resolve on an open break with international law through annexation during the war’, the Tsar unhesitatingly declared his intention to retain eastern Galicia, and his army was already deporting Jews and Germans and launching its campaign to assimilate Ruthenes during the first year of the conflict.45

While the actions of the Russian army in Galicia, its empire’s western regions and the Caucasus were brutal, the Ottoman state’s treatment of its Armenian minority was genocidal. Over the previous two decades, the Muslim state had sanctioned bloody pogroms against this Christian minority, which numbered around 1.3 million people in 1914 and had most of its lands in eastern Anatolia. After the nationalist, modernizing Young Turks seized power in 1908, the minority became even more imperilled. The following year, between 15,000 and 20,000 were massacred. The new Ottoman leaders’ distrust of Armenians grew first with the Balkan Wars of 1912–13 and reached fever pitch during the First World War. Like Ruthenes in the Habsburg borderlands, the whole community was suspected of collaborating with the Russians, yet the fact that the state, not just the army, regarded the minority as traitors allowed local measures and massacres to radicalize into the extermination of a whole people. In February 1915, Armenian units in the Ottoman army were disarmed and the following month the decision was taken to deport the minority. The official excuse later given was that this was a security measure, and the main deportations from 23 May did indeed begin after an uprising in the city of Van on the Caucasus Front. However, as Armenian leaders in distant Constantinople were first arrested and other communities far from the war zone deported, this was clearly not a complete explanation. The deportations were designed to kill. Some Armenians, after being forced to leave most of their possessions, travelled in crammed and sealed cattle wagons on the Ottomans’ German-built railway. Most, however, were set walking on a circuitous route to nowhere. Often, their guards shot or hacked them to death after a few days, stealing what belongings the wretched people had taken with them. Others were led many hundreds of kilometres on death marches towards the Euphrates River, and across to the Syrian desert. Foreign missionaries were forbidden from helping them and German soldiers and diplomatic staff, who might possibly have halted the violence, refused to intervene. The brutality of guards, the absence of preparations to receive the deportees, and the frequent refusal to provide food, water or shelter for them when it was available, testify that the purpose of the action was not to deport but to kill. Some women did escape by converting to Islam, some through forced marriage to Muslim men. The Ottoman state took some Armenian orphans into homes and gave them new Turkish identities. These were a small minority, however. A million people perished through thirst, hunger, disease, exhaustion and execution.46

German plans to reorganize populations – and unlike the schemes of other continental states, they remained only plans – were thus not unique but situated somewhere in the middle of a continuum of continental European barbarity. Nor were the Reich’s more conventional schemes for annexation as irrational or inflexible as has been claimed. For Bethmann, no less than other German leaders, perpetual security meant continental hegemony, and the German government was under considerable pressure from conservatives, whom it regarded as its natural supporters, to make extensive gains. The Chancellor’s readiness to pursue large maximum aims was the source of much righteous moral outrage among German historians in the 1960s, yet in the strategic context of 1915 this was only realistic policy, for return to the status quo was unacceptable to all major belligerents. The Russians were approached with proposals for a separate peace three times during the first eight months of 1915, yet although Bethmann was able to offer military and economic use of the Turkish Straits, Russia’s main war aim, each time the Tsar refused.47 The western Entente was no less uncompromising. The French were interested only in victory.48 British leaders in contrast did consider an American-mediated compromise peace in early 1916, as they struggled to readjust to reality their expectations of a short war and limited participation. Yet even then, they still envisaged emerging as overall winners. A memorandum drawn up between Colonel Edward House, the policy adviser to US President Woodrow Wilson, and the British Foreign Secretary, Sir Edward Grey, conspired to bring about a peace comprising not only the restoration of Belgium, but also the ceding of Alsace-Lorraine to France and an outlet to the sea for Russia. Germany would be offered the sop of compensation from France’s colonial holdings and threatened with American intervention if it refused.49 The agreement, had it ever been implemented, would have stood little chance of winning the acceptance of the Central Powers, for it disregarded both enemy sentiments and strategic reality. For German leaders, the surrender of any national territory would clearly have been an admission of defeat. At a point where their armies stood on French and Belgian soil and had just conquered vast tracts of Russian territory, conceding so much would have been not only unacceptable but also inexplicable to a German public still largely supportive of the war. It would inevitably have destabilized the imperial regime.

German and Habsburg leaders’ pursuit of maximum war aims in 1915 may not have won them the moral high ground, but in the absence of any possibility of a separate peace or an acceptable general peace it cannot be dismissed as irrational. Both governments regarded territorial gain as essential to shore up their domestic positions. Moreover, in Germany especially, collective security was rejected; Bethmann and the military agreed that after what they considered to be the deliberate encirclement of the pre-war years, safety could be guaranteed only by overwhelming strength. Defence and aggression blurred as they sought to win continental hegemony. Nonetheless, this course inevitably led to problems. The large advances, ambiguous official statements and agitation by annexationists, which was less heavily censored by sympathetic military officials than left-wing opinion, all raised Socialist fears that the people had been duped. The radical firebrand Karl Liebknecht had accused the government of a ‘capitalist war of expansion’ as early as September 1914, and in December 1915 he and the nineteen other SPD deputies who voted against further war credits justified their action as a rejection of plans of conquest.50 The growing antagonism between the annexationist right and the more cautious left was by this time undermining the political Burgfrieden. Suspicion that a war of conquest was being fought also grew among the peoples. In Austria, the Czech population had become increasingly disgruntled. By early 1916, even some German troops had taken to calling the war a ‘swindle’.51 This was ominous, for civilians and soldiers were about to face new, unprecedented hardships and sacrifice. The middle war years would be defined at the front by a new, intense and terrifying type of battle, the Materialschlacht, and at home by extraordinary hunger peaking in the awful misery and deprivation of the ‘turnip winter’.
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Remobilization

THE THIRD OHL

The appointments of Field Marshal Paul von Hindenburg to command of the German army and his Chief of Staff, Erich Ludendorff, as the force’s First Quartermaster General on 29 August 1916 opened a new phase of the Central Powers’ war. The two soldiers had reached the apex of their profession through martial skill, a fair bit of luck and a large dose of intrigue. Thanks to their victories on the Eastern Front and a carefully cultivated public image, they enjoyed the faith of the people. At a time when Kaiser Wilhelm II had receded from public view and most Reich institutions were losing credibility, this gave them immense influence. The duo’s programme was victory, no matter what the cost. Germany’s war effort under them was stamped by a new ruthlessness. For both men, military necessity trumped any humanitarian scruple. As Ludendorff frankly admitted looking back at the period of the Third OHL (Oberste Heeresleitung), the German Army High Command, ‘in all the measures we took, the exigencies of war alone proved the decisive factor’.1

Field Marshal Paul von Hindenburg, aged sixty-eight when he became Chief of the General Staff, was the most revered personality in the German-speaking world by 1916. For most of the Reich’s inhabitants, he was the man who single-handedly had saved the country from the ravages of the Tsar’s hordes in August 1914. With the victory at Tannenberg, he had become a national treasure overnight. The immortalization of his person in Berlin’s enormous nail figure in 1915 was an imposing mark of how completely he had usurped the Kaiser as the symbol of Germany’s war effort. Tremendous faith was placed in the man: ‘Our Hindenburg,’ the German public repeated to itself at times of crisis, ‘will sort it out.’ His name, which summoned up visions of a medieval castle, its sturdy walls standing immovable against all assaults, suited his physical bulk. At six foot five inches, he was a very tall man, with a square head like a block of masonry mounted on broad shoulders. He looked like nothing could shake him, an impression amplified by his legendary calm and resolution. It was also exaggerated by propaganda; Hindenburg took great pains about his public image. Renowned artists and sculptors were invited to his headquarters to promote his fame and he maintained close relations with the press. He was undoubtedly vain, yet he was also acutely aware of the power conferred by his popular following. He was no mere symbol or cipher but a highly political general, sure of what he wished to achieve but content to leave the details to competent subordinates. The political capital gained from his personality cult gave him a unique chance to impose radical change on how not just Germany’s army but the whole society waged war.2

Erich Ludendorff, Hindenburg’s First Quartermaster General and right-hand man, was a very different personality. He was a master of minutiae, and a compulsive workaholic. Whereas his chief could be good company, charming visitors to the Field Army’s headquarters with a relaxed manner and dry wit, Ludendorff was cold, highly strung and utterly humourless. Since joining a cadet institution at the tender age of thirteen in 1877, he had made the army his life, and had struggled against the disadvantages of his bourgeois roots to become one of the force’s most respected, if not liked, General Staff officers. His concern to harness Germany’s manpower for military needs had found early expression in 1912–13, when with Moltke (the then Chief of the General Staff) he had pressed for a vast increase in the size of the army. At that time under Ludendorff’s influence, Moltke had insisted that ‘our political and geographical position makes it necessary to ready all available strength for a fight which will determine the existence or nonexistence of the German Reich’. In the summer of 1916, as battle raged on all fronts, the same thought obsessed Ludendorff. The Entente’s vast outlay of men and materiel during the Somme offensive had impressed on him with ‘pitiless clarity’ the urgent need for a drastic remobilization. The new First Quartermaster General had no respect for the customary division between ‘political’ and ‘military’ spheres within the Reich’s government, which was hopelessly ill-suited to the all-embracing conditions of a gruelling war of endurance. With the Kaiser incapable of coordination and the civilian government under attack from the right and increasingly discredited by the food shortages, the army, its prestige still intact, was the institution with the best chance of providing some unity to a fragmented war effort.3 However, Ludendorff’s narrow military expertise and arch-conservative instincts had failed to equip him with an understanding of the complexity of German society or to negotiate its competing interests. What emerges from his memoirs, besides arrogance, patent exculpation and obdurate blindness to the great responsibility that he bore for his nation’s defeat, is not a sense of power, but rather uncomprehending frustration at how the plans of the Third OHL were thwarted at every turn by political realities.4

Characteristically, the new OHL’s programme for German remobilization had, as its starting point, the army. To counter enemy material superiority, the force would need to be upgraded. Ludendorff had encountered the elite storm troops in September 1916. Impressed, a month later he ordered the establishment of similar battalions within each army, and in December new tactical instructions for defensive warfare were issued based on their techniques and on analysis of the recent campaigns. To veterans of the Somme and Verdun, there was little novel in these instructions; lessons learned had been circulated throughout the force during the fighting, and many units had already embraced small-group fighting techniques through necessity, as by the end of the battles sturdy purpose-built lines had been lost or destroyed, leaving troops dispersed in shell-hole defences.5 Yet to meet the new challenges, the force required not just the institutionalization of the growing emphasis on teamwork and individual initiative but also extensive rearmament. The Third OHL wanted to treble artillery and machine-gun production. The numbers of trench mortars, weapons that gave the combat groups their own close support, were to be doubled. With the memory still fresh of the anguished cries for more shells from front-line formations on the Somme, it was also decided to double munitions output. All this was to be achieved by May 1917, when a new Entente offensive could be expected. To realize these targets, and their military vision, Germany’s new army leaders had to intervene heavily in their country’s industry and society. The ensuing industrial and propaganda drive was christened the ‘Hindenburg Programme’.6

THE HINDENBURG PROGRAMME

The Third OHL wasted no time in pushing for the total mobilization of German strength for the war effort. Already on 31 August 1916, Colonel Max Bauer, the arms procurement expert who worked closely with Ludendorff, had completed a memorandum for the War Ministry outlining the disadvantageous material and manpower position of the Reich’s army and stressing that ‘men . . . must be more and more substituted for by machines.’7 Two weeks later, the Third OHL sent concrete proposals to Chancellor Bethmann Hollweg. To accelerate production, Ludendorff and Hindenburg regarded administrative reform as essential: the management of the war economy would have to be centralized. More fundamentally, as industrialists had stressed to the new leaders, any rise in the output of armaments would depend on bringing workers into the weapons factories. The army was prepared to furlough skilled workers to help with the armaments drive. Yet new sources of labour would also have to be found and mobilized.8

The prime administrative innovation introduced by the Third OHL for the purposes of economic remobilization was the Supreme War Office (Kriegsamt), at the head of which was installed the personable south German railway expert, General Wilhelm Groener. The new body came into existence on 1 November 1916. In part, it was a product of bureaucratic infighting. Ludendorff and Hindenburg regarded the War Ministry, whose agencies had been responsible for weapons and munitions procurement, with disdain. Although the Supreme War Office was situated within the War Ministry, Groener in practice answered to Ludendorff. Nonetheless, the reorganization was also a genuine attempt to move closer to a functioning command economy. The new office was, at its upper levels, organized on military lines for decisive decision-making, while a more conventional bureaucratic structure, with six major departments, operated below. The War Ministry’s responsibilities for labour, arms and clothing procurement, as well as for the War Raw Materials Section, the Food Section and imports and exports, all passed into its remit. Eminent scientists, economic experts and industrialists filled its technical staff, who were tasked with planning and advising its chief. The ability of the Supreme War Office to coordinate the Reich’s economy was greatly facilitated by the new right to issue orders to Prussian deputy commanding generals in the home military districts. This right was conferred on the War Ministry and devolved by a new War Minister, installed at the behest of the Third OHL, to the Supreme War Office. The allocation of manpower and material to the army and industry could finally be rationally planned and centralized, instead of being at the whim of regional military commanders with no economic training and subject to local pressures.9

The Supreme War Office was, nonetheless, not the coordinating institution for which Ludendorff and Groener had wished. The new War Minister, Hermann von Stein, was Ludendorff’s man, but when faced by Groener’s over-mighty office within his own Ministry, his bureaucratic territorial instincts were kindled and he resisted all attempts to rein in the powers of the deputy commanding generals. There were conflicts too with civil authorities, most notably the Prussian Interior Office, which defended their own administrative jurisdictions. Bavaria, Saxony and Württemberg refused to subordinate their institutions to any Prussian administrative body, and accordingly set up their own parallel war offices within their war ministries. Moreover, the Supreme War Office was itself no paragon of efficiency. Its weird half-military, half-bureaucratic structure led to much duplication of effort and confusion. So great was the flood of competing directives issued by his staff chiefs and departmental heads that Groener found it necessary at one point to impose a two-week hiatus. Yet even had the War Office been rationally organized and not at the centre of bureaucratic infighting, it could never have sponsored an industrial resurgence capable of meeting the fantastical aims of the Third OHL.10

The Hindenburg Programme was doomed by the entirely arbitrary nature of its targets. Ludendorff and others would later stress the partly propagandistic motivation for the plan; the order to double or, in some cases, triple weapons production certainly added drama to the inception of the Third OHL. Yet, as Groener reflected, it was no way to run a war economy.11 The War Ministry, whose efforts to procure munitions were disdained by the Third OHL, had sensibly used the production of explosive powder as a basis for its armaments planning. After the first shortages of autumn 1914, it had established an incremental programme to increase powder manufacture, in the first instance to 3,500 tons. The target had been raised in February 1915 to 6,000 tons per month, an output finally reached in July 1916. The Somme battle prompted the War Ministry to increase its target further, to a monthly quantity of 10,000 tons of powder, to be achieved by May 1917. For the sake of an extra 2,000 tons and some striking press headlines, the Third OHL tore up these carefully calibrated plans. The result was, predictably, a disaster. The Hindenburg Programme, unlike the War Ministry’s scheme, needed to create new capacity to fulfil its goals, and consequently diverted scarce materials and manpower to constructing factories, some of which could not be completed. The programme overstrained both the Reich’s railways and its coal supply. Combined with freezing weather that iced up the canals, the programme thus contributed substantially to the shortages and misery of the German population during the ‘turnip winter’. It also added to civilians’ woes by fuelling inflation: the Third OHL cut back on foreign-currency-earning steel exports and, in attempting to incentivize greater output, abandoned the War Ministry’s careful housekeeping and offered armaments manufacturers generous profits. Paper currency in circulation proliferated.12 Remarkably, powder and guns were not linked in its programme, so if the targets had been achieved, there would have been a mismatch. However, the disruption meant that output never came close to being realized. Steel production was actually lower in February 1917 than six months earlier. Powder manufacture also suffered. Not until October 1917 did Germany produce 10,000 tons of powder in a month. The OHL would have been better off sticking to the War Ministry’s paced plan.13

The Hindenburg Programme’s most significant feature was undoubtedly its aspiration to change the moral basis of Germany’s war effort. Labour was desperately needed. Even under the War Ministry’s armaments plan, there was a shortfall of between 300,000 and 400,000 workers. The Third OHL’s drive raised the need to between two and three million extra men.14 The army released 125,000 skilled workers from the front. A ruthless cull of industries not producing directly for the war effort was undertaken, diverting their manpower into the armaments sector. Small, less efficient factories were closed on a large scale in 1917, to redirect both manpower and scarce resources. In Prussia, the 75,012 plants registered in 1913 had shrunk to 53,583 by 1918.15 However, at the core of Ludendorff and Bauer’s scheme was a desire to gain total control over the labour force. Hitherto, the Burgfrieden had informed the home authorities’ policy towards labour. The government and deputy commanding generals had, for minor concessions, gained the voluntary cooperation of Socialists and trade unions. Now, much more coercive methods were to be adopted. In a letter to the Chancellor on 13 September, the Third OHL proposed among other measures that the upper limit for military service should be extended from forty-five to fifty years of age (a rise implemented by the Austro-Hungarians already in early 1915), and that a new war performance law should be introduced permitting workers to be transferred to armaments factories and making war work compulsory, even for women. All university departments except medicine should, it was argued, be shut down. The extent of the new army leaders’ radicalism was best encapsulated by Hindenburg’s chilling admonition to organize on the basis that ‘he who does not work shall not eat’.16

There is little evidence that, had the Third OHL had its way, Germany’s economic performance would have been improved. Austria was also inducted into the Hindenburg Programme; Article 4 of its 1912 War Law had permitted the conscription of all able-bodied individuals not in the army, and Article 6 held labourers at their place of work. Yet in spite of this coercive legislation and although 454 million crowns were paid out to build or expand factories, Austrian arms production actually declined in the second half of 1917.17 In the Reich, civilian leaders were totally opposed to the OHL’s plans for compulsory civilian mobilization. The State Secretary of the Interior, Karl Helfferich, objected that attempts to force women to work were superfluous, as more women were already seeking employment than were offered positions. Any attempt to introduce compulsion, he rightly feared, would be ruinous to the ‘willing and enthusiastic collaboration’ that workers had largely displayed during the Burgfrieden. The War Ministry too was hostile, doubted that raising the age of military service to fifty would make much difference and stressed that inner conviction, not coercion, must motivate workers. Ludendorff’s response was simply to raise his demands and argue that all men from fifteen to sixty years old be given a military obligation. Most notable, and problematic, was the Third OHL’s insistence that the measures should be passed as a law and thus legitimized by the Reichstag. The Prussian government, well aware that deputies were fractious as a result of the ineptitude of the official food management and abuses by deputy commanding generals of the Law of Siege, and aware of how controversial the law’s provisions would be, regarded this as a grave error. Yet Hindenburg and Ludendorff brushed all reservations aside blindly. ‘The Reichstag,’ they asserted, ‘will not deny passage to this bill when it is made clear that the war cannot be won without the help of such a law.’18

What became the Patriotic Auxiliary Service Bill was drawn up by Groener, whose Supreme War Office would control and allocate the nation’s captive manpower. Groener was a reasonable man. Unlike Hindenburg and Ludendorff he had worked on the home front and knew the dire conditions there. He was prepared to compromise with the proletariat’s representatives, recognizing that ‘we can never win this war by fighting against the workers’.19 His draft took account of civilian criticism. The extension of military service for fifteen to sixty year olds had mutated into a new obligation, Patriotic Auxiliary Service, which comprised war work of all sorts, in government offices and agriculture as well as in war industry. Only men were subject to this new duty; Hindenburg’s demand for women too to be obligated was abandoned. In keeping with the Third OHL’s wishes, the draft bill was short and general, but implicit in its statement that ‘at the command of the War Minister’ males of fifteen to sixty could ‘be called upon to perform Patriotic Auxiliary Service’ was the radical new power to transfer labour and restrict its free movement. Although Ludendorff pushed for immediate implementation, passing such a change through the Reichstag required extensive consultation. The civil authorities were not prepared to relinquish all control and added clauses granting the Bundesrat, the house representing the federal states of Germany, oversight of the decrees issued by the Supreme War Office in implementing the law and the right to revoke it. Ministers also rejected a provision for compulsory military training for adolescents over fifteen and they raised the lower boundary of obligation for Patriotic Auxiliary Service to seventeen years old. After meetings with industrialists and trade union representatives, guidelines were also added detailing how the bill should be implemented. To reassure the left, these included provision for arbitration committees with worker representation, which would mediate when an employee wished to leave his job but his employer would not grant a ‘leaving certificate’. The intention was to pass the bill through the Bundesrat, and then take it to the Reichstag Steering Committee, where party representatives would haggle with Groener and Helfferich over its contents behind closed doors. Once agreement was reached, it was hoped the bill would in short order receive thunderous acceptance in the Reichstag, sending a powerful message of unity and will to continue the struggle and placing Germany’s war effort on a new, more efficient and controlled basis.20

Hindenburg and Ludendorff were in for a rude shock. Social Democratic, Centre and Progressive deputies in the Reichstag and its Steering Committee did not share the Third OHL’s vision of a suborned command economy and were unwilling to place unconditional trust in the hands of the military or government. The heavily revised bill accepted by the parliament on 2 December and signed into law by the Kaiser three days later was very different from the generals’ intentions. In contrast to Groener’s concise and general early draft, the long text was filled with concessions to the workers and their institutions; Ludendorff later denounced ‘the form in which the Bill was passed’ as ‘equivalent to a failure’. The disgruntled Helfferich complained similarly that ‘one could almost say the Social Democrats, Poles, Alsatians and the trade union secretaries made the law.’21 For the conservative soldiers and statesmen, it was deeply worrying that the Reichstag had forced through a demand to set up a special committee of fifteen of its members to supervise the implementation of the Auxiliary Service Law, and even more so that general regulations would need their consent. Many industrialists, looking forward to having a captive workforce at their disposal, making planning easier and undermining employees’ ability to bargain for higher wages, were dismayed to find workers’ committees and conciliation agencies foisted on any factory with over fifty personnel. The trade unions had come closer to achieving a long-standing aim of forcing employers to recognize and parley with them. Perhaps worst of all, the primary objective of reducing worker mobility, a precondition for the central management of manpower resources, had to a large degree been thwarted. The left had spotted the potential for huge profits for industrialists, and had insisted that workers too should have the opportunity to better their lot. In consequence, although theoretically war workers were fixed to their employment, the prospect of ‘a suitable improvement of working conditions’ was explicitly acknowledged to be a valid justification to switch jobs.22

The Third OHL’s attempt to remobilize Germany on a new basis of compulsion and control was thus a resounding failure. Ludendorff showed great naivety in imagining that a law limiting labour’s freedoms would be accepted without demand for compensation. He disowned the final Patriotic Auxiliary Service Law as ‘not merely insufficient, but positively harmful’; it was, he self-servingly argued, a manifestation of the weakness of civil authorities and avarice of the political left that ultimately cost the Reich victory.23 Yet the real issue for Ludendorff was that he had been thwarted and the forces of democracy and Socialism had received a boost. The Reichstag committee’s oversight of the law, the cooperation between the SPD and centrist bourgeois parties and the imposition of arbitration committees in which workers sat in judgement alongside employers were deeply disturbing for conservatives. Their claims, backed by some historians, that the Auxiliary Service Law undermined the war effort generally lack a firm basis in evidence. The increase in strikes in 1917 was a response to deteriorating social circumstances rather than the altered employment conditions under the new law, and the complaint that the law increased labour turnover appears doubtful. By contrast, the law was extremely successful in freeing up military manpower by substituting fit workers with men liable for auxiliary service. Crucially, the concessions made also kept the trade unions invested in the imperial regime and assured their cooperation; an invaluable achievement, especially given the tumultuousness of 1917. Attempting to militarize the workforce regardless of all other interests would inevitably have led to disaster. In a war that could only be fought with the consent of the people, the compromise and concessions of the Patriotic Auxiliary Service Law were Germany’s best hope of holding out.24

FORCED LABOUR

The Third OHL failed in 1916 to shift the basis of Germany’s war effort from consent to control, but coercion nonetheless remained an important tool in economic mobilization. German workers might be intimidated into compliance by police, employers or the generals in charge of the country’s home districts. However, the harshest and most blatant compulsion on Reich soil targeted enemy subjects. It is rarely remembered today just how dependent Germany was on foreign labour during the First World War. By 1918, around a seventh of its labour force, 2.5 million people in total, came from abroad. Most were, in some sense, forced labourers. Some 1.5 million military prisoners of war made up the majority and could legally be put to non-war-related tasks. However, there were also very many civilians: hundreds of thousands of Russian-subject Polish seasonal labourers were detained on large agricultural estates; tens of thousands of Belgian civilians were forcibly brought to Germany to labour in its industry; and even among the many foreigners who did sign an employment contract, compulsion had often played some part in their decision. Yet strikingly and perhaps counter-intuitively given the Nazis’ extensive use of slave labour in the Second World War, the primary lesson of the 1914–18 conflict was that forced labour did not work terribly well. The more violent the compulsion, the more miserable and recalcitrant workers became, and the less was achieved.25

Before the war, the booming German economy had attracted much immigrant labour. There had been half a million foreigners working in agriculture and a further 700,000 in industry. When hostilities broke out, 350,000 Russian-subject Polish seasonal workers were caught on the wrong side of the border. At first, the priority was to keep those of military age from joining the Tsar’s army. All others were to be retained only for the root-crop harvest and then expelled. However, by October 1914, it had dawned on the Prussian Secretaries of the Interior and Agriculture that these people would be crucial to the Reich’s farming and food supply in a long war, and they were consequently forbidden from returning home or leaving their jobs. Russian-subject Poles working in German industry were soon placed under similar restrictions. The home district generals accepted responsibility for enforcing discipline among these Poles. They were banned from striking or acting insubordinately and travel beyond their assigned locality was forbidden without prior permission from the general. To provide a semblance of legality for detaining people ineligible for military service, intense pressure was placed upon them to sign employment contracts ‘voluntarily’.26 Two points should be noted. First, in detaining these people, the German state demonstrated right from the start of hostilities that it was prepared to act ruthlessly and against the spirit of international law to benefit its war effort. Second, its treatment of what were regarded as uncultured easterners was different from citizens of ‘civilized’ western states. British women, for example, were permitted to return home at the start of the war, while their 4,000 military-aged men were first forbidden exit and in November interned in a relatively comfortable camp, Ruhleben, just outside Berlin. In contrast to the Russian Poles, they were never made to work for Germany’s war effort. French and Belgian male civilians were mostly forced to labour only from 1916.27

The Third OHL thus did not pioneer forced labour in Germany, but its urgent need for workers for the Hindenburg Programme prompted it to extend the practice in a new and harsher direction. With German manpower nearly at full stretch, the High Command cast covetous eyes towards occupied Belgium, an industrialized land with a skilled but largely unemployed workforce. The idea of recruiting these workers had been in circulation for a while. Big manufacturers in the Reich had already approached the Prussian War Ministry before Hindenburg and Ludendorff’s rise, and it in turn had urged General Moritz von Bissing, the head of the administration in the General Government Belgium (GGB), first in March 1916 and then again in the summer, to mobilize Belgian manpower for the German war effort. Voluntary recruitment had little success: fewer than 30,000 workers had come forward, and as the War Ministry needed at least ten times that number for its armaments programme, forced labour had been proposed. The Governor General blocked the suggestion. Even under pressure, he would compromise no further than a decree, issued in mid-May 1916, permitting workers who were unemployed or had refused to labour for German interests in Belgium to be deported over the border. Bissing’s objections were in part motivated by pragmatism. He rightly doubted the economic effectiveness of forced labour and feared it would cause unrest in Belgium and provoke a negative international reaction. Bissing was also thinking strategically: he hoped Belgium would ultimately be attached to the Reich, and therefore wished to treat its population ‘reasonably’. Finally, something of the paternalism inherent in the old Prussian officer corps played into his actions. He understood his role as ‘administrator of the land’, and felt a responsibility to oppose the more rapacious forms of exploitation. ‘I am of the opinion that a pressed lemon has no value, and that a dead cow gives no more milk,’ he had observed a year earlier, in June 1915. ‘For this reason, it is so important and necessary that a land which economically and also in other respects has such significance for Germany is kept viable and that the wounds of war are, as far as possible, again healed.’28

In the end, Bissing’s resistance was broken by Ludendorff and Hindenburg, who regarded the introduction of forced labour as a greater priority. Just a week and a half after their appointment to head the German army, they met the Governor General to discuss Belgian resources. Five days later, on 13 September, they ordered him to provide labour for German needs, regardless of social or legal scruples. Bissing resisted. He consulted with the Chancellor and then travelled to Pleß, more than 1,000 kilometres from his seat in Brussels, to reason with the High Command. On 19 September he personally refused Ludendorff’s demand for any general use of Belgian forced labour in Germany. It was only on 6 October, after a conference in which the GGB’s representatives were isolated among both military and civil representatives in their categorical rejection of forced labour, and after an unsuccessful appeal to the Chancellor, that Bissing reluctantly agreed to organize deportations of Belgian industrial workers for Germany.29

It would have been difficult to make a worse decision, for on every level the deportations were a fiasco. Once Bissing had relented, the first group of unemployed and so-called ‘work-shy’, 729 all told, were rounded up and transported on 26 October 1916. A total of 115 such actions would take place before the deportations were halted on 10 February 1917. Initially, the OHL hoped for 20,000 workers to be transported weekly, but in the face of considerable problems, above all an overstrained rail system and lack of suitable accommodation in Germany, this figure was revised downwards, first to 12,000–13,000 and then 8,000. By 10 December the army intended to deport 2,000 Belgian workers weekly, but in practice, although 10,000 or even 12,000 had been transported during some weeks in November, even this number proved impossible to reach by the year’s end. In total, 60,847 Belgians were deported. The army’s crude strategy was to bring them to camps in Germany, where through deliberately harsh treatment, inadequate nutrition and poor sanitation they were to be coerced into bettering their lot by signing employment contracts in German war industry, thereby becoming ‘voluntary’ workers. A measure of how bad these holding camps were is the mortality in them: in a matter of months, 1,316 inmates died. Regardless, only 13,376 Belgian deportees, less than a quarter of the total, succumbed and signed a contract. Callous treatment encouraged bitterness and hatred, not submissiveness.30

The deportation of a few thousand wretched workers had no bearing on Hindenburg’s armaments drive but it did unleash an international public relations disaster rivalled only by the massacres and destruction of the franc-tireur delusion of August 1914. The Belgian Catholic clergy and government in exile issued protests. So too did the Entente. The Germans’ reputation for barbarity was cemented. In neutral lands there was public outrage. The Pope condemned the practice of mass deportation. Most damaging was the reaction in the United States. There was a flurry of condemnation by intellectuals, in the press and at mass rallies in the country’s major cities. The popular outrage, stoked by America’s pro-war faction, undermined President Wilson’s efforts to engineer an American-made negotiated peace. In the winter of 1916–17, as a consequence of the deportations, Germany finally conclusively lost what its ambassador in Washington termed ‘the struggle for the American soul’.31

The Germans, along with their Habsburg allies, had more success in the use of military prisoners for labour. As Ludendorff later observed, these were ‘of the utmost importance’ to the Reich’s war economy.32 Their numbers far exceeded the civilians who were forced to work. By the end of 1914, the Germans had captured 219,364 French, 19,316 British and around 300,000 Russian soldiers. Their captives swelled to 1.5 million in 1915 and to 2,415,043 by war’s end. The Austro-Hungarians held around two million enemy soldiers.33 At first, these men’s labour was not called upon. They languished in overcrowded prison camps, where in the first half of 1915 a typhus epidemic raged, necessitating strict isolation from the civilian populations.34 Nonetheless, plans were soon formulated to exploit prisoners’ labour and from the middle of the year in Austria and Germany they were sent out en masse in work details. There was nothing illegal about this deployment. International law proscribed only activities connected ‘with the operations of the war’ for military captives.35 Initially, the Austrians proposed to employ the prisoners on ambitious state land reclamation and railway projects. In Germany, they were first put to similar work but soon after began to be allocated to the iron industry or mines, where they quickly became a large section of the labour force. By August 1916, the month of Hindenburg and Ludendorff’s rise, they accounted for around 14 per cent of workers in the Ruhr coal industry.36

It was in agriculture that military prisoners were most numerous and proved invaluable. Around two-thirds of Germany’s prisoners were set to agricultural tasks. In Austria too, their deployment to farms was ruled ‘a state necessity of the first rank’.37 At first they worked only on large estates, because the Central Powers’ armies, preoccupied with security concerns, insisted that private enterprises wishing to use the labour of captives take a minimum of thirty. It was uneconomical to guard any fewer. However, as economic priorities became more pressing, the military adopted a more flexible attitude and from October 1915 permitted individual POWs to be accommodated permanently on farms. Thereafter it was quite common for prisoners to be distributed singly or in pairs. At war’s end, 1.5 million prisoners were spread across 750,000 German farms and firms.38 The men allocated to peasant farmers could count themselves fortunate. Captives sent to work in industrial areas were poorly paid, badly fed and at risk of epidemic disease. An even worse fate befell those, 16 per cent of all Germany’s and over 20 per cent of Austria-Hungary’s prisoners, who were retained by the armies for labour directly behind the lines. Criminally inadequate rations, beatings and overwork stamped life in their prisoner labour companies. They accounted for many of the perhaps 140,000 and 230,000 men who died respectively in German and Austro-Hungarian captivity.39 By contrast, prisoners allocated to small farmers in the countryside were often treated well. The female proprietors valued the scarce labour, food was available and, as the prisoners often lived in the farmhouse, barriers of language and national enmity broke down and many came to be treated as part of the family. This form of forced labour, a model far removed from the brutal servitude usually associated with the term, was the great foreign labour success of Germany and Austria-Hungary during the war. The men, mostly Russians with farming backgrounds, knew they were lucky and, in contrast to prisoners in industry or the front prisoner companies, they offered a high level of productivity.40

The success of farms in employing just one or two prisoners did not escape the notice of hard-pressed small entrepreneurs. To businesses struggling in a land where the best and brightest men had been called to the army, prisoners appeared to offer salvation. Helene Grus, the proprietor of a hairdressing salon in Posen, wrote for example to her local military commander in April 1918, hopefully requesting that she be allocated a prisoner skilled with scissors. Her husband had been called up in September 1916, and it had been a nightmare to find replacement staff. Her only German assistant, she complained, was ‘so mentally substandard and so deficient in professional training that he not only does not serve the current clientele properly but through his behaviour and disorderliness diminishes and drives away this clientele from the business’.41 Whether her request was granted is unknown, but it does illustrate the degree to which prisoners at work became a normal part of the fabric of wartime society.

Yet the use of forced labour was never unproblematic, even in this most benevolent guise. The presence of Russian soldiers within German society during the war had two negative consequences. The first was that it caused considerable social angst. Some women formed relationships with prisoners, and a few hundred became pregnant. The press exaggerated these cases into a national moral crisis. Anxieties about female sexuality combined with wartime xenophobia. Home district generals banned relations with the enemy. Women who dared defy their strictures were pilloried in the press as traitors and punished, sometimes with months in prison; to right-wingers, the relationships were further evidence of a selfish home front letting down the supposedly selfless heroes in the trenches.42

More seriously, the presence of hundreds of thousands of barely supervised enemy soldiers in the German society and economy inflamed official paranoia. In the cities they were seen as a threat to public order. Obsessive fears peaked in the summer of 1917, when the Prussian War Ministry warned that British and French agents were coordinating preparations for a mass prisoner revolt, the signal for which would supposedly be contained in weather reports sent from Switzerland. To thwart the imagined threat, censorship was tightened, police were put on high alert and guards were instructed to use their weapons at the first sign of a prisoner mutiny.43 While the feared mass uprising never materialized, there was also a constant and more justified anxiety about prisoner sabotage of war production. The suspicions of home district commanders were fuelled by fires, explosions and apparent accidents in factories producing for the war effort. The default position came to be to assume prisoners working there were guilty. As the general in command of the XVII Army Corps district warned in mid-1917, ‘the suspicion of sabotage by war prisoners may only be regarded as ruled out if another perpetrator or another cause is conclusively identified’.44

Most frightening to officials, however, was the knowledge that Germany was, ironically, totally dependent for its survival on hundreds of thousands of unsupervised enemy soldiers on its farms. On their labour rested the country’s fragile food supply. No wonder then that the discovery that French intelligence was exhorting its countrymen in captivity to commit acts of sabotage caused German authorities to panic. Prisoners were being sent instructions and equipment for harming potatoes and livestock. So-called ‘extirpators’, instruments designed for poking out potatoes’ eyes, as well as ingeniously disguised delayed-action incendiary devices, were discovered hidden in cakes, toothpaste tubes and tins with false bottoms in captives’ Red Cross parcels. According to German intelligence, the French even experimented with biological warfare, supplying pastilles to prisoners that would infect German cattle with anthrax.45 The danger, which was greatly overestimated, prompted the home district generals to issue hysterical proclamations. The captives, the rural population was told, were working to a devilish enemy design: ‘According to a large-scale, calculated plan, our next harvest will be destroyed by the prisoners of war.’ People were commanded to be ‘mistrustful and watchful towards every prisoner of war . . . even if he appears to you to be friendly to Germans’. Clergy, teachers and mayors were asked to alert the public to the French sabotage operation, and farmers were told to keep a close watch on their prisoners and ordered not to arrange letters or packages for them, or else they might themselves have to answer for treason.46 The conspiracy theory took root at the highest levels that prisoners were already responsible for the country’s suffering. The Deputy General Staff in charge of the army on the Reich’s home front spread the fantastical but frightening story among officials that by destroying the country’s seed potatoes, prisoners had caused the ‘turnip winter’ of 1916–17.47

The Germans’ use of forced labour at home demonstrated the difficulty and costs of compulsion. The Third OHL’s harshest use of coercion, its attempt forcibly to transport reluctant Belgian workers to the Reich, failed totally and attracted heavy international condemnation. The Polish civilians illegally detained at the war’s outbreak and exploited on large eastern estates were of more yet still limited value. They were poorly motivated workers with high absconding rates.48 Strikingly more successful was the legal use of military prisoners in agriculture. These men were generally treated well and proved indispensable to the Reich war effort. Yet even in this case, there was a heavy societal and moral price to pay for forced labour, for the use of these prisoners encouraged spiralling paranoia, mistrust and racism. These experiences did not wholly discredit the economic possibilities of harsh coercion, but they did demonstrate that it was ill-suited to a relatively free society, complete with press and parliament and under international scrutiny. In the Central Powers’ occupied territories, where such conditions did not exist, there was more scope for ruthlessness and brutality. Even there, however, the coercive exploitation of human and material resources proved to have serious costs.

THE OCCUPIED TERRITORIES

The Central Powers had conquered extensive enemy territories in the first half of the war. By the end of 1916, they had overrun an area of 525,500 square kilometres, which, if its resources could be mobilized, could help to alleviate their siege and bolster their war economies significantly.49 Twenty-one million foreign subjects, equivalent to around a third of the Reich’s population, lived under German domination. There were around six million people in occupied Belgium, 300,000 in Luxembourg, two and a half million in north-eastern France, six million in the north of Congress Poland, known under the Germans as the General Government Warsaw, and nearly three million in so-called Ober Ost, which comprised Courland, Lithuania and Białystock-Grodno. Some 3.4 million Romanians, conquered at the year’s end, were ruled by a regime run by the Germans, but in which the other Central Powers retained influence. Austria-Hungary too had occupied territories, more modest than those of its ally yet still extensive. The Habsburg military controlled 45,000 square kilometres in the south of Congress Poland, covering the districts of Piotrków, Kielce, Radom and Lublin, which were home to around four and a half million people, and Serbia, whose war-ravaged population numbered 1.4 million. Montenegro and Albania also lay under Austro-Hungarian rule.50

The Central Powers imposed a variety of occupation regimes on these territories. Belgium and Poland had one of the Germans’ typically confused chains of command with a military Governor General answering solely to the Kaiser supported by a civilian bureaucracy under the purview of the Reich Chancellor. Most other areas were placed under exclusive army control. When territory on the Baltic was overrun in 1915, Ludendorff and Hindenburg, at that time commanding Germany’s armies on the Eastern Front, determinedly resisted civilian interference and created their own military state, Ober Ost. Occupied north-eastern France, an area of 21,000 square kilometres, along with the western corner of Belgium was designated as a rear-line area and carved into six regions run by armies operating on the Western Front.51 By the time half of Romania was conquered, a shortage of suitable personnel meant that installing a civilian administration was not feasible, and so the military also ran this territory in combination with allies and local elites willing to collaborate. The Habsburg conquered territories all had the Austro-Hungarian Army High Command (AOK) as their ultimate authority. Larger territories like southern Poland, Serbia and Montenegro were ruled by a military governor. Smaller regions, like Albania or later captured Italian lands, were placed under corps commands. All these administrations had similar tasks. The first priority for any occupation regime was pacification. This was a precondition for a second, central objective, economic exploitation. The antagonism that this provoked among inhabitants undermined a third, longer-term aim pursued in many territories, namely to cement permanent German or Habsburg domination through suborning the population or winning over local elites.52
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1. ‘I DID NOT WANT THIS!’ Kaiser Wilhelm II denies responsibility for the war. Wilhelm was fond of belligerent rhetoric in peace and bore ultimate responsibility for his government’s disastrous decision-making in July 1914, but the world conflagration frightened him and he blamed Russian aggression for forcing his hand.
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2. A PEOPLE’S WAR. Old Civil Railway Watchmen and young war volunteers in the German city of Göttingen, 5 September 1914. The old men, who had come forward to protect the railway from spies and saboteurs, are equipped with armlets and obsolete rifles. For the war volunteers, bayonets appear to be the only weapons left.
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3. ATROCITIES (1). ‘Campaign of 1914. Marianne’s Punishment’. This German propaganda is supposed to be a humorous comment on the ability of the Kaiser’s army to beat the French Republic (personified by a wanton Marianne) but comes uncomfortably close to portraying the sexual rapacity of conquering soldiers.
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4. ATROCITIES (2). ‘Beginning of August 1914. Deportation of francs tireurs’ (original caption). The Belgian or French women’s defencelessness contrasts strikingly with the powerful build and fixed bayonets of the German soldiers escorting them.
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5. ATROCITIES (3). Austro-Hungarian troops hang a civilian in Galicia, 1914. Franz Joseph’s army far exceeded its German ally and enemies in murderousness, massacring between 25,000 and 30,000 of its own Ruthenian (Ukrainian) population for largely imaginary acts of treason in 1914–15.
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6. ATROCITIES (4). Other Ruthenes suspected of treachery were forcibly deported westwards. Note the soldiers around this group, probably autumn 1914 or early 1915.
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7. THE INVASION OF GERMANY (1). The Russian army parades in the German city of Insterburg, East Prussia, 3 September 1914. General Rennenkampf, commander of the First Army, and Grand Duke Nikolai, commander-in-chief of the Tsar’s army, are the figures marked 1 and 2.
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8. THE INVASION OF GERMANY (2). Refugees hurry to Allenstein’s railway station, summer 1914. Some 800,000 people fled their homes during the first and 350,000 during the second Russian invasions of East Prussia.
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9. THE INVASION OF GERMANY (3). German civilians, alongside some military dead, massacred by the Russian army during its bloody raid on the East Prussian town of Memel, March 1915.
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10. NAIL FIGURES (1): ‘The Iron Hindenburg of Berlin’. Nail figures were the most striking material expression of Austrian- and Reich-German war culture, representing and reinforcing communal pride, solidarity and patriotism. None was more imposing than Berlin’s ‘Iron Hindenburg’. Constructed out of Russian alder wood and iron, the figure was 12 metres tall and weighed 33,300 kilograms. Around 20,000 people hammered in nails on the day of its unveiling, 4 September 1915.

[image: The Iron Knight’ in Hermannstadt (Sibiu)...]

11. NAIL FIGURES (2): ‘The Iron Knight’ in Hermannstadt (Sibiu). German communities as far east as Transylvania erected nail figures.

[image: ‘The Column of the Legions’ in Cracow.]

12. NAIL FIGURES (3): ‘The Column of the Legions’ in Cracow. Galician Poles eagerly imitated Germans’ nail figures, but used them to further their own nationalist aims. While in German parts of the Habsburg Empire money from nailing went to imperial causes, the funds raised by Cracow’s column were given to the families of Piłsudski’s national-minded Polish Legions.
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13. ‘GOD PUNISH ENGLAND’. Hatred as one motivation to fight. Children were the most ardent ‘haters’. They were also among the most dedicated members of the war community, helping with the harvest, collecting valuables for war causes and acting as a conduit by which state propaganda could reach their parents.
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14. ‘GIFTS OF LOVE’. Love, not hate, was the emotion that really underpinned popular support for the war: love for the Fatherland, love for one’s local community and, above all, love for the husbands, fathers and sons in the army. Here, German soldiers on their way to the front are receiving sustenance from Red Cross helpers, 1914.
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15. THE ‘FORTRESS PEACE’. An idealized image of the proletariat stalwartly offering its services for Germania’s protection. The slogan on the shield is the Kaiser’s famous phrase ‘I no longer recognize any parties.’
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16. HUNGER. People queuing to buy food in Cracow in 1916. Two policemen escort away a queue-jumper, while others keep order in the crowd.
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17. THE WAR ON LAND (1). Austro-Hungarian soldiers manning one of their elaborate trenches on the Eastern Front, June 1916. The trench’s depth offers protection from shellfire, and staves and brushwood weatherproof its high walls. However, troops would need time to get from its ‘fox hole’ shelter to the upper firing platform; a weakness which would prove fatal during the Brusilov offensive.
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18. THE WAR ON LAND (2). A standard Austro-Hungarian field service postcard. The soldier could choose from nine different languages but was permitted to send only one compulsorily optimistic message: ‘I am healthy and doing well’.
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19. THE WAR ON LAND (3). German troops carry out a realistic practice assault behind the Eastern Front, spring 1916. The German army’s trust in its men’s intelligence and readiness to use training to cultivate initiative set it apart from its ally and goes far to explain its impressive combat performance.
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20. THE WAR ON LAND (4). ‘How fateful “iron rations” are in the field’. A German military pun: the soldier on the right has been tied to a tree after eating his emergency ‘iron rations’ without permission; a punishment known as Anbinden that was practised until 1917. The soldier on the left is running from a very different ‘iron ration’ fired over by the enemy.
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21. THE WAR AT SEA (1). A German U-boat crew on the High Seas. A shell has exploded prematurely in their deck gun, destroying its barrel; just one of many hazards faced by submariners.
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22. THE WAR AT SEA (2). Allied merchant seamen surrender in their lifeboats. Their fate now depended in part on the U-boat commander who had sunk their ship. Some commanders left their enemies to drift, but others disobeyed orders to act ruthlessly and helped the wounded or even gave victims a tow towards land.
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23. THE WAR AT SEA (3). Direct hit. A U-boat torpedoes an Allied merchant vessel. U-boat warfare was typically conducted at such close quarters.
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24. CONQUERORS (1). ‘Who is the Victor?’ A propaganda poster illustrating the Central Powers’ extensive conquests and contrasting them with the measly Entente gains, end of 1917.
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25. CONQUERORS (2). ‘The little enemy eats and speaks, / You Germans, you’re not barbarians after all!’ The Germans imagined themselves as kindly culture-bearers in the occupied zones. Yet in stark contrast to this propaganda, they were ruthlessly extracting and exporting homewards as much food as they could lay their hands on.
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26. THE END (1). German prisoners taken at the Battle of St Quentin Canal, 2 October 1918. In the war’s final four months 385,500 German soldiers surrendered, a devastating loss of manpower which unnerved Ludendorff and crippled his army’s fighting power.
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27. THE END (2). Corpses on the Italian Front.
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28. THE END (3). Revolution! Insurgents loyal to the revolutionary workers’ and soldiers’ councils take control of the streets of Berlin, 9 or 10 November 1918.
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29. ‘THE LAST GREETING’. A woman mourns her fallen husband with two of his wounded comrades. There were 533,000 war widows and 1,192,000 orphans in Germany by the armistice in November 1918.

The defining feature of the Central Powers’ occupation regimes was their exploitative nature. Administrators were quite frank about their goal; as Major von Kessler, the head of the German Economic Staff in Romania, put it, the occupation authorities’ most pressing task was ‘to get out of the land what can be gotten out’.53 Experts in the 1940s looking back on 1914–18 doubted that the Central Powers had been very successful. They assessed Germany’s gross profits from its conquered lands at 5,700 million gold marks, covering little more than 5 per cent of its total direct war expenditure. Once the expenses of occupation were subtracted, these lands appeared of even less value.54

However, contemporary figures point to a different conclusion. Large quantities of diverse resources were extracted from the occupied territories (see Table 13). Moreover, the Central Powers’ leaders, especially their military men, attributed an importance to them belying these modest figures. Above all, the food produced there, while not worth much in monetary terms, was invaluable in sustaining Germany and Austria-Hungary under siege. Ludendorff stressed in his memoirs how ‘the occupied territories helped us with food supplies’ and even asserted that after 1916 ‘we should not have been able to exist, much less carry on the war, without Rumania’s corn and oil’.55 Major General Franz von Wandel, Prussia’s Deputy War Minister, also rated their enforced contribution highly when he told the Reichstag in March 1916 that it was thanks to the economic committees tasked with resource extraction in conquered regions that ‘our men in the field are so well fed’ and that ‘large supplies [can be] conveyed from the occupied territories into the home country’.56 Habsburg commanders were no less convinced of the value of the far smaller foreign territories under their control. For the Deputy Chief of the Habsburg General Staff, Major General von Höfer, they were ‘the anchor of hope’ in the desperate days at the end of 1916. Without them, he thought, ‘holding out until the beginning of the new harvest is impossible’.57 To Colonel von Zeynek, the Chief of the AOK’s Quartermaster Section, they ‘offered us a very important means to keep the army alive’.58

Table 13. Selected items extracted by Germany from the occupied territories, 1914–18
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* Total mined (not only for German use) † Germany and Austria-Hungary

Sources: Belgium: P. Liberman, Does Conquest Pay? The Exploitation of Occupied Industrial Societies (Princeton, NJ, 1996), pp. 75 and 77, A. Henry, Études sur l’occupation allemande en Belgique (Brussels, 1920), p. 194, and A. Solanský, ‘German Administration in Belgium’, unpublished PhD thesis, Columbia University (1928), p. 115. Poland and Ober Ost: V. G. Liulevičius, War Land on the Eastern Front: Culture, National Identity, and German Occupation in World War I (Cambridge, New York and Melbourne, 2000), p. 73, I. Ihnatowicz, ‘Gospodarka na ziemiach polskich w okresie I Wojny Światowej’, in B. Zientara, A. Mączak, I. Ihnatowicz and Z. Landau, Dzieje Gospodarcze Polski do 1939 r. (Warsaw, 1965), p. 457, J. Molenda, ‘Social Changes in Poland during World War I’, in B. K. Király and N. F. Dreisziger (eds.), East European Society in World War I (Boulder, CO, and Highland Lakes, NJ, 1985), pp. 189–90, S. Czerep, ‘Straty polskie podczas I wojny światowej’, in D. Grinberg, J. Snopko and G. Zackiewicz (eds.), Lata wielkiej wojny. Dojrzewanie do niepodległości, 1914–1918 (Białystok, 2007), p. 188 and M. Bemann, ‘ “. . . kann von einer schonenden Behandlung keine Rede sein”. Zur forst-und landwirtschaftlichen Ausnutzung des Generalgouvernements Warschau durch die deutsche Besatzungsmacht, 1915–1918’, Jahrbücher für Osteuropas, Neue Folge 55(1) (2007), pp. 10 and 24. Romania: Abteilung V. des Wirtschaftsstabes des O.K.M., ‘Ausfuhr aus Rumänien und Bessarabien bis zum 20. September 1918’. AVA Vienna: MdI, Präsidium 22/Bukowina 1900–1918 (Karton 2096): Akte 37818.

Close examination indicates that the agricultural resources of occupied territories did help to alleviate the food shortages of the besieged Central Powers. Germany’s population had consumed 13.3 million tons of grain annually in peacetime. Taking into account animals’ consumption, its needs were over 25 million tons, one-fifth of which had been imported. The 500,000 tons that were taken on average yearly from occupied lands in wartime thus compensated for between one-tenth and one-sixth of the lost imports. Animal-rearing in the occupied lands was even more important to the Central Powers. As the Reich’s own pig stock plummeted from over 25 million to around 10 million, the more than two million taken from the east provided a substantial contribution to alleviating Germans’ hunger.59 The conquest of Romania was especially significant. Ludendorff exaggerated when he claimed that ‘in the year 1917 only Romania enabled Germany, Austria-Hungary and Constantinople to keep their heads above water’.60 Peaceful trade, which between the autumn of 1915 and August 1916 had permitted the Central Powers to import 2.5 million tons of grain, was much more effective than military domination in securing food supplies.61 Nonetheless, the capture of Romania’s full granaries in December 1916, in the midst of the acute shortages of the ‘turnip winter’, was timely, and through rigorous exploitation Germany, Austria-Hungary, Bulgaria and the Ottomans were also able in subsequent years to exchange very extensive resources for the worthless, unbacked currency they introduced into the occupied country (see Table 14).

Table 14. Selected items exported from Romania by the Central Powers, 1916–18
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* Wheat, rye, corn, barley, flour and corn flour

Source: Abteilung V. des Wirtschaftsstabes des O.K.M., ‘Ausfuhr aus Rumänien und Bessarabien bis zum 20. September 1918’. AVA Vienna: MdI, Präsidium 22/Bukowina 1900–1918 (Karton 2096): Akte 37818.

Moreover, official export figures do not tell the full story. Armies lived partly off the land. German forces in Romania, for example, themselves consumed 267,879 tons of food and fodder from the occupation zone between 1916 and 1918.62 Consumption by the Habsburg military was even more significant, for the force was distinctly reluctant to share captured bounty with their own population. The German and Austro-Hungarian armies had very different conceptions of the war they fought and their relations to their homelands. Especially under Ludendorff after 1916, the German military recognized that the new industrial warfare demanded the fusion of state, society and the army. By contrast, Habsburg officers steadfastly persisted in their outmoded view of themselves and the army as separate and superior to civilians, and acted as if the home front barely mattered. They evinced none of their German counterparts’ urgent concern to help the suffering homeland with food. Instead, they vigorously defended their exclusive access to the agriculture of occupied lands. Civilian purchasing agents were forbidden from entering conquered territories and, if discovered, they were arrested and deported. The AOK’s monopoly on food from the occupied territories enabled its officers to maintain an extravagant lifestyle in 1917 and 1918, indifferent to the desperate hunger of their own people. Other ranks also derived some benefit: Habsburg training units were transferred to Serbia and Poland for the sole purpose of feeding them. The army estimated that 15 per cent of its total cereal needs were met by resources from the occupied territories.63

On top of official exports and military consumption, significant amounts of food were dispatched privately to the homeland, ensuring that the armies’ statistics never fully represented the extent of resources removed from conquered territories. Within the German occupying forces, soldiers were permitted to send 5-kilogram food parcels to friends and relatives; extensive use was made of this privilege. In just eight months in 1916–17, troops in Romania sent home enough foodstuffs to fill 1,002 wagons. A further 18,000 tons were brought back by men on leave. Similar arrangements were in place for the Habsburg army, where furloughed men were allowed to bring 25 kilograms of provisions home with them from the occupied lands.64 For soldiers’ beleaguered families, the periodic supplements to their inadequate official ration were welcome. Anna Kohnstern in Hamburg rejoiced whenever the family’s Uncle Friedrich arrived from the Belgian rear areas ‘overloaded’ with butter, bacon, fat, beans and even live rabbits.65 However, the mass purchases of food by the Central Powers’ troops did not endear them or their regimes to occupied civilians. German soldiers flooded the conquered territories like a swarm of locusts. The purchasing power of the German mark made these troops the favoured customers of farmers but ensured that for everyone else prices rose to abominably high levels. Already in 1915, disgruntled city dwellers in both enemy and allied countries were blaming German troops bitterly for rapid inflation and hunger. Even in the countryside, peasants also eventually became disgusted with visits from foreign soldiers looking to buy items for themselves or on official requisitioning missions. They started to hide their grain. As the demands became greater, the ruses adopted to keep food out of the hands of occupying forces became more elaborate. In Romania, some peasants even hid stores of food in coffins and held fake funerals.66

*

The Central Powers’ occupation regimes may all have had economic exploitation as their most pressing goal but the means adopted and the style of rule varied among the conquered territories. Regions run purely by the military were treated differently from those managed by army–civilian hybrid authorities. The culture, prejudices and procedures that administrators brought with them shaped how they governed and treated inhabitants. What they encountered when they arrived in the occupied regions also mattered. Contemporary international law envisaged local authorities continuing their functions under occupation, but in the east invading armies found that Tsarist officials had retreated, leaving lawless and devastated territories. Local elites might be negotiated with or ignored, and the occupying forces also had to decide how to balance competing multi-ethnic interests. The Central Powers’ long-term plans for conquered territories influenced these decisions. Germanization schemes in the Baltic or the strip of Polish land to be annexed to the Reich appear to point towards the larger, genocidal racial reorganization of the east desired a quarter of a century later by the Nazis. However, large, utopian schemes were generally not a feature of German or Austrian occupation practices in the First World War. There was some limited state-building but much more confusion and chaos, which, along with the overriding need to plunder resources for the war effort, hindered the formulation and implementation of grand new designs.67

The First World War’s most notorious occupation regime, and the clearest antecedent for Nazi methods of domination in eastern Europe, was Ober Ost in the Baltic. Ludendorff founded this military state in 1915, and his domineering personality and the martial culture of its soldier-administrators stamped the state’s character. Ober Ost was a testing ground for a new form of more total mobilization; it was here that the future First Quartermaster General developed and practised his ideas for a centralized war effort run by command. It was also the prime object of the general’s longer-term colonizing ambition. Its rule was marked by idealism – of a sort; Ludendorff described the occupation as ‘a work for civilization’ which ‘benefited the army and Germany as well as the country and its inhabitants’.68

Ober Ost’s rulers saw themselves as conveyors of culture. ‘German Work’, labour imbued with the highest moral motives, would tame the wild land and raise its peoples from sloth and ignorance. The military authorities’ press section trumpeted their achievements. Not only was the infrastructure damaged by the Russians in their ‘scorched earth’ retreat repaired, but new roads, railways and telegraph lines were built with remarkable speed; already by the end of 1915, 434 bridges had been erected, including one spanning the great Bug River, alone in what would become Ober Ost’s southernmost Białystok province. Officers intervened in agriculture, taking over the management of abandoned estates, and brought new industry to the region: jam factories, dairies, and potato and mushroom drying facilities were all constructed. Twelve million marks were invested in setting up saw mills, wood-processing plants and carpentry workshops in order to capitalize on the dense forest that covered the south of the territory. The army promoted not only what it regarded as a much needed work ethic among the inhabitants but also hygiene and education; under its watch the number of schools doubled to more than 1,350. Ludendorff and his subordinates dreamed of turning this neglected backwater into a productive region capable of contributing to German security. Ober Ost could become a granary, protecting the Reich in future wars from the deprivation its people were now facing. Moreover, the work undertaken would, it was hoped, prepare the way for settlement by ethnic Germans who would form for the Reich a living barrier against the barbarous east.69

In reality, behind this utopianism lay an extremely oppressive military regime. Ludendorff staffed its bureaucracy with officers and experts in uniform, and shut out all civilian influence. The principle on which the occupation was built, laid down explicitly in the closest thing that this military state had to a constitution, the ‘Order of Rule’ of 7 June 1916, was that ‘the interests of the army and the German Reich always supersede the interests of the occupied territory’.70 The military rulers imposed a repressive and obsessive system of control. Inhabitants over ten years of age were registered, photographed and issued with an identity card, for which each was compelled to pay one mark. During 1915–17, 1.8 million people, nearly two-thirds of the scattered population, were put through this compulsory procedure. A survey of possessions was undertaken, which covered everything from land ownership and cattle to household utensils. Fearing the spread of disease and espionage, the occupation authorities restricted people’s freedom of movement: not only was Ober Ost sealed off from the outside world by chains of border posts but the new state was itself divided arbitrarily into districts between which inhabitants were not allowed to move without the permission of local commanders. Even in their own areas, travel by horse, wagon and boat or on skis also required a pass. The documentation of the local population, census of their goods and restrictions on their movement, as well as the ‘German Work’ of road and railway building, laid the foundation for highly effective exploitation. Contrary to the assumptions of the experts who tried in the 1940s to calculate the profits of occupation, the initial, large expenditures on infrastructure and administration were more than recouped: while materials imported into Ober Ost were valued at 77,308,000 marks, those removed were worth nearly five times more, at 338,606,000 marks. The population was taxed heavily, not only through a graded head tax and duties on land, housing and profits, but also indirectly through the imposition of state monopolies on cigarettes, liquor, beer, salt, sugar, saccharin and matches. Fishing licences raised extra revenue, as did a bitterly resented charge imposed on dog owners. These levies placed a disproportionately heavy burden on the poor.71

The occupation authorities were above all focused on harnessing Ober Ost’s agricultural and human resources. Initially, the Russian army’s earlier depredations meant that there was little food to be had. Ludendorff, who was otherwise dismissive of what he termed ‘false humanitarian reasons’, admitted in his memoirs that to ward off starvation his army had shared its provisions with Ober Ost’s urban population during the winter of 1915–16; clearly, despite the parallels highlighted by recent historiography, there remained some considerable distance between Imperial German occupation practices and the genocidal ‘hunger plan’ that the Nazis intended to apply to the same region a quarter of a century later.72 However, once the new harvest was ready in 1916, requisitions became ever more systematic and extreme. The quotas imposed on farmers were extraordinarily high. Although only yields for hay, clover, rape-seed and flax were adequate, the army took grain, tubers and vegetables not solely for its own use but also to feed the German homeland (see Table 15). The military was especially ruthless in tapping the territory for meat supplies. One-third of all meat eaten by the 1–2 million German troops on the Eastern Front came from Ober Ost.73

The other commodity of major value to the military occupation authorities was manpower. The railway and road building, farming and logging praised by propaganda as ‘German Work’ were in fact to a very great extent the products of the forced labour of Lithuanians, Latvians, Belarusians, Poles and Jews. The military administrators who ran the Ober Ost state easily applied their habits of command and expectations of unconditional obedience to the helpless civilians under their control. Compulsory labour was patronizingly justified as a moral lesson to teach work-shy easterners the value of honest graft. Local measures, such as setting the unemployed to repair roads or ordering peasants to work on abandoned estates, began immediately, in the autumn of 1915. In January 1916 the central authorities, unable to attract sufficient manpower at miserly rates of pay for their ambitious projects, pondered a more systematic organization of compulsory work. Soon after, worker columns appeared, into which inhabitants were temporarily conscripted to carry out specific tasks near their homes. The ‘Order of Rule’ published in the summer laid down the tasks that inhabitants of both genders could be compelled to undertake and set stiff penalties of 10,000-mark fines or five years’ imprisonment for refusal.74

Table 15. Selected foods taken from the 1916 harvest in Lithuania* by the German army (tons)
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*Lithuania was initially one province of six within Ober Ost. In July 1916 the Vilna province was merged into it, making Lithuania around one-third of the total land area ruled by the military state.

Source: A. Strazhas, Deutsche Ostpolitik im Ersten Weltkrieg. Der Fall Ober Ost, 1915–1917 (Wiesbaden, 1993), p. 47, n. 203.

In October 1916, with Ludendorff now at the OHL demanding the extension of compulsory labour everywhere to assist in the new industrial drive, Ober Ost’s administration took a final step: it decreed that workers pressed into forced labour could be deployed outside their places of habitation. This opened the way for Civil Worker Battalions (ZABs), the harshest manifestation of forced work practised by Germany in the First World War. The life of those enslaved in these units was truly miserable. The pay was a tenth of that earned by free unskilled labourers; rations, at 250 grams of bread per day, were inadequate for heavy labour; and accommodation was in draughty barrack camps surrounded by barbed wire. Beatings were frequent, illness was endemic and the prisoners – for that is what they were – had little or no contact, written or otherwise, with their families. The battalions were officially disbanded in September 1917; in practice, however, they continued in existence under different titles and their personnel, after being intimidated into signing contracts, were recategorized as ‘volunteers’. Exactly how many people were subjected to compulsory labour is unknown. There were five ZABs in Ober Ost, each notionally containing 2,000 men, although escapes, death and disease eroded their numbers. Those conscripted temporarily to work in labour columns, which contained women as well as men, were much more numerous. Jews, who were particularly vulnerable to both the unemployment that was used to justify and excuse the columns and to officials’ prejudices, were disproportionately affected. In the Lithuanian province of Ober Ost alone, a credible estimate is that 130,000 inhabitants were so misused.75

The coercion of the Ober Ost regime was effective in the short term at thoroughly plundering the land’s material and human resources. However, it also had severe costs: it was wasteful and highly counter-productive for the realization of goals in the medium and longer term. The frantic efforts to gather as much food as possible in 1916 disastrously depleted the animal stocks on Lithuanian and Latvian farms and left insufficient seed for the 1917 harvest.76 Above all, the state’s reliance on intimidation and naked violence to underpin its authority was not only immoral and illegal but also no way to promote production. The population was alienated, not motivated: the frequent beatings and humiliation at the hands of gendarmes, punitive fines for misunderstanding decrees that were poorly translated or posted only in German, sudden and indiscriminate manhunts for work details, and payment in worthless ‘East Marks’ gave no reason for the people to strive for Ober Ost. Forced labour was carried out slowly and reluctantly. Open defiance was dangerous: when villagers in the Girkalnis district, for example, refused to surrender goods on demand, their houses were burned down and they were bloodily beaten up, placed in chains and marched around the area as a warning to others. Over 1,000 people were executed alone in the Lithuanian province of Ober Ost.77

Nonetheless, far from cowing inhabitants, the repression provoked resistance that ultimately destabilized the state. German officials and police were murdered in growing numbers and magazines filled with confiscated goods were set alight. Men who had fled to the forests to escape compulsory labour turned to banditry and partisan warfare, both terrorizing the population and undermining the occupiers’ grip on the land. The half-hearted efforts of military rulers in 1917, after the Russian revolution, to co-opt local elites fooled nobody into thinking that inhabitants’ wishes would now be seriously considered. In Courland, in the north of Ober Ost, other peoples were ignored and only the Baltic German barons were called to a new Land Assembly. In the south, a Lithuanian council, the Taryba, was allowed to convene in the autumn; a foolish act, as German leaders were unwilling to make any real concessions to Lithuanian nationalist aspirations and arrogantly overestimated their ability to coerce it. The Taryba in fact refused to confer greater legitimacy on the occupation, worked to thwart hardening German plans for permanent control and then declared Lithuanian independence on 16 February 1918. Despite intense pressure, it held steadfastly to this position over the summer months and, when the German war effort collapsed in the autumn, was instrumental in forming a Lithuanian national government.78

The warped utopianism of the German regime in Ober Ost was driven by Ludendorff’s nationalism and militarist ambitions, but the extreme brutality and control mania exercised there were not due to him alone; they had deeper roots in German military culture. In north-eastern France, the occupation regimes of the Western Front armies bore some striking similarities to the one in Ober Ost. Most obviously, these occupations shared that regime’s obsession with control and utilized many of the same tools to achieve it. The German military photographed all French citizens and issued identity cards that had to be carried at all times. People were not permitted to travel outside their own communes without applying for a pass, and having good reason. Privacy was eliminated: every house had to display a list of its residents, and periodic spot parades were held by the Germans to ensure that everyone was present. All residents were ordered to keep their doors unlocked. The male population, suspected as being most likely to resist, was controlled particularly carefully. In January 1915 all military-aged men living in Lille, the major city in the zone of occupation, were ordered to register, under threat of imprisonment. Some were interned in Germany. The military-aged men who remained in the occupation zone received a red (presumably for danger) identity card, instead of the white one issued to other civilians, and were obliged to gather once a month in order to be counted.79 In fairness, these French areas directly behind their lines were highly sensitive for the German armies. Resistance, unlikely though it was, had the potential to cause dangerous disruption to the forces’ supply lines, and hostile acts such as espionage and the assistance of escaped Entente prisoners were undertaken by French agents or civilians. The armies here had valid security concerns, but their reaction was very heavy-handed.80

More difficult to justify, but indicative of mentalities similar to those in Ober Ost, was the occupiers’ control of the French population. Civilians could be moved around based on the needs of the military. The most shocking example took place in April 1916, when to solve an agricultural labour shortage and ease food supply problems in the cities, the Sixth Army’s Quartermaster General simply removed between 24,000 and 30,000 people, mostly women, from Lille, Roubaix and Tourcoing to the countryside. As in Ober Ost, forced labour was a feature of the occupation. Temporary local work columns for field labour or fortification building had been formed as early as 1914. The further radicalization of these practices was not a local initiative but a result of Hindenburg and Ludendorff’s appointment to head the German army. The Third OHL, drawing on its experiences in the east, ordered the introduction of ZABs. Twenty-five battalions were established in the rear areas between October 1916 and the spring of 1918. Around 30,000 French civilians were enslaved at any one time in these labour units, but exhaustion, illness and deaths induced by the hard work, inadequate food and beatings by guards ensured that many more men passed through them.81

The major difference between the German regime in Ober Ost and those in occupied France was that the latter lacked the brutal idealism of the former. There were no plans for German settlement in occupied France. Nor was there a desire to spread a mantra of ‘German Work’. The so-called ‘Economic Committees’ of the German armies were only organizations of plunder, not production. The armies’ rear areas contained a third of France’s metallurgical industry and mines that had produced half of its pre-war coal output, but the damage to these installations, the displacement of their workforce and the front’s proximity meant that they could not be put to work for the Reich. Instead, the military occupiers looted the facilities, de-industrializing the region by scrapping or transferring its machinery to Germany. The devastation that they left was crushing. All twenty-four large metallurgical plants and ten car, cycle and arms factories, 205 of 209 steel mills, rolling mills and foundries, 106 of 110 engineering factories and 492 of 500 smaller metallurgical establishments were damaged or destroyed.82 The land too was ravaged rather than improved. Four-fifths of occupied France’s grain harvest was sent to Germany and its pig herd had fallen from 356,000 in 1914 to just 25,000 by 1919.83

Not all German occupation regimes had the hard-wired brutality of Ober Ost and the armies in north-eastern France. The Governor Generals, General Bissing in Belgium and General Hans Hartwig von Beseler in Poland, who ran two other important occupied regions, were well disposed to their territories and prepared to act with moderation, stances that cast doubt on whether German military culture was so deterministically violent as sometimes claimed. Their attitudes were reinforced, rather than determined, by their civil administrations, which were generally more alert to the costs of flouting international law than were soldiers. Longer-term hopes of tying Poland and Belgium to the Reich, most likely as satellite states with restricted sovereignty, also militated in favour of conciliatory conduct. Nonetheless, moderation proved a difficult line to hold under wartime pressures. The overriding need to extract resources, demands from authorities beyond the occupation zones and the difficulty of motivating indifferent or even hostile populations to work for Germany’s war effort all pushed the regimes towards an extensive use of coercion. The large-scale plunder carried out by the Central Powers to satisfy immediate wartime needs inevitably had costs for their longer-term objectives.

Bissing’s Belgium offers a good illustration of some of the problems. The Governor General wished that Belgium would eventually fall under the permanent control of the Reich, he was keen not to alienate Belgians totally, and he was even prepared to use local Flemish separatists as a means to reduce French influence and tie the state closer to Germany. He wished not to ruin Belgian industry but rather set it to work for the German war effort.84 However, his plan was thwarted from two sides. First, German military, political and economic elites opposed it. The Prussian War Ministry was reluctant to grant contracts to Belgian firms, and German industrialists, who were well connected with the military and with the civilian administrators in the General Government Belgium, also lobbied against a programme that aimed to revive a major competitor. Both they and the Reich government preferred to use the opportunity proffered by war to eliminate competition and infiltrate Belgian industry with German capital. Second, Belgian civilians ruined Bissing’s design by their unwillingness to collaborate. Although half a million Belgian workers, half of the country’s workforce, were unemployed as a result of the war, there was widespread passive resistance against contributing to the German war effort. Quarries refused to supply crushed stone to the military administration and factories rejected orders that they knew came from German sources. The personnel of the Belgian railways, from navvies to managers, refused to work for the occupiers.85 Belgians also at first displayed little willingness to work in Germany. Recruitment only picked up in 1917, in part from fear induced by the forced deportations over the winter of 1916–17, but, more importantly, due to greater incentives, including bonuses, family benefits and formal equality between Belgian and German workers. Some 160,000 Belgians signed contracts for employment in the Reich.86

Belgians were exceptional in their sustained passive resistance to German occupation. This was possible only because they could rely for sustenance on the Commission for Relief in Belgium (CRB). Organized by the millionaire mining engineer and future American president Herbert Hoover, the CRB supplied more than five million tons of food to Belgium and north-eastern France during the First World War.87 The British allowed the food to pass through the blockade on condition that the Germans abstained from requisitioning it or the equivalent home produce. A further convention in July 1915 reserved all Belgium’s bread grains for domestic consumption, and in April 1916, German purchases and requisitions of all foodstuffs in the territory were halted completely. The agreements came too late to stop the country’s agriculture from being destroyed; in 1919, Belgium had just 327,332 pigs, compared with 1.5 million before the war.88 Nonetheless, the CRB’s food aid kept Belgians alive and, by relieving them of the need to earn, made possible a four-year strike that effectively sabotaged Bissing’s hopes of industrial mobilization. In contrast to the 1,500,000 tons of pig iron and 900,000 tons of steel manufactured in Belgium before the war, the occupiers managed to coax only an annual 100,000 tons in 1915 and 1916. In February 1917 the Third OHL ordered all ‘non-essential’ plant to be closed. Some 151 Belgian factories were decommissioned, 24,000 machines transported to the Reich and another 12,000 machines put into storage.89 The sole industry to maintain significant production was coal mining; the CRB did not provide this essential fuel and, with no other source of supply, the Belgians had to dig it out or freeze. While the mines never yielded as much as their annual peacetime 22.8 million tons, 16.9 million tons were dug out in 1916 and 13.9 million in 1918. Up to half of this coal was sold in Belgium, a tiny amount was exported and the rest went to the German army and railways. It proved a useful but not critical supplement to a nation that in peacetime had produced 277.2 million tons of coal annually.90

The occupation of the northern half of Congress Poland under Governor General von Beseler was another regime that ought to have been moderate. The General Government Warsaw (GGW), as this area was known, was saved from Ludendorff’s grip by Bethmann Hollweg and Falkenhayn in 1915 and organized on the Belgian model. Beseler, the conqueror of the fortresses of Antwerp and Novogeorgievsk, was appointed despite having little political experience and no familiarity with the complex politics surrounding Europe’s Polish question. Nonetheless, proving that the Prussian officer corps was not wholly incapable of empathy and open-mindedness, he prepared for his new responsibilities by reading Polish history, consulting with both Poles and Germans, and travelling widely around his area of rule. In stark contrast to Ludendorff, whose interests in the population of Ober Ost did not extend beyond what it could contribute to the German war effort, Beseler’s studies gave him some sympathy for the Poles. The population, he thought, ‘is certainly gifted and has good qualities’. His attitude mirrored that of the more benevolent among contemporary colonists, who justified domination of foreign peoples as a pedagogic exercise in self-government. German rule in the GGW took the form of a balancing act, in which imperial authorities sought to ensure permanent control over Poland, while simultaneously granting increasing powers of self-government to the local Polish elites.91

Two factors besides Beseler’s initial goodwill set limits on the harshness of occupation practices in the GGW. First, as in Belgium a civilian administration answering to the Chancellor worked below the Governor General. This had been established at Bethmann’s behest and against Hindenburg’s and Ludendorff’s wishes already in January 1915 in what was then a thin strip of occupied territory, and its jurisdiction was expanded once the GGW was established in August.92 The other factor that should have restrained excesses against the GGW’s population was the Poles’ importance for Germany and Austria-Hungary domestically and on the international stage. The Central Powers’ large Polish minorities maintained a fervent interest in the welfare of their compatriots across the border; Prussian officialdom noted, for example, the large sums that Poles in Germany’s eastern marches donated to a ‘Committee for the Suffering in the Parts of Russian Poland Occupied by German Troops’. Abuses were reported and redress demanded by the minority’s representatives, supported by at least some German Socialists, in the Reichstag.93 Moreover, the exercise in Polish state-building undertaken by the Germans in the GGW required the collaboration of local elites and thus also served to restrain overtly brutal behaviour. The high point of these efforts was the proclamation made by the German and Austrian monarchs on 5 November 1916 promising the creation after the war of an independent Poland.94

Nonetheless, the exigencies of blockade and war against superior powers meant that the immediate priorities of the GGW regime were the same as those of other German occupiers. The head of its civil administration, Wolfgang von Kries, defined his mission as ‘to maintain peace and order in the area of administration, to secure the homeland’s connection with the fighting front and, through the area of administration’s economic assistance, to support the [Reich’s] war economy, above all with food’.95 The last goal, economic exploitation, was the most important. Even though the GGW contained two major cities, Warsaw and Łódź, and its cereal harvest plummeted to a mere 35 per cent of the peacetime level, huge quantities of food were taken. Northern Polish farms yielded not only 1.2 million tons of grain but also 220,000 tons of potatoes, 26,000 tons of oats and 40,000 tons of sugarbeet for the Reich or its soldiers. Millions of animals were bought or requisitioned.96 The GGW’s civilian occupiers exceeded their military counterparts in Ober Ost in their reckless exploitation of the land’s forests, felling nearly 8,000 hectares. Already in 1917, officials conceded that as a result, ‘the future Polish state will have difficulties in covering its wood needs’.97 Taxes were heavy. As in Ober Ost, the state asserted profitable monopolies over all manner of goods, from grain, salt, sugar and meat to matches, cigarettes and petroleum. Only one-third of these funds were reinvested in the territory, while the rest went to the German war effort.98

The burdens imposed by the occupiers eased Germany’s own supply problems at the expense of the lives of the GGW’s Polish and Jewish population, especially in the cities. In Warsaw, the official ration was set in mid-1916 at just two-thirds of the already utterly inadequate levels current in the Reich. By the spring of 1918 it was, at 891 calories, only about half the size. Worse still, impoverished and frequently unemployed residents of Warsaw were less able than Germans, for whom such supplements became extremely important, to afford extra nutrition on the black market. The Polish Socialist Party estimated plausibly that the population of Warsaw ate just 39 per cent of the food consumed by Germans. How many died of starvation is unknown, but weakened by malnutrition and cold due to severe fuel and clothing shortages, and lacking the soap essential for hygiene, the vulnerability of residents to disease certainly increased. Overall, the city’s death rate doubled between 1914 and 1917. Old people and children were especially numerous among the victims.99

The GGW regime thus proved hardly less callous and exploitative than Ober Ost. It was also oppressive: thousands of people were interned and, as in the west, cities were forced to pay heavy ‘contributions’, in Poland’s case totalling six million roubles.100 The regime’s main claim to humanity lay in the lesser use of coercion within its borders. Forced labour was introduced by the Governor General only very briefly in October 1916, principally at Ludendorff’s urging. The legislative foundation was provided by a ‘decree for the combating of idleness’ issued on 4 October, and shortly afterwards mayors were ordered to submit lists of unemployed. Around 5,000 workers, half from Łódź, were dragooned into ZABs and sent to Ober Ost, while a larger number were made to accept temporary work in their home areas. The overwhelming majority of the people taken were Jews, a hamfisted and unsuccessful attempt by Beseler to limit Polish outrage. The policy was halted immediately after the Central Powers’ proclamation on 5 November promising an autonomous Poland.101

The harnessing of Poland’s manpower for the German war effort was central to the GGW regime, but persuasion and, sometimes, trickery rather than force were the principal tools used, with considerable success. Poland was an indispensable source of immigrant labour. Already in March 1915, even before the great advances in the east, German authorities began to recruit workers from Polish territory to replace conscripted German men.102 Commercial agents were active from the start of 1915, but in the summer occupation authorities granted the ‘German Worker Central’ (Deutsche Arbeiterzentrale – DAZ), an organization set up in peacetime to place Polish seasonal workers with employers, a near monopoly. The offers of work in Germany were not unwelcome to Poles: as a result of wartime economic disruption, fighting and damage to factories and infrastructure by the retreating Russian army, there were 200,000 unemployed in the GGW. However, men and women who signed up frequently found that the pay and conditions they were promised either failed to materialize or were soon reduced. Worst of all, the DAZ did its best to obscure the fact that agreeing to employment in Germany was a one-way ticket; workers had no right of return. When knowledge of this fact spread among Poles, their readiness to contract themselves to Reich employers waned.103

The GGW administration played an iniquitous role in ensuring the continued flow of workers to Germany. Forced labour was held over the population’s head as a threat. In October 1916, when it was briefly introduced, the German Chief of Police in Warsaw, Ernst Reinhard von Glasenapp, informed citizens that the measure could be halted only if sufficient volunteers for work came forward.104 More important was ruthless economic pressure. The GGW’s economy was plundered by the War Raw Materials Agencies working under the Reich Ministry of the Interior, lowering living standards and leaving the unemployed little option but to emigrate or starve. Congress Poland’s industry was destroyed. Textile manufacture collapsed: the 39,000 looms of 1914 declined to 33,000 in 1916 and then, as the occupying authorities stepped up their requisition of machines for use in Germany or as scrap, to just 12,000 by 1918.105 Polish milling also suffered, as the Germans did not permit grain to be milled locally but sent it to the Reich. Other industries fared no better: one Polish contemporary described with horror how ‘factories were dismantled, copper boilers, driving belts and machines removed’. The measures benefited German industrialists, who not only saw prospective competitors eliminated but also gained their equipment at little or no cost. The GGW authorities, although initially opposed to the depredation, strove to ensure that the industrialists received the workers too. Warsaw and Łódź, the main industrial centres, were ordered to suspend all emergency works and free meals for the unemployed, with the clear intention of forcing the desperate to emigrate. These efforts were, from a German perspective, highly successful. By the spring of 1916, there were barely any skilled labourers left in the GGW. Overall, between 200,000 and 240,000 Poles were recruited for work in Germany during the war, which, taken with the 300,000 Poles trapped in the country in August 1914, made them far and away the most numerous of the Reich’s foreign civilian labourers.106

The Germans may have been successful in mobilizing labour and ruthlessly extracting resources from Poland, but the overt economic exploitation and thinly veiled desire for political domination hobbled their ambition to reshape eastern Europe. Reich leaders competed with their Habsburg ally to determine the future of Poland. Bethmann had soon regretted his offer of November 1915 to cede it to Austria in exchange for participation in the Mitteleuropa project, and at a second meeting with Habsburg Foreign Minister István Burián in April 1916 he had withdrawn from the tentative agreement and instead had demanded a buffer state attached to Germany. He was encouraged by Governor General Beseler, who was already engaged in limited state-building, intervening in municipal government and schooling. The German administration’s most symbolically powerful act was to authorize the re-establishment of Warsaw University in the autumn of 1915. The Tsarist regime had Russified the institution, and its return as a seat of Polish learning was enthusiastically welcomed by local elites. The Germans’ support could be understood as a mark of their cultural superiority over the Russians and a willingness to permit the training of a Polish leadership capable, within limits, of managing its own national affairs.107

Burián still wished to acquire the whole of Congress Poland for the Habsburgs and was dismayed by Bethmann’s reversal. The deadlock between the two Central Powers might have continued indefinitely had it not been for the combined Entente offensive that summer. First, the Brusilov offensive so damaged the Habsburg Empire militarily and politically that the Germans were able to impose their vision of a Polish buffer state. In August, Burián assented reluctantly to an independent Kingdom of Poland with a hereditary monarchy and constitution. The state was not to be established until the war’s end and no firm decision was made about its size. However, the Germans would get their border strip, and it was agreed that the new state’s foreign policy and army would remain in the hands of the Central Powers, although in the latter case a primary role was given to the Germans.108

Second, the heavy fighting in the summer of 1916 prompted a frantic search for new sources of military manpower. Poles had been considered as possible soldiers before; Falkenhayn had raised the possibility of recruiting in Congress Poland as early as September 1915, but Bethmann had at that time questioned the legality and practicality of such action. In mid-July, Falkenhayn and Ludendorff, concerned at the Austro-Hungarian military collapse during the Brusilov offensive but impressed by the Polish Legion, one of the few formations to emerge with credit from the debacle, urgently clamoured for replacement manpower to be drawn from Poland. This brought the dilemma about the country’s future to a head. As Governor General Beseler pointed out, recruitment was hardly likely to succeed while no decision on Polish independence had yet been reached. He estimated optimistically that if Poles were offered a modicum of freedom, at first three divisions of 30,000 men and later an army of 100,000 soldiers might be raised. Bethmann was inclined to stall, for he was aware of the drawbacks of establishing a new Polish state and did not wish to close off a separate peace with Russia. Yet even once the Brusilov offensive was fading, the appointment of the radical Third OHL ensured that there was no slackening of the pressure on him. Ludendorff’s calculation was simple: ‘Everything comes down to power, and we need men.’109

The Central Powers’ manifesto of 5 November 1916 was undermined by the differences in German and Habsburg political visions for Congress Poland and the secret intention among Reich leaders to annex a large border strip, and it was stamped by the military priorities that had called it into existence. The manifesto offered no immediate change and, as the Central Powers did not agree, only vague commitments for the future. It held out an ‘autonomous state with hereditary monarchy and constitutional regime’, yet without any indication of who that monarch might be or where the borders of this state would lie. What it did make clear was that a Polish army should be the new kingdom’s priority. To underline this central message, the German and Austro-Hungarian Governor Generals published a second proclamation just four days later opening recruitment. ‘The struggle with Russia is still going on and is not yet completed,’ the generals observed, ‘so stand by our side as volunteers and help us complete our victory over your persecutor.’ To Poles, the self-serving motives behind the offer could scarcely have been more obvious, and its political cynicism increased the distrust already instilled by the occupiers’ economic rapacity. In under twenty-four hours most of the appeals in Warsaw had pasted next to them posters with the slogan ‘No Polish Army without the Polish Government!’ Recruitment was a total failure: even before the year’s end, Beseler rued the entire endeavour as a ‘great disappointment’. In contrast to the expected minimum of three divisions, a mere 3,200 men had come forward by February 1917.110

The Germans overreached themselves in Poland. The November proclamation was a historic moment, for it was the first concrete promise made by heads of state to restore the country after more than 120 years of partition. Bethmann was able to talk the talk of freedom. In April 1916 he had vowed before the Reichstag that Germany and Austria-Hungary would ‘solve’ the Polish question. The Reich, he had pledged, would never ‘voluntarily surrender to the rule of reactionary Russia the peoples . . . between the Baltic and the marshes of Volhynia whom she and her ally have liberated’.111 Yet the Germans’ desire for political control was too naked and their economic exploitation had gone too far in alienating Poles, and the proclamation consequently won them few friends.112 Instead, the Third OHL, Bethmann and Beseler soon found that they had fashioned a rod to beat themselves. The 5 November proclamation opened an international bidding war for the hearts and minds of east-central Europeans. Once President Wilson of the United States began to take part in January 1917, and especially after the Russian revolution the following spring, the Central Powers had no hope of winning this ideological contest. The proclamation also undermined the stability of the GGW’s occupation regime. The Germans had hurriedly conceded a Provisional Council of State once they had recognized the patent inadequacy of the 5 November offer. Although this was powerless and failed to satisfy Polish national aspirations, it and its successor, a Regency Council formed in the autumn of 1917, provided weak but alternative sources of authority to the Governor General. Józef Piłsudski, the founder of the Polish Legions, sat as chairman of its Military Commission and used his position to agitate for a national government and army. The Third OHL learned nothing from the fiasco. Ludendorff’s insistence that the Polish Legions, transferred to the GGW as the basis of a Polish army, swear an oath to the German Kaiser, destroyed what little remained of the Central Powers’ credibility and the plans to create a military ally from occupied Poland.113

The Third OHL brought a new ruthlessness but not efficiency to the Central Powers’ war efforts. Ludendorff and Hindenburg sought to impose centralization, control and rationalization, yet they pursued goals that were complete fantasies: their rearmament plan was an emotional and propaganda response to Entente material might, not the product of a reasoned assessment of the Reich’s capabilities. Most profoundly, they tried to change the basis on which their country’s war effort rested. Compulsion was to replace the consent that for the first half of the war had stood Germany in good stead. The best expression of how totally the duo wished to subordinate society and economy to their war effort was Hindenburg’s demand that ‘he who does not work shall not eat’. The inspiration for this model of waging conflict came from their own creation in the east, the military state of Ober Ost. There, humans were enslaved and the land pillaged of its wealth, all for the German military machine.

The Germans were not unique in their ruthless exploitation and programmes of forced labour for enemy subjects. Habsburg military authorities liked to present themselves as the benevolent occupier, in contrast to brutal Teutons or rapacious Bulgarians, but in practice they were similarly single-minded about extracting resources from their occupied territories. Requisitioning Honvéd troops, villagers in Congress Poland discovered, ‘were not open to negotiation. At even the weakest protest or pleading, they reached for sabre or revolver.’ In Poland, the Austro-Hungarian army introduced civilian forced labour before its German ally. Some 122 civilian worker divisions, into which around 30,000 men were impressed, were formed to mend roads and work on rivers. However, the village riots that this provoked halted the practice by July 1916.114 The Germans, by contrast, expanded their reliance on forced labour, culminating in the terrifying ZAB battalions that circulated in Ober Ost and the area behind the Western Front. The urgent need for resources tended even in the Germans’ more moderate occupation regimes to encourage compulsion, which, regardless of human suffering, proved effective for short-term plunder. Yet even abroad, it was a miserable way to run a war effort. Ruthless and coercive exploitation could not mobilize production and, as the Central Powers found in Poland in 1916, could also have significant political and strategic costs.

The Third OHL’s vision for Germany was certainly less violent and coercive than that in the occupied territories but the level of compulsion it envisaged would have been enough to shatter the fragile Burgfrieden consensus. Despite Ludendorff’s disgust, the hijacking of the Auxiliary Service Bill by the Social Democrats and unions was thus probably the best outcome for the Reich’s war effort. Yet even if the OHL’s bid to control labour was thwarted, its attempted armament drive put severe strains on German and, as the Habsburgs also took part, Austro-Hungarian society. New exertion was demanded of people: for a time at least, scarce food was made available to armaments workers rather than the vulnerable, and overtime was enforced. Remaining stocks of metals were requisitioned: even church bells were sacrificed to Mars, contributing over three-quarters of the copper alloy at the disposal of the Habsburg war effort in 1917.115 Yet despite all the extra hardship, the Hindenburg Programme brought no increase in weapons production. With deprivation on the home front, rapidly increasing levels of exhaustion in the army and no sign of the demanded jump in armaments production, the OHL grasped other means to intensify violence. To end the war, it placed all bets on Germany’s most popular, controversial and riskiest weapon: the U-boat.
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The Bread Peace

BREST-LITOVSK

The war efforts of the Central Powers were reinvigorated when, in November 1917, the Bolsheviks launched their coup d’état in Russia and a few weeks later sued for an armistice. For German leaders, it was a triumph. The Reich had gone to war in 1914 in large part through fear of Russian rearmament and aggression. The country’s earliest war-aims programme had stated that the behemoth to the east ‘must be thrust back as far possible . . . and her domination over the non-Russian vassal peoples broken’.1 The turmoil in Russia’s interior and the dissolution of her army after its last failed offensive in Galicia in the summer of 1917 now made this almost utopian objective appear achievable. For Austria-Hungary, the Bolsheviks’ peace request came as a lifeline. Emperor Karl and his Foreign Minister, Ottokar von Czernin, hoped that the cessation of hostilities in the east might lead to general peace. At the very least, they thought the resumption of trade might bring relief from the Empire’s catastrophic food shortages and permit their regime to survive. However, the peace they negotiated in practice accelerated their Empire’s demise. The Treaties of Brest-Litovsk with Ukraine and Russia brought political disaffection and social disaster to Galicia and by opening a way for revolutionary propaganda and new discontents also undermined the Habsburg army.

The armistice on the Eastern Front began on 15 December 1917 and one week later a peace conference between all four Central Powers, Germany, Austria-Hungary, Bulgaria and the Ottoman Empire, and the Bolsheviks opened in the town of Brest-Litovsk (today in Belarus), at the German Eastern Field Army’s headquarters. For opinion at home and abroad, the Reich’s Foreign Minister, Richard von Kühlmann, and his Habsburg counterpart, Czernin, at first assented to Bolshevik proposals for peace without annexations or indemnities, but only with reservations, the most important of which was that the western Allies must participate in negotiations. Kühlmann in particular was playing a clever game. He planned to subvert the right of national self-determination and, as he later explained, through it ‘get for ourselves . . . whatever territorial concessions we absolutely needed’. The Germans had set up national councils in Poland, Courland, Lithuania and parts of Estonia. By strong-arming these councils to issue declarations seceding from Russia and either inviting German troops or proclaiming a wish for a close connection with the Reich, they were able with a veneer of legitimacy to prise these territories from Russia and draw them into Germany’s orbit.2

The strategy was too subtle for the OHL. Ludendorff and Hindenburg were outraged, fearing that by conditionally agreeing to Bolshevik proposals, Kühlmann had renounced the chance to dictate peace. The Bolsheviks too did not get it, thinking they had won a diplomatic victory until General Hoffmann, the OHL’s representative at the conference, explained to them that Russia was about to lose a lot of territory. What Kühlmann regarded as ‘absolutely needed’ filled a very long list. He himself wrote of ‘detaching huge areas from the present Russia and building up those districts into effective bulwarks on our frontier’, and the OHL was certainly not going to permit him to come away from the talks with anything less than their own objectives. In December 1917, Ludendorff wanted Lithuania, Courland, Riga and the nearby islands for the Reich ‘so that we can feed our people’. Poland was to be tied to the Central Powers. Russia was to evacuate Finland, Estonia, Livonia, Bessarabia, Armenia and the eastern tip of Galicia still under its control. Her economy would be opened to Reich influence, she would pay compensation for her prisoners held in Germany, and would deliver grain, oil and other materials at favourable prices.3

The Germans forced through their demands. When, after an eleven-day intermission, the peace conference resumed on 9 January 1918, the western Allies had, as Kühlmann had foreseen, not replied, so he could argue that his conditional agreement in December to a peace with no annexations or indemnities was no longer binding. Leon Trotsky, who had come to lead the Bolshevik delegation, had no army capable of resisting the Germans. His only hope of staving off a humiliation was that revolution might break out in the Reich. The onset on 28 January of a huge peace strike in Berlin, organized by the new force in the labour movement, the revolutionary shop stewards under Richard Müller, and attracting 400,000 workers in the capital and tens of thousands more in Hamburg, Kiel and other industrial centres, stoked optimism. However, these strikes were quickly stamped out.4 There was also no chance that the Reich’s politicians would restrain its military; when an expansive treaty with Bolshevik Russia was eventually put before the Reichstag in March, the bourgeois parties that had supported the peace resolution eight months earlier all voted unhesitatingly for it, and even the SPD abstained.5

Trotsky played into Ludendorff and Hindenburg’s hands by declaring ‘no war, no peace’ and storming out of the conference. The Third OHL wanted a firm finish to the war in the east, and had been itching to unleash the army again. Kühlmann had resisted, hoping rather wistfully that an agreement, however harsh, might avoid totally alienating Russia and permit future cooperation, but he was overruled by the Kaiser. German forces began rolling forward on 18 February, covering 240 kilometres in five days. On 3 March, Lenin and his colleagues in the Bolshevik Central Committee capitulated and signed a treaty even worse than the one they had earlier rejected. Ever since, its terms have been recounted with breathless horror. The Russian Empire lost around 2.5 million square kilometres of territory with 50 million inhabitants, 90 per cent of its coal mines, 54 per cent of its industry, and a third of its agriculture and railways.6 However, these losses need to be put in context. The Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, had it stood, would have left Russia somewhat larger than it is today. The Bolsheviks deserve little sympathy, for they had insisted on national self-determination in the hope of destabilizing the Central Powers but ironically had instead themselves become the first to lose from the ideal: the treaty detached minority peoples, not ethnic Russians.7

The bulk of the wealth lost by the Russian Empire was in Poland and Ukraine, lands to which Russia’s rulers, regardless of ideological persuasion, had no moral claim and whose peoples, especially the Poles, had suffered more than a century of Tsarist religious and political persecution.8 The Germans were in no way idealistic or altruistic; pure self-interest and a desire for European hegemony shaped their policy at Brest-Litovsk. Nonetheless, for the populations of these territories, the power shift was an improvement on their previous plight. What was created was not a precursor to Hitler’s empire of 1941, but instead was similar to the Soviet reorganization of east-central Europe into satellite states in 1945. Unlike Tsarist Russia, Germany was at least prepared to allow these peoples to build some of their own institutions, and already during the war was finding these a struggle to control, especially in Poland and Lithuania. Moreover, however exploitative and intrusive a Germany that emerged victorious from the First World War may have been, for Ukraine, falling into its orbit could scarcely have been worse than the future that awaited. Ukrainians under the Bolsheviks in the interwar period would suffer conflict, brutal collectivization and 3.3 million deaths from man-made famine.9

While the Germans had a good peace conference, the Austro-Hungarians were much less successful. Karl stressed to his Foreign Minister during negotiations that ‘the whole fate of the Monarchy and dynasty depends on peace being concluded as quickly as possible’.10 Czernin needed to secure food from the east for the starving Empire. He hoped to rein in German expansionism, fearing that it would prolong the war. He also wished to secure Poland for the Habsburgs, although this objective was less important than stopping hostilities. Czernin and his master’s desperation for peace constricted the Habsburg room for negotiation. ‘The peace with Russia must come about,’ the Foreign Minister admonished his deputy at the start of the conference. ‘Any eventuality is acceptable save the breaking off of the negotiations by the Central Powers.’ This stance was reinforced by subsequent events. The head of the Common Food Committee, General Ottokar Landwehr von Pragenau, warned at the start of January 1918 of the impending collapse of the food supply. What reserves were available in Hungary could not be transported to Austria because coal deliveries from German Silesia had dropped sharply. When on 14 January it was announced that the flour ration was to be halved, strikes broke out. They first flared just outside Vienna but then quickly spread across both halves of the Empire, encompassed 700,000 workers of all nationalities and lasted a full ten days. At the start of February, a mutiny broke out on ships at the naval base of Cattaro (Kotor, now in Montenegro). For three days, sailors had flown the red flag, demanded a peace without annexations and in the course of the mutiny killed an officer. To Habsburg leaders, it appeared the realm was on the brink of revolution.11

The Germans, who had judged the Bolsheviks’ weakness correctly, were not going to budge from their expansive demands. Even Czernin’s bluff of a separate peace failed to push them into a hasty and more moderate settlement. Hoffmann was unfazed, replying that it would permit the welcome release of twenty-five German divisions from the Habsburg sector of the Eastern Front. However, Czernin had another option. On 16 December 1917 a delegation from the Ukrainian People’s Council, a nationalist government established after the March revolution smashed Tsarist authority, had arrived at Brest-Litovsk and asked to participate in the conference. For the Germans, this was good news as the group offered a publicity-friendly opportunity to detach Ukraine from Russia. For Austria-Hungary, the admission of the delegates to the talks was more double-edged. The Poles in the Warsaw Regency Council, established by the Central Powers in October 1917 to help govern the putative Polish state and provide legitimacy to its occupiers, feared their competing claims in the region would be disregarded and demanded representation. Habsburg Czech and South Slav representatives, testing the Central Powers’ commitment to national self-determination, also unsuccessfully demanded entry to the talks. However, although it was ideologically problematic, Czernin grasped the chance of parleying with Ukrainians while Germans and Russians were at loggerheads. Ukraine, the breadbasket of the east, appeared to hold the key to the Empire’s near fatal food supply problems.12

There is no more telling a mark of how far the Habsburg Empire had fallen than Czernin’s readiness to appease the Ukrainians. The Ukrainian People’s Council were upstarts, ‘boys, scarcely more than twenty years old, people without experience, without property, without reputation, driven by adventure, perhaps megalomania’.13 They were members of the country’s tiny intelligentsia possessing no sway with the still mostly nationally indifferent peasantry in the countryside. It was not clear that the Council would be able to keep any promises it made or even whether it would be around long enough to try: the Bolsheviks had their own ‘Workers’ and Peasants’ Government of the Ukrainian Republic’ and in February their army briefly pushed into Kiev, assisted by the city’s workers, before being thrown out by the Germans.14 The Council’s representatives were thus breathtakingly arrogant in demanding from the Habsburg great power eastern Galicia and Bukovina, and also the Chełm region, which until 1912 had been a part of Congress Poland. Remarkably, Czernin listened. He parried the claim on Habsburg territory, but he made humiliating concessions. He signed Chełm over to the National Council, and he even permitted interference in the Empire’s own internal affairs, promising secretly that the Ruthenes’ pre-war demand for Galicia to be split into a western Polish and eastern Ukrainian Crownland would be realized. Both concessions, once they became public, would clearly alienate the Galician Poles, historically the most loyal of all the Empire’s Slavic peoples, and destroy any lingering possibility of tying Congress Poland to the Habsburg Crown. For this immense cost, Czernin won a secret undertaking from the Ukrainians to supply at least one million metric tons of grain by 1 August. The treaty was signed on 9 February.15

Czernin’s folly soon became apparent. The Germans quickly muscled in, established themselves at the centre of power in Kiev and confined Habsburg troops to just three of the land’s nine provinces. The National Council predictably proved incapable of delivering what it had promised. Even after the Germans deposed it and set in place a leader who had the support of most Ukrainian landowners, the Hetman Pavlo Skoropadskyi, little was extracted. In the end, only 42,000 railway wagons carrying food, 18,000 of which went to Austria-Hungary, rolled westward. The grain delivered to all Central Powers totalled just 113,400 tons, just over half of which went to the Habsburg Empire and most of the rest to Bulgaria and the Ottoman Empire.16 One of the German units tasked with extraction, the 224 Division, outlined the problems it faced. First, it asserted testily the food was ‘simply not there’. The Central Powers had fallen victim to Ukrainian trickery and their own wishful thinking at Brest-Litovsk. Moreover, what food was available, reported the division, was not easy to get. The Ukrainian government was impotent and the Germans lacked the troops to organize a thorough extraction, and could not persuade the peasants to sell. A particular gripe with the division was the need to be friendly. ‘With strictness, certainly by using weapons, really significant supplies might have been retrieved,’ it argued. However, after the peace treaty this type of conduct was no longer practicable.17 The German army was in fact fairly civilized in its dealings with Ukrainians, working with local authorities and, unlike its conduct at the outbreak of war, restraining itself from violence against civilians. Its Habsburg ally, by contrast, had learned nothing. Karl ordered his army to ‘requisition with no remorse, even with violence’. Unlike the Germans, it saw no need for judicial process and in the early summer swift executions of people labelled as ‘suspected robbers’ or ‘Bolshevik murderers’ multiplied. Moreover, by setting up its own purchasing agencies in the territory, the Habsburg army also impeded the civil authorities tasked with food purchases.18

The Habsburg Empire had never ratified the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk with the Ukrainians, for to have tried to pass it through the Reichsrat would have meant revealing the secret clause promising a Ukrainian Crownland in eastern Galicia. The failure of the Ukrainian National Council to keep up its end of the bargain with food deliveries, and its replacement by the Hetman, enabled Austria-Hungary quietly to drop this clause. However, by this point the ill-effects of the peace made at Brest-Litovsk were already being felt. The March treaty with Russia ended the hard fighting on the Eastern Front but fatefully opened the way for the return of prisoners, who brought the soft poison of Bolshevism into the army. The February treaty with Ukraine provoked immediate and dramatic reactions. After the Germans published the treaty, the entire Regency Council in Warsaw immediately resigned in protest, as did the Habsburg military governor in Lublin, Count Szeptycki. On 15 February the Polish Auxiliary Corps, the remnants of the Polish Legions that had gone to war with Piłsudski in 1914, mutinied. A battle with Austro-Hungarian troops left many dead, but 1,600, including their commander, General Józef Haller, managed to defect to Russian lines. They would later form a core part of a new Polish army being prepared to fight with the western Allies in France.19 Worst of all, however, was the reaction in Habsburg Galicia. Foreign Minister Czernin’s disregard for Polish national interests at Brest-Litovsk finally divorced Polish society from the Habsburg cause.

GOODBYE GALICIA

The commitment of Galicia’s Polish population to the Habsburg cause had waned since the heady days of 1914 and 1915, when the Polish political parties had established their Supreme National Committee and society had rallied around the Polish Legions. The Emperors’ declaration of an independent Kingdom of Poland in November 1916 had been well received.20 Thereafter, however, the mood had soured. There had been a political crisis in the summer of 1917 when two-thirds of the Polish Legionaries, by this point transferred to German control in occupied Congress Poland, had refused to swear an oath of loyalty set by the Central Powers to an as yet unknown future king of Poland and to promise ‘loyal comradeship in arms with the armies of Germany and Austria-Hungary’. Piłsudski, whom the Germans rightly regarded as being behind the refusal, was imprisoned and the recalcitrant Legionaries interned.21 In Galicia, the shabby treatment of a formation in which large swathes of Polish society had invested so publicly was bound to demoralize people, although few came out to protest against Piłsudski’s arrest.22 According to the Habsburg censor, social concerns were most pressing for the majority. By the autumn of 1917, letters were full of complaints about the ‘unbearable conditions of living’ and expressed ‘increasing impatience’ for ‘speedy relief from the misery of the war’. Galicia was gripped by strikes in January 1918. When, in the spring, the authorities diverted food from Galicia to starving Vienna, they clumsily ensured that economic grievances in Galicia would peak simultaneously with the political shock from the treaty with Ukraine.23

The news that Chełm would go to Ukraine caused outrage in Galician society. The politicians of the Reichsrat’s Polish Circle bitterly denounced the treaty. National Democrats and Socialists were especially scathing. Ignacy Daszyński, the leading Socialist light, declared ‘the star of the Habsburgs [to have] gone out in the Polish sky’. The conservatives were at first more hesitant about a total break with the Monarchy, but the later revelation of the secret agreement to divide Galicia administratively between Ruthenes and Poles alienated them too. After fifty years of loyalism, Polish politicians had been pushed into opposition by Czernin’s catastrophic diplomacy.24 In sharp contrast to what was perceived as Habsburg betrayal, the Allies had raised their ideological bid for the Poles’ support. The US President, Woodrow Wilson, had demanded a month earlier in his influential manifesto for a post-war world, the ‘Fourteen Points’, that ‘an independent Poland should be erected which should include the territories inhabited by indisputably Polish populations, which should be assured a free and secure access to the sea, and whose political and economic independence and territorial integrity should be guaranteed by international covenant’.25

Among the Polish people of Galicia, there was also anger and a feeling of betrayal. ‘For the blood and toil of our soldiers, for the despair and tears of our sisters and mothers, for agony, torment, for hunger and impoverishment, for the death of our best youth in the Legions they pay us with a Fourth Partition of Poland’ raged one protest appeal. It caught the general feeling of disgust well.26 A general strike was called by a united front of all Polish parties. The Polish peasant leader, Wincenty Witos, was still impressed with the public response when he recalled it two decades later. ‘On this day, everything stopped completely all across Galicia,’ he wrote in his memoirs. ‘Work stopped in offices, factories, workshops . . . while in every city, town, village mass protest rallies took place.’27 In Lwów, the day began with a Mass. The city’s Progressive Jewish community showed solidarity, holding services in their synagogues. At the city’s central symbolic points, the town hall and the statue of Poland’s national poet, Adam Mickiewicz, stages had been erected and patriots harangued a 20,000-strong crowd. The release of Piłsudski and the interned Legionaries, the end of Prussian militarism, and separation from Austria were all demanded. The associations so important in Polish Galician civic society, the scouts, schools, Sokół gymnasts and elderly veterans of the 1863 uprising against Russia were all out in force. Senior officials and university professors also took part. The participation of peasants from the surrounding region was enthusiastically taken as proof of the unity of the entire Polish nation.28

Particularly ominous for Emperor Karl and his regime was the widespread participation of officials in the demonstrations. In the fortress town of Przemyśl, the district chief and his staff attended, while the city’s bishop supported the protests with a sermon. In Cracow too, officials took part and in many smaller towns they helped to organize the protest. Ever since Galicia had received de facto autonomy in 1869, its Polish administration had been nationally minded, but before the war this had not been incompatible with dynastic loyalty. Now, however, the presence of officials at protests so explicitly anti-Habsburg and pro-independence was a sign that these allegiances were in opposition and that the Crownland’s administration was separating from the state. The removal of Habsburg symbols and their replacement with Polish eagles was also a sign of a political shift at the grassroots level. Railway officials filed off the dynasty’s crown on their cap badges. The public unscrewed Habsburg eagles from official buildings and symbolically hanged or burned them. In schools too a new age was starting. In classrooms, the obligatory portraits of the Emperor were thrown out and replaced with pictures of Piłsudski, the man who represented the ideal of an independent and united Poland.29

Nowhere were protests against Brest-Litovsk more dramatic, violent or filled with symbolism than in Cracow. As the traditional heartland of loyalist conservatism and home to the Supreme National Committee, which from 1914 had attempted to realize the Austro-Polish solution desired by the dynasty, the city had particular reason to feel betrayed. News of the treaty reached Cracow on the day it was signed, 9 February 1918. The city’s students already had a demonstration planned for 10 February in the marketplace in protest at the shooting of a school pupil in riots at Lwów at the beginning of the month. The reports from Brest-Litovsk turned this into a major event, with 10,000 people attending.30 Thousands gathered in the following two days and attacked the city’s German consulate. On 11 February around 500 people, about one-third of whom were students and schoolchildren, also attempted to rescue Polish Legionaries under Prussian escort at the city’s railway station.31 On 12 February the crowds confronted troops from a Ruthenian unit sent to pacify the city, and shots were fired in the main square, although nobody was injured.32 With passions riding high, the protests in Cracow peaked on 13 and 14 February, when the crowds became so large and so violent that the police were forced to withdraw. Signs marked with the double-headed Habsburg eagle were defaced, removed or replaced with Polish eagles. Austrian medals were nailed to trees for people to spit at or hung around dogs’ necks, and obscene caricatures were posted up in public depicting Kaiser Wilhelm II being hanged or wearing nothing but a spiked helmet.33 The protest’s focal point was in the main market. Up to October 1917, the Column of the Legions had stood here, testimony both to the Polish nationalism and Habsburg loyalism of the community. In February 1918 the marketplace became the site of a very different symbolism. A display of three paintings was set up. In the middle was a crucified Christ, and flanking him were pictures of Kaiser Wilhelm and Emperor Karl. Below was written ‘Jesus Christ, never on the Cross were you in the company of such rascals.’34

Brest-Litovsk did not just snap the last threads of allegiance felt by Galician Poles for their monarch. Its failure to bring the promised flow of Ukrainian food also meant the continuation of a supply crisis that broke multi-ethnic central European society. National conflict and above all virulent anti-Semitism would stamp the region in the war’s aftermath. While in many places this had roots in the pre-war period, its intensification and brutalization was a wartime product. In large part at the political level it stemmed from the new legitimacy conferred on ‘national self-determination’, and the expectations and disappointments this fuelled, from 1917. However, at the societal level, massive wartime deprivation, the result of total mobilization and British blockade, had a lasting and decisive impact on the ethnically mixed communities of east-central Europe. People withdrew for protection into their own ethnic groups, and as communities nationalized, Jews in particular came to be regarded less as unwanted neighbours than as malign foreign objects with no right to belong. Even in places where ethnic relations had been relatively harmonious in peacetime, understanding between different peoples collapsed.

The city of Cracow provides an excellent illustration of how twentieth-century conflict destroyed once thriving multi-ethnic communities. On the eve of war, Jews had made up one-fifth of its 183,000 inhabitants. The people had lived in the city since the thirteenth century. This long history contained episodes of discrimination and persecution. In 1495 they had been forced out of the city to Kazimierz, a place just south of the city’s castle that became known as Cracow’s Jewish district. There had been growing religious intolerance in the seventeenth century, and one Jew had been burned at the stake for blasphemy in 1663. Yet there had also been moments of unity, as in 1846 when revolution took hold of Cracow and the community sent 500 ‘Israelite Brothers’ to the insurrectionists’ army. By the early twentieth century, Cracow Jews were more likely than their co-religionists elsewhere to use Polish, and their political leadership was firmly integrationist and pro-Polish. They remained distinct, yet not separate citizens; while intermarriage between Jews and Gentiles was almost unheard of, they rubbed shoulders, traded and shared the municipality’s lively popular press. As an indication of these harmonious relations, when anti-Semitic riots rocked western Galicia in 1898, Cracow had stood aloof. Jews had a special place in their hearts for the city. They identified closely with it and, although they possessed their own communal council, actively participated in the city’s governance. In 1914 no fewer than twenty of the eighty-seven city councillors were Jewish.35

In the first years of the war, Cracow’s Jews had participated in its Polish national and Habsburg loyalist ‘double mobilization’. Several hundred had joined the Polish Legion. The unity of Cracow’s citizens, regardless of faith, and the contribution of its Jews were symbolized by the inclusion of the arms of Kazimierz, the historic Jewish quarter, on the base of its Column of the Legions in 1915.36 However, as food shortages and hardship gripped the city, the mood became less inclusive. Food prices spiralled; potatoes sold at five and flour at over fifteen times their pre-war prices at the end of the ‘turnip winter’ in February 1917. Jews, who were greatly over-represented among small traders and dominated key food industries in Galicia, above all milling, were widely suspected of hoarding and profiteering.37 The city’s first major hunger demonstration took place in March 1917. Although this and subsequent protests were directed at city authorities, the burgeoning anti-Semitic feeling was sufficiently obvious by May to prompt a suggestion that the Jewish community should set up a home guard to protect itself.38 At the end of the year, there was a warning of what was to come when hunger demonstrators in the centre of town decided to march south on Kazimierz. They were stopped by police.39

It was in April 1918 that resentment finally broke out into open racial violence. Cracow was already in a state of militant turbulence. The January strikes and riots had caused 140,000 crowns of damage and ended with twenty-six policemen injured and sixty-three people arrested.40 The protests over Brest-Litovsk in February had further stoked the inflammatory mood. Positive, violent action had replaced legality, and all faith in the authorities was gone. Class and ethnic grudges prevailed. An eavesdropped conversation between two women on a tram was indicative of people’s attitudes. If the bread shortage continued, the women decided, ‘we won’t go to the town council or governor, we’ll just demolish the shops where they sell cakes and rolls’. They resented Jewish neighbours for monopolizing black-market food supplies. Flour from Congress Poland was not to be had because ‘the Jews . . . buy it up for any price’.41 The final collapse of Cracovian society, and of its relationship with political authority, fittingly came at a food market in the north of the city. Christian shoppers, bitter at the high prices and accusing Jews at the market of attempting to outbid them for the scarce goods, set off five days of anarchy in which the two communities clashed with each other and with the security services. The Viennese press characterized the Christians’ attack more or less accurately as ‘a proper pogrom’.42 On 16 April, the first day of clashes, several hundred protesting youths took the trouble to walk the twenty-five minutes from the north of Cracow to Kazimierz, plundering Jewish shops along the way while the police stood by. Attacks on Jewish property continued on the following day, and soldiers were ordered onto the streets. This calmed the city on 18 April, but there was further violence against the Jewish population on 20 April.43

The Cracow violence made a powerful impression well beyond the boundaries of Galicia, for the Austrian capital’s newspapers quickly picked up on the story, which shocked and outraged Vienna’s large and influential Jewish community. It was among the earliest in a series of pogroms that rippled across Galicia in the summer and would peak during the collapse of the Central Powers in the autumn of 1918.44 It was also notable for other reasons, however. First, it was not only Christian resentments that translated into racial violence. On 19 April, when the north of the city was quiet, Jews in Kazimierz, enraged by the previous days’ plundering and rumours that one of their own had been killed by Christian rioters, rose up. Christian traders at a flea market were attacked by over one hundred Jewish youths armed with sticks and iron bars.45 Second, despite the animosity between Cracow’s two communities at this stage of the war, they were united in their hatred of municipal and state security forces. Both Christian and Jewish crowds fought with soldiers: one reserve officer was chased around the city’s main marketplace by youths on their way to Kazimierz on 16 April. Soldiers who attempted to help him were restrained by rioters.46 On the next day, Habsburg soldiers opened fire on a crowd pelting them with stones, killing a fourteen-year-old boy and wounding three others.47 In the Jewish quarter on 19 April, police and troops were also attacked by large crowds; one account even suggests that civilians there fired shots.48

The demise of Cracow’s once thriving multi-ethnic community under the pressures of war was only the saddest example of collapse sponsored by the unmitigated hardship. By the summer Galicia was becoming ungovernable. The Cracow Military Command was spot on when it warned in May 1918 that ‘it cannot be discounted that the masses, discontented by the long deprivation, viewing the flawed social and national structure of the state as the cause of the situation in which they find themselves, reject the state with these foundations and yearn for a social and national reform or revolution’.49 In the cities, the mood was reported to be ‘very excitable . . . anti-dynastic and anti-Austrian’. Respect for the Monarchy had plummeted to the point where it was widely rumoured that Emperor Karl was a drunk, whose addiction was being exploited by his advisers to enact measures against the Poles.50 The Galician countryside swarmed with tens of thousands of army deserters. These formed dangerous armed robber bands, contemptuous of the weak security services arrayed against them. They intimidated the gendarmerie. One post stationed near the town of Jarosław was left a note in Polish on the door of its headquarters warning ‘Give us peace, and we’ll also leave you in peace. Otherwise your life will be forfeit.’ Anxiously, police authorities begged for help in fighting this ‘deserter plague’.51

Galicia’s torn multi-ethnic social fabric and anger at the regime were especially dramatic and violent, but they were not unique. Conditions in Croatia and Slavonia, another multi-ethnic shatter zone, were similar: armed bands stalked the countryside and within influential parts of the population ideas of separation and a universal wish for peace had become overwhelming during the spring and summer of 1918. Even in Bohemia and the Austrian heartlands, there were plentiful, if somewhat less totally anarchic, signs of social and political disintegration.52 The Empire’s major cities were again shaken by protests against food shortages and spiralling prices. Anti-Semitism was widespread, both because of the shortages and because many associated traditionally pro-Habsburg Jews with the now hated regime. In Bohemia, all that still united Czechs and Germans was what one report termed the ‘anti-Jewish attitude in all classes’. Prague had a small anti-Semitic demonstration in May 1918.53 In the Empire’s capital, Vienna, anti-Semitic agitation by German nationalists and the Christian Social Party in parliament, public meetings and newspapers had been on the rise since the relaxation of censorship in mid-1917 and reached its peak in the summer of 1918. Not only the Galician refugees but all Jews had become their target. So bloodcurdling and frequent were the pogrom threats that at the end of July 1918 the city’s Jewish representative body together with another 439 Jewish community councils from across the western half of the Empire finally broke their long silence and publicly protested. It made no difference. In Vienna, and across east-central Europe, the broken ethnic relations and virulent anti-Semitism that had formed through hunger and suffering would outlast the wartime ordeal and become more intense and radicalized in defeat.54

THE HABSBURG MILITARY

On the face of it, the Treaties of Brest-Litovsk should have been good for the Habsburg army. The force had sixty-three divisions at the start of 1918. Thirty-two infantry and twelve cavalry divisions were stationed on the Russian Front. Although mostly set marching eastward to secure Ukraine rather than being relieved and transferred, they were finished with heavy fighting. Whether the cessation of hostilities did much to raise morale is uncertain; Czechs at least feared that their soldier relatives would simply be sent to the Italian Front.55 However, it did hold out the welcome chance to solve at a stroke the force’s manpower problems, which had grown acute by the end of 1917. Some 2.1 million Austro-Hungarian prisoners of war in Russian hands would now be released and returned to their homeland. Conrad von Hötzendorff, who since his dismissal as Chief of the General Staff had been serving as Commander of the South Tyrol Army Group, now bombarded Habsburg military headquarters in Baden with new, grandiose schemes to vanquish the Italians.56

General Arthur Arz von Straussenburg, the man who replaced Conrad as Chief of the Habsburg General Staff in February 1917, had worked hard to renew the army since its catastrophe in the summer of 1916. The force’s organization had been standardized, so that each infantry division had four regiments, each of three battalions. The regiments had been restructured to be more ethnically mixed, a measure intended to obstruct mass desertions. New equipment had become available. Each division now had twenty-four heavy and seventy-two light artillery pieces. Mortar and anti-aircraft batteries had been added. Infantry companies had received light machine guns and grenades.57 Attention had also been given to morale and training. The army had sent officers to the Western Front to learn the new combined arms and initiative-led way of warfare. In March 1918 it had also emulated Ludendorff in establishing a propaganda organization, the Enemy Propaganda Defence Agency (Feindespropaganda-Abwehrstelle). The new organization was intended to combat war-weariness and Bolshevik and Western efforts to undermine troops’ loyalty and performance. As in the German army, each division was ordered to appoint an education officer. The message was to be positive. Troops were encouraged to be grateful for the ‘freedom and equality’ guaranteed under the Habsburgs. The nationality disputes that the government in Vienna was incapable of solving were not to be mentioned. Instead, discipline, duty, and a vague state patriotism and dynastic loyalty were to be cultivated.58

While the Enemy Propaganda Defence Agency was set up too late and lacked personnel, funding and the genuine ideological appeal necessary to guide minds successfully, not all the army’s efforts to reform were in vain. There were Habsburg formations in which ‘best practice’ in training and troop management equated to that found in their German ally. The 9th Mountain Brigade offers a good example. Its commander, the Pole Jan Romer, found a general malaise when he arrived at the unit in March 1918. In one regiment, Infantry Regiment 104, many of the soldiers were stunted products of starving Vienna. The other regiment, Infantry Regiment 117, was composed of Slovenes who were fitter but included in their ranks disaffected men and officers. All personnel were in urgent need of rest and many had developed frostbite or bronchitis from service in the Italian Alps. Romer set about raising their military value through a mix of traditional paternalism and a thoroughly modern training regime. He set for his officers a personal example of paternalistic care by inspecting the men’s facilities and getting to know their wishes and problems, organizing extra food for them and improving their rest areas. Singing, games, pep talks and close attention by leaders to their troops’ needs were all encouraged in order ‘to awake in the soldier contentment and self-confidence’. The field instruction that Romer organized for his men was a world away from the clumsy, unsupported charges of the war’s opening months or the misguided reliance on static fortifications found in 1916. The soldiers of 9th Mountain Brigade undertook combined-arms exercises with mortars, artillery and even aeroplanes. Romer, like Ludendorff, focused on developing the individual’s fieldcraft and self-confidence. Tactical training was ‘based as far as possible on concrete combat experiences’, and live ammunition was used. Troops practised shooting, grenade throwing, bayonet fighting and negotiating obstacle courses.59

Even if the Habsburg army, or at least parts of it, was more capable of learning than has been recognized, it still faced very serious problems. As on the home front, there were materiel shortages. Munitions and arms production were plummeting. The attempt to participate in the Hindenburg Programme at the start of 1917 proved a huge error, for to meet the targets, steel and iron had to be diverted from maintaining the transport system. This exacerbated an already severe shortage of rolling stock and led to lowered train speeds and haulage capacity and congestion. Coal could not be delivered to the armaments factories. Added to this, the efficiency of exhausted and starving blast-furnace workers had dropped by a third. Building up ammunition stocks was therefore an impossibility.60 Clothing troops was also becoming more difficult. The practice of giving soldiers a spare pair of boots had to be stopped. Tunics, trousers and greatcoats were all in short supply. As for troops’ rations, the best that could be said was that they were only marginally less meagre than those of civilians. The army’s daily individual flour ration stood at 283 grams in April 1918, down from 500 grams a year earlier. While the supply system would totally break down only in the second half of the year, the troops were already threadbare and hungry.61

In part as a consequence of these miserable conditions, the army had been battling a desertion epidemic since the autumn of 1917. Conrad, who reported in September that desertions to the enemy had nearly tripled, blamed agitation on the home front and the poor example for discipline set by Emperor Karl’s amnesty for political prisoners of July 1917. Conrad also regarded military reforms in discipline and organization as part of the problem. Harsh discipline had always been a key pillar supporting the motivation of Habsburg troops. The force executed 754 of its own soldiers during the war, more than the French (600 executions), the British (346 executions), and far more than the Germans, who enacted the death penalty on a mere forty-eight men.62 Moreover, the Habsburg army not only punished minor crimes by leaving men tied for hours to a tree or post – like the British and, up to 1917, the Germans – but also went a step further in manacling petty offenders hand and foot. However, in July 1917, Habsburg military courts and commanders had lost their right to confirm death sentences.63 Tying up and manacling had also been abandoned at Karl’s express order, withdrawing, in Conrad’s somewhat exaggerated phrasing, ‘every reliably effective means of punishment’. The former Chief of the General Staff was on firmer ground when he complained about the counter-productive consequences of mixing men from unreliable ethnicities into loyal regiments. While this strategy permitted the close supervision by loyal troops of distrusted Czechs, Serbs, Ruthenes and Romanians, it risked worsening their alienation: ‘In the midst of foreign-speaking soldiers, where in many cases the officer is also not capable of speaking their language, such elements naturally soon feel isolated, embittered and flee at the first opportunity to the enemy.’64 Conrad’s deep concern was entirely justified. In the first quarter of 1918, the Hungarians alone were searching for 200,000 absconded soldiers.65

The return of Austro-Hungarian prisoners from Russian captivity further damaged the army’s discipline. These men had been exposed to extensive propaganda throughout their captivity. The Tsarist regime had resolved in August 1914 to separate prisoners by ethnicity, keeping Slavs, who were regarded as potentially friendly, in European Russia while banishing irredeemably hostile Germans and Hungarians to Siberia. Later years saw illegal and largely ineffectual attempts to recruit national units from prisoners or, in the case of Serbs and Italians, to transfer them abroad for service in ‘their’ national armies. Only in the case of the Czechs was there some success; the Tsarist army had used a small number of Czech prisoners of war for intelligence tasks, and after the first revolution the Russian Provisional Government had expanded recruitment, fielding in July 1917 a three-regiment Czech Legion in eastern Galicia. This ultimately reached a strength of 40,000 men, and deepened the distrust of Habsburg authorities for their Czech population and soldiers.66

However, in early 1918 what preoccupied the Habsburg military was the fear that returning prisoners might bring back with them not national ideals (of which plenty were already circulating in the Empire) but Bolshevism. Lenin had the same expectation: ‘Hundreds of thousands of prisoners of war,’ he later gloated, ‘returned to Hungary, Germany and Austria, and made it possible for the bacilli of Bolshevism to deeply penetrate into these countries.’67 The Bolsheviks had been agitating among foreign prisoners of war since the second half of 1916. Worryingly for the Habsburg army, Hungarian and German prisoners, ethnic groups it usually regarded as dependable, had proven to be particularly receptive, in part because the miserable conditions in which the Tsarist army kept them spawned resentment. The propaganda had become especially intense once the Bolsheviks seized power. Leaflets and journals published in their own languages introduced prisoners to Lenin’s ideas. Leftist captives collaborated in the agitation, and formed in January 1918 the All-Russian Prisoners of War Committee. The Hungarian Béla Kun, who would lead a short-lived Communist regime in Hungary in 1919, was one of the leading prisoner-agitators, urging each comrade returning home to ‘be the master teacher of revolution in your divisions. Tell your brethren . . . that only the revolution can save us all from destruction.’68

Habsburg military commanders were determined to prevent this message from reaching their demoralized soldiers and weary and angry populations on the home front. The flow of returning prisoners began in December 1917, soon after the Bolshevik coup, and had already reached half a million by the time a final agreement on prisoner exchange had been signed at the end of June. To receive them, the Austro-Hungarian army established a quarantine system. After ex-prisoners were liberated in Ukraine, where a third were imprisoned, or met at the border, they were given a medical inspection and deloused. They were then held in a camp for between ten days and three weeks, where they restarted drill and military training. Ideally, they would have been fed well and issued new uniforms, but dearth meant that rations were poor and the ambition to give each returnee a new tunic was soon lowered to a new cap and then dropped further to the point where military authorities were issuing an armband or cockade on civilian clothing. Once confirmed to be physically and ideologically sound, prisoners were transferred to training units, where the circumstances surrounding their captivity were checked and deserters filtered out. Only after the men had passed through this ordeal were they finally given what all longed for after often years away: four weeks of home leave.69

The army’s fear of Bolshevism was understandable but its reaction was counter-productive; as with its arrests and imprisonments without trial across the Empire in 1914, unjustified blanket suspicion led to coercion that alienated previously loyal men. Letter censorship reports had in fact uncovered little radical socialism. Czech and Polish prisoners were most disgruntled with the Empire, but they tended to express their grievances in national terms. Most other captives just felt miserable and abandoned.70 The army’s treatment of them accentuated these feelings. There was no welcome home; instead, the men found themselves thrown into an impersonal and mechanistic processing procedure. The army disregarded their suffering and, by incarcerating them once again in camps, did nothing to help them adjust. Some had developed what contemporaries called ‘Barbed Wire Disease’ during their long years of imprisonment, a psychiatric illness whose symptoms included irritability and problems with concentration.71 Others had been through extraordinarily traumatic experiences. Returnees captured in 1914 had been fortunate to survive a typhus epidemic that had raged through Russian camps in the war’s first winter. Others, mostly Hungarians and Austrian Germans, had been set to work on the Tsar’s own death railway, built to carry Entente supplies from Murmansk to the interior. Around 25,000 prisoners, 40 per cent of the men who laboured on this project, had died through exposure and exhaustion in temperatures as low as − 35°C.72 Finally, former prisoners were not prepared for the deprivation in Austria-Hungary. With dreams of home fixed in the pre-war world, many were shocked and demoralized by the impoverishment and exhaustion of their families. The intense suspicion and blithe expectation that they would soon return to combat also alienated the returnees. To be so ‘distrusted, bullied and scoffed at’ was, observed one ex-prisoner angrily, a ‘disappointment and bitter awakening’.73

The trouble that swept through the Habsburg training units in the first half of 1918 actually owed far more to the army’s insensitivity and the unwillingness of exhausted ex-prisoners to be sent back into combat than to Bolshevik indoctrination. Between the end of April and mid-June, there were thirty mutinies by returning prisoners.74 Mostly, these were small spontaneous actions provoked by poor food, grievances over leave, or reluctance to join march battalions destined for the front. However, there were also larger-scale incidents, starting with complaints about the army but soon manifesting national or social grievances and racial antagonisms. Slovenian soldiers, long regarded as the most loyal of all the Empire’s South Slavs, were responsible for three major outbreaks of violence. Among the most violent was that which took place in Judenburg, Styria, where returned prisoners led 1,200 men in the draft battalion of Infantry Regiment 17 on a night of plunder and destruction. The officers’ mess and local barracks were vandalized, shops looted, and the town’s railway station was attacked and its priest intimidated. Two mutineers, four other soldiers and a female civilian were killed. Hunger, anger towards officers and drunkenness all contributed to the disorder. The men also had poorly thought-out but genuine political wishes. One of the ringleaders articulated their motivations at the start of the mutiny. ‘Come on lads, get dressed,’ he had appealed to his comrades in barracks. ‘We’re going home. We’re doing it not just for us but as a favour to the comrades at the front. The war has to be ended now . . . Whoever’s a Slovene should come with.’75

The Habsburg Empire should have stood triumphant in the early summer of 1918. It had outlasted the autocratic regime of the Tsar that in peacetime had so publicly hoped for its collapse and dismemberment. Moreover, the external irredentist threats that had so frightened Austro-Hungarian leaders before the war had been eliminated. Serbia and the south of Poland were under occupation, a favourable treaty had been signed with Romania in May 1918 and the Italians were in abeyance after their heavy losses the previous autumn in their rout at Caporetto. There was no reason to continue fighting. Yet neither Emperor Karl nor Czernin ever considered a separate peace. The Habsburg Foreign Minister argued later that any such action would have led to German troops in Tyrol turning on the Empire and civil war at home.76 Whether the Germans could really have afforded the men in 1918 for an occupation of Austria-Hungary is doubtful. However, by sticking to their ally, Habsburg leaders guaranteed that any victory by the Central Powers would leave their Empire as nothing more than a German satellite. Another step along this course was taken in May when, after the French publicly revealed his secret peace approach through Prince Sixtus a year earlier, Karl had to pacify his angry allies and indignant Austrian German elites. A humiliating trip to prostrate himself at German army headquarters at Spa and the signing of a provisional agreement on a long-term military, economic and political alliance laid bare to the world the subjection of the Habsburg state.77

The war therefore continued, against the interests of the Empire and the will of the mass of its peoples. The Poles were irredeemably alienated by the Habsburg readiness to sacrifice the Chełm region to their Ukrainian rivals for a fantasy ‘bread peace’. The Czechs had given up on the Empire’s ability to reform itself. The strikes of January 1918 had demonstrated the deep desire for peace across all Emperor Karl’s lands. Multi-ethnic society had already fragmented, and racial hatred divided its peoples. The army too was crumbling. Bolshevik ideals and, still more, the deep disgruntlement of ex-prisoners were undermining discipline, and the exodus of deserters had not been stemmed. The shifting of military bases, so that troops were stationed in areas foreign to them, cynically exploited the bitter animosities between the Empire’s peoples to ensure temporarily that civilians and soldiers would not, as in Russia, unite in revolution.78 Nonetheless, the end was coming, but its form and its horror were now no longer in the hands of the Habsburg Monarchy. These would depend on events further west, and on the Germans.
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LAST CHANCE

At the beginning of 1918, a Central Powers’ victory still appeared to many contemporaries to be attainable. Colonel Albrecht von Thaer, a General Staff officer close to Ludendorff, summarized the reasons for optimism as he looked into the New Year. ‘Since the start of the war,’ he mused, ‘our situation was really never so good. The military colossus Russia is totally finished and pleads for peace; the same with Romania. Serbia and Montenegro have simply gone. Italy is still supported only with difficulty by England and France and we stand in its best province. England and France are still ready for battle but already much exhausted (above all the French) and the English are very much under pressure from the U-boats.’ The sole trump card in the Western Allies’ hands was the United States, and Thaer seriously doubted the ability of this primarily maritime power to swing the balance on the crucial Western Front.1 Nonetheless he disregarded the German army’s own very serious problems. The force had passed the peak of its strength and in the previous year had shown signs of weariness and indiscipline. Above all, as the OHL was painfully aware, time was against it. Across the Atlantic, a mighty American army was in training and the U-boats’ record gave little cause for hope that it might be stopped from crossing the ocean. The war had to be won before the Americans arrived in Europe. ‘All that mattered,’ Ludendorff recalled, ‘was to get together enough troops for an attack in the West.’2

The stakes could not have been higher. After the failure of German and Austro-Hungarian leaders to push through half-hearted political reforms or make peace in 1917, the regimes’ legitimacy now rested solely on their ability to win a quick and total victory. The defeat of Russia had bought them a little breathing space. To many Germans, fighting on now appeared to offer a real chance of a rapid and happy conclusion.3 In Austria-Hungary, peoples watched and waited for what events in the west would bring. Yet although the German army could now transfer units from the defunct Eastern Front and build a numerical superiority in the west, forcing a military decision there would be difficult. Not only were the British and French formidable opponents but it was hard to know how to defeat them. The Social Democrat Philipp Scheidemann voiced the problem most perceptively in a speech to the Reichstag Steering Committee in January 1918. ‘Suppose,’ he argued, ‘we were to take Calais and Paris . . . suppose such a breakthrough was completely successful, would that mean peace?’ On past experience, he doubted it very much. ‘We have overrun entire states, we have chased hostile governments from the land and yet we still have no peace.’4 Finding a solution to this conundrum was the pivotal task of the OHL. Failure would collapse the last prop supporting the Central Powers, making inevitable not only defeat but also revolution.

Ludendorff had already begun to ponder a western offensive in October 1917. The U-boats had not fulfilled the navy’s promises and although the two most important army group commanders on the Western Front, German Crown Prince Wilhelm and Crown Prince Rupprecht of Bavaria, doubted that the German army could win a decisive operational victory, the training of a large American army overseas meant that inactivity was not an option. As the OHL’s Chief of Operations, Major Wetzell, had stressed on 23 October, an offensive would have to be launched if the Germans were not to be crushed by sheer weight of numbers.5 With the Russian army’s collapse, the Bolshevik revolution and Lenin’s armistice at the end of the year, troops could be transferred westwards and the possibility of securing a decisive victory in the west gained in plausibility. German commanders debated the merits of attacking the British or French and drew up detailed operational plans for offensives at different parts of the line. For the Chief of Staff of Crown Prince Wilhelm’s army group on the Western Front, Colonel Count von der Schulenburg, an assault on the French offered the best prospect of victory. The Germans were aware of the demoralization and mutinies that had wracked the Republic’s army the previous summer. The French home front was also in a parlous state: inflation was higher than in the Reich and worker militancy rising.6 Schulenburg doubted that France could survive another severe military defeat. However, for Ludendorff and other military commanders, the British appeared the more vulnerable. Their force was regarded as tactically clumsier than its ally. An intelligence assessment drawn up at the start of 1918 rated British units’ level of training as inadequate for mobile warfare and observed that after their setbacks in 1917 much of the troops’ confidence was gone: ‘There is a great deal of war weariness.’7

Ludendorff chose the right enemy, but not wholly for the correct reasons. The British would indeed make disastrous tactical errors in the spring of 1918 and their command structure, hard-wired for static warfare, did break down in the rapidly changing environment produced by mobile war. However, the Germans underestimated the rank and file’s toughness, which did much to compensate for the failure of leadership and tactical skill.8 The real vulnerability of the British Expeditionary Force was logistical. All armies on the Western Front required extensive railway systems to keep them supplied, but the network behind British lines was barely adequate. It possessed two choke points, the forward marshalling and switching yards in the French towns of Hazebrouck and Amiens. Through each passed around half of the supplies dispatched from Britain: Hazebrouck, situated around 30 kilometres behind the line in the north, channelled materials that came through the ports of Boulogne, Dunkirk and Calais. Amiens, 60 kilometres behind the British southern sector’s front, helped distribute goods from Rouen, Le Havre and Dieppe, and also handled 80 per cent of north–south traffic along the line. Any German advance would have had to be deep, but the reward for capturing these key rail nodes would have been immense. The loss of Amiens would have cut two of three double-tracked railways over the Somme, leaving the British a transport capacity of only ninety trains per day, fewer than half the total needed to sustain the heaviest fighting. Were Hazebrouck to fall too, the British position on the continent would be untenable. Their commanders were painfully aware of this danger. General Sir Henry Rawlinson, the co-planner of the 1916 Somme Offensive and commander of Fourth Army from July 1918, warned that Amiens was ‘the only [place] in which the enemy can hope to gain such a success as to force the Allies to discuss terms of peace’.9

The OHL never recognized this potentially fatal vulnerability. Ludendorff’s strategy focused on psychology rather than on territory. He refused to designate any final ground objectives. To subordinates who urged him to do so, and thereby clarify what the offensive was supposed to achieve, he retorted that ‘In Russia we always merely set an intermediate objective, and then discovered where to go next.’10 This was revealing: Russia had collapsed not in 1915, when it had lost large swathes of territory and prize towns like Warsaw and Łódź, but in 1917 through a crisis of morale. Ludendorff’s intention was to break the British army’s cohesion and will. The unwieldy enemy would be incapable of coping with the fast pace of mobile operations and would be torn apart by the constant pressure of the attack. What was important to Ludendorff was thus the initial breakthrough to restore movement rather than where the troops were headed. For this reason, the operation was constructed entirely around tactical needs. After considering many plans, the First Quartermaster General opted to attack south of the British line, on a front of 80 kilometres on either side of the Somme. The ground was firm here in the early spring, unlike further north in waterlogged Flanders, and the British had only recently taken over the lines on the left bank of the river, which the former French garrison had left weakly fortified. Manpower shortages had forced the BEF’s High Command to make hard compromises. While the armies protecting the Channel ports were strong, the British Fifth Army guarding the south of the area that Ludendorff had designated for the attack had only twelve infantry and three cavalry divisions to cover 68 kilometres. Each division’s front was a third longer than the norm for other British armies. The sector was ripe for a breakthrough, yet there was a catch: the British were weak here precisely because there were no key objectives to defend. Ludendorff might hope to tear them from the French, but his troops would be advancing into the desolation left by the Somme battle of 1916 and their own withdrawal in early 1917.11

The preparations for the great offensive were unprecedentedly thorough. Over the winter of 1917–18 the Germans transferred forty-eight divisions to the Western Front from other theatres, mainly Russia, raising their strength there to 191 against their enemies’ 178 divisions.12 The Seventeenth, Second and Eighteenth Armies, the forces tasked with executing what was codenamed Operation Michael, together had sixty-seven divisions. The artillery support for the attack was formidable: 6,473 guns and 3,532 trench mortars would lay down the initial bombardment. To serve them, huge munitions dumps were created. The Eighteenth Army alone stockpiled nearly three million shells. Naturally, given the central position of tactics in the offensive’s design, great care was taken over training and the organization of manpower. Resources would not stretch to equipping all divisions equally, so the army was divided. Most divisions were classed as ‘trench divisions’, suitable for position warfare. However, fifty-six elite ‘assault divisions’ were tasked with spearheading the attacks, and were allocated the pick of weaponry, specialist units, horses and the youngest, fittest soldiers. Each of these divisions was taken out of the line and given four weeks of instruction. A new manual, The Attack in Position Warfare, was issued to explain to an army inured to fighting on the defensive how the cooperation between different arms, initiative and delegation promoted fervently for elastic defence since the Somme battle of 1916, could also be applied to offensive action.13

A great effort was made to surprise and deceive the enemy. The OHL permitted troops to march only at night to the attack sector. An elaborate and successful misinformation campaign was launched to trick the French into believing that the assault would be conducted against them north of Verdun or in the Champagne.14 The Germans also made a start on demoralizing the British. One leaflet scattered across British lines bluntly asked the soldiers ‘What are you fighting for?’ The Tommies, it pointed out, had no interest in shedding blood to recapture ‘foreign places of no earthly use to England’. The Russians, Romanians and Montenegrins had all quit, ‘ingrate Belgians’ expected others to liberate their country for them, and ‘the Frenchies’, claimed the German propagandists, continued solely in order to seize Alsace-Lorraine. Disingenuously, they insisted, ‘all the world knows that the Germans never mean to keep any part of France’. No help could be expected from fickle Americans, who were now claiming that ‘another year or two must pass before the big army they promised . . . can reach France’. At the current pace, it would be ‘six months at least to reach Cambrai . . . eight years to Mons, sixteen years to Brussels, thirty-two years to Antwerp, sixty-four years to Cologne, and 132 years to Berlin. It was, mocked the propagandists, ‘a far longer way to Berlin evidently than to Tipperary’.15

On the eve of the offensive the morale of German troops was high, yet fragile. After the tough fighting in the autumn of 1917, the Bolshevik revolution and armistice had raised spirits. By January 1918 there was consensus in the ranks that Russia was ‘finished’ and many soldiers began to hope for an end to hostilities. The strikes at home in that month were roundly condemned by most men at the front, who saw them as likely to prolong the war and steel the enemy. Instead, they saw their road home in front of them – leading through the British barbed wire. As the Fifth Army’s postal censor observed, troops were ready ‘to confront the enemy for the last great blow’, but their willingness was highly conditional: the effort would be made ‘if through it the longed for peace will be reached’.16 What would happen if the attacks did not bring peace was barely considered, but in March 1918, on the eve of the offensive, few thought this likely. Troops were impressed with the sight of, in one diarist’s words, ‘[supply] column after column, munitions deliveries day and night, deployment of guns, especially mine throwers, lorries . . . bringing all sorts of material’.17 Better rations for the assault force in the final weeks before the offensive also raised morale. The atmosphere, one officer remembered, was one of ‘firm confidence in a good success’.18

The offensive’s preliminary bombardment opened at 4.20 a.m. on 21 March. For five hours the German guns threw 1,160,000 shells into the positions of the British Fifth and Third Armies, battering the front line and suppressing the opposing artillery with gas. At 9.40 a.m. the infantry of thirty-two German divisions charged forward in thick fog, following a creeping barrage that kept down the heads of any British troops still capable of resistance. While in the north the defenders resisted hard, the southern sector of the front quickly crumbled. The Fifth Army had organized its positions in what it believed to be a German-style elastic defence scheme. Outposts in a lightly held Forward Zone were supposed to inflict casualties and hold off attackers, winning time to man a strongly fortified Battle Zone in the rear, out of the range of any opening bombardment. However, on 21 March dense fog allowed German assault troops to infiltrate and surround the forward positions. The British had not gathered sufficient reserves and held what they had too far back, so with no hope of relief, positions that had been expected to hold for two days soon surrendered. On this first day alone the Germans took 21,000 men as prisoners, and inflicted 7,512 killed and 10,000 wounded. The three attacking armies overran 255 square kilometres of ground, forced the British from their Forward Zone and, in its weakly fortified south, also pushed the Fifth Army out of most of its Battle Zone.19

Nonetheless, the offensive had not gone as planned. Seventeenth Army, the northernmost of the German forces, was supposed to provide the main weight for the attack, punching towards Arras and Albert, and then with its neighbour, Second Army, separating British from French forces and rolling the former up in the direction of the Channel. It had committed sixteen of its eighteen divisions yet had advanced only four to five kilometres into well-defended territory and was stuck in front of the British Third Army’s Battle Zone. The Eighteenth Army, whose task was to guard the assault forces’ left flank on the Somme River, had attacked the weakest point and advanced the furthest. Ludendorff opted to build on its success and dispatched reinforcements. This was a fateful decision. At first, it appeared fully vindicated by the spectacular advances over the following days. By 23 March the Kaiser, who had been plunged into depression by the stoppages in the north, was exuberant. ‘The battle is won,’ he gloated, ‘the English have been utterly defeated.’20 In the ranks too the men were euphoric, boasting proudly to friends and family of having helped ‘thrash Tommy’s hide’.21 When the offensive was closed down on 5 April, the troops of Eighteenth Army had advanced 60 kilometres from their jump-off points – an achievement greater than any seen in the west since 1914. The British Fifth Army had been shattered. Some 90,000 Allied troops had surrendered, among them 75,000 British, and 1,300 artillery pieces had been captured.22

Impressive though these figures were, they had only a marginal bearing on the strategic situation. The British replaced most of their losses: already by the end of Operation Michael, over 100,000 drafts had been sent across the Channel to refill the BEF’s depleted ranks.23 Critically, Ludendorff’s earlier dismissal of calls to define a strategic objective cost the army, for it permitted damaging indecision and misguided opportunism. On 23 March as the Kaiser was toasting victory, Ludendorff dissipated his force’s strength by ordering his three armies to attack north-west, west and south-west in an overambitious attempt to separate the French and British, destroy the British and eliminate the French reserves. He repeated the error on 26 March with an order for two new attacks further north. Amiens could have fallen had the Germans recognized its significance early and concentrated troops on it. When the city was belatedly designated an objective on this day, their advance guard came within just 11 kilometres, but French reinforcements and fierce British resistance thwarted attempts to seize it. The Germans thus won nothing of value from Operation Michael. British resistance had been supported by promptly dispatched French reinforcements and had not been broken. The 3,100 square kilometres overrun were worthless: the Seventeenth, Second and Eighteenth Armies sat in a wasteland with their supply lines grossly overextended.24 Their casualties had been horrendous, totalling nearly 240,000 irreplaceable men killed, missing or wounded. Losses had been especially heavy among experienced officers and in the elite assault divisions. In some attacking units two-thirds of the infantry had been wiped out.25

Ludendorff retained the initiative and sought to keep the Allies off balance. An offensive in Flanders codenamed Operation George had been considered as an alternative to Michael, and although the region had been ruled unsuitable for an early attack owing to its waterlogged soil, preparations had continued through January. The First Quartermaster General now ordered that it go ahead. The heavy fighting in March forced its scale to be cut back, and to reflect this its name was changed to Georgette, but even so it remained dangerous. The two German armies ordered to attack, the Fourth and Sixth Armies, had twenty-eight divisions and were supported by 1,199 field guns, 971 heavy guns and forty super-heavy guns. Facing them were just eight British divisions and one tired and demoralized Portuguese division. In contrast to Michael, the operation was targeted at a worthwhile objective, the railway centre of Hazebrouck. When the offensive opened at 4.15 a.m. on 9 April, it at first achieved considerable success. After a heavy bombardment, German storm troops advanced in thick fog and immediately broke the Portuguese division. By the evening, they had gained 10 kilometres. The advance continued over the following days and on 12 April the Germans came within 6 kilometres of Hazebrouck, but could not capture it. Ludendorff bore much of the blame, for, as in March, he dissipated his force’s strength by failing to stick to a single objective. On 12 April, when all effort should have been directed towards Hazebrouck, he ordered troops to take the town of Bailleul.26

The failure of Operation Georgette was not solely the result of mistakes made by the High Command. The troops were exhausted. Among the thirty-six divisions made available for the attack, twenty-seven had fought in the Michael offensive and the others were trench units.27 Infantry strengths were low: the divisions each had around 6,000 men. Each was also at least 500 horses short, hampering mobility.28 Most ominously, there were clear signs of burgeoning despair in the ranks. By the end of April, the optimism with which troops had started the offensive was gone and in exasperation they were wishing that this ‘wretched war soon ends’.29 Senior commanders recognized the shift in mood. General Hermann von Kuhl, the Chief of Staff of Army Group Crown Prince Rupprecht, worried on 18 April that ‘the troops appear to be finished’.30 Colonel Thaer, whose IX Reserve Corps had taken part in Georgette, was also disturbed. Soldiers’ exaggerated expectations for the outcome of the spring offensive were, he thought, to blame for the depression. ‘They had too much hope that this great blow in March would end the war,’ he observed ruefully. ‘Thereupon, they had once more summoned together all their courage and all their energy. Now the disappointment is here, and it is great. It is the main reason why even attacks well prepared with artillery fizzle out as soon as our infantry goes beyond the heavily bombarded zone.’31

With the failure of Operation Georgette to break the British, the German offensives passed into their final phase. Ludendorff hoped to attack again decisively in Flanders, but he first needed to draw off the Allied reserves there. To do so, he opted for a diversionary assault on the French army on the Chemin des Dames. The new offensive was the ultimate demonstration of both German tactical virtuosity and strategic bankruptcy. Guns, engineers and specialist units were moved secretly south from Flanders, marching at night to avoid detection from the air. The artillery, its 1,158 batteries almost four times as numerous as those pitched against them, registered without alerting the enemy. When it opened a barrage at 2 a.m. on 27 May, surprise was total. The infantry, men of the Seventh Army, going forward at daybreak quickly overwhelmed all defences and pushed as far as 22 kilometres in a single day; the largest advance of the war on the Western Front.32 There was no way the Germans could win any decisive victory in this region, but Ludendorff again chose to expand the attack. His troops reached the Marne, raising anxious memories of 1914 for the Entente and causing panic in Paris, just 70 kilometres distant. Another offensive in June 1918 pushed out a little way the exposed salient the Germans had created. By now, however, the game was up. Not only were further advances strategically bereft, but at last the Allies also had the measure of their opponents tactically. The Germans’ final offensive in the Champagne on 15 July was betrayed by prisoners and halted only days after its opening by an effective French elastic defence. On 18 July the first of the Allied counter-offensives was launched that over the autumn would push the Germans back almost to their own border. Two French armies of twenty-four divisions, backed by 2,000 guns and 750 tanks, suddenly advanced. Some 17,000 surprised and weary German soldiers had surrendered three days later and at the end of the month their army evacuated the indefensible salient. The tide had turned.

DEFEAT

The German army was doomed by the summer. More far-sighted commanders recognized the French counter-offensive on the Marne to be, as General Hermann von Kuhl put it, ‘the turning-point of the war’.33 Another great attack, this time launched by the British on 8 August outside Amiens, confirmed that the Allies now held the initiative. In one of the greatest set-piece battles of the war, ten infantry divisions and 552 tanks supported by 2,060 guns surprised and broke through the German Second Army outside Amiens. The attackers advanced nearly 13 kilometres and took 15,000 German prisoners and 450 guns. For the rest of August and the first half of September hammer blows coordinated by Marshal Ferdinand Foch, the Supreme Commander of the Allied Armies on the Western Front, rained down on different parts of the German line. On 26 September a general Allied offensive began along the entire Western Front. By the armistice on 11 November the Allied armies had advanced up to 160 kilometres.34 Germany’s army was a mere shadow of its former self at the war’s end. Casualties since the start of the Allied counter-offensive in mid-July had totalled 800,000 soldiers. Just 750,000 infantrymen were still at the front, what one General Staff officer called ‘a spider’s web of fighters’.35 While elite machine-gunners continued to inflict heavy losses on Allied attackers, German rifle units were universally reported to be depleted, half-trained, exhausted and despondent. Propelled inexorably towards the Reich’s frontier, without hope of relief or reinforcement, these men had no chance of preventing an invasion of their homeland.36

The startling swing in the strategic situation owed much to the Allied forces’ superior numbers. The German army’s strength had gone into freefall during its offensives. Between March and the end of July it had suffered 977,555 casualties. Some had recovered from their wounds and returned to the front, but a lack of new recruits meant that many of the dead and severely wounded could not be replaced, and the western Field Army had shrunk by 300,000 men.37 In the same period over a million American troops had arrived in Europe. Allied rifle strength exceeded that of the Germans for the first time that year in mid-June. By the start of August, the Allies fielded 1,672,000 infantrymen, 277,000 more than the Kaiser’s army.38 Still worse for the Germans, their enemies also enjoyed a considerable advantage in weaponry. Even at the start of the German offensives, the Allies had possessed 18,500 guns and 4,500 aircraft against the 14,000 and 3,760 of their adversaries. They enjoyed almost a monopoly on armoured vehicles. The French and British fielded hundreds of tanks in their opening attacks during the summer of 1918, whereas the Germans only ever built twenty of their own design, the unwieldy and underpowered A7V, and refurbished another seventy-five captured models.39 Ludendorff blamed the Allied armour for his army’s defeat. But tanks alone were no war-winning weapon. What made the French and British so formidable was their ability to combine these arms into a battle system. The Germans had no answer to the skilful coordination of aircraft, artillery and infantry. Fear of Allied armour prompted German commanders to position their field artillery far forward, but this weakened their counter-bombardment and made the guns vulnerable to being overrun. Their divisions, supposed to contain 6,750 infantrymen, often had fewer than 1,000 by the late autumn, making it impossible to organize a modern defence in depth.40

Even so, suggestions that the victory of the Allies rested solely on their industrial strength, materiel, logistical skill or martial prowess smack of triumphalism. At least as important was the morale of their German opponents: Ludendorff himself conceded that the ‘spirit of the troops’ was decisive in the defeat of the Kaiser’s army.41 The force’s demise in 1918 is best understood as the product of a psychological collapse, which started with the rank and file but rapidly spread to junior officers and ultimately to the OHL itself. The malaise had begun to manifest itself already in the spring. The enthusiasm of German troops at the start of their offensive was predicated solely on a quick victory. As noted, already in April the absence of any such decisive outcome produced crushing disappointment, which combined with exhaustion to have a very adverse impact on the soldiers’ combat motivation. Discipline too was shaky. German soldiers had delayed their advance during Operation Michael by stopping to plunder. The temptations of French wine cellars and British supply depots, well stocked with foodstuffs like white bread and bacon that they had seen little of for four years, were too much for the men to resist.42 Ominously for the army, once the offensive slowed and chances for plundering enemy stores declined, troops turned on their own depots. From April, reports increased of attacks by hungry German soldiers on military supply trains. By May some divisions were equipping these trains with light machine guns. Fatigue, which reached unbearable levels in some units as they were thrown repeatedly into new attacks, sponsored even more serious military crime. Small-scale mutinies by exhausted troops multiplied during the early summer. In May the men of Infantry Regiment 74 mutinied and threatened to desert when they were ordered back to the front after suffering heavy casualties. The following month, a battalion in Infantry Regiment 419 similarly refused to march up the line. These were not isolated incidents, for on 12 June the commander of Second Army warned that ‘cases of soldiers openly refusing to obey orders are increasing to an alarming extent’.43

The most widespread and dramatic indiscipline was perpetrated not by tired troops at the front but by fresh men travelling along its lines of communication. Reinforcements sent from Germany deserted in large numbers. In May 1918 it was common that a fifth of the soldiers who embarked were no longer on the trains when they reached the war zone. No comprehensive figures exist, but if desertion from such transports continued at this rate until the war’s end, it cost the force 180,000 soldiers.44 There were also loud and disruptive protests. Officers and NCOs tasked with maintaining discipline on the transports were assaulted and railway station commandants pelted with stones. In July orders had to be issued to confiscate all live ammunition from drafts leaving home depots for the front, in order to stop them shooting out of their railway wagons. Some had even thrown hand grenades.45 Even where there was no violence, the troops’ mood was sullen and rebellious. The Chief of Staff in the Seventh (Westphalia) Military District described what typically followed whenever troop transports halted at a station:

The train emptied quickly and about 500 people poured noisily into the waiting room. It soon became routine that in the darkness they raged and shouted. The provocative call [and threat to officers] ‘Light out! Knife out! Let him have it!’ soon became habit. If the signal to re-entrain was given, hardly anyone took any notice. Gradually the practice was developed whereby the train very slowly started up. Only then did the waiting rooms empty more or less quickly, and when everyone had climbed in, the train accelerated.46

Ludendorff self-servingly blamed the home front for corrupting the army. Recruits of the 1919 class called up from mid-1917 had, he hinted darkly, been turned by the radical left’s ‘secret agitation’.47 Munitions workers drafted in punishment for participating in the January strikes were also singled out by senior officers as ‘poison for the troops’.48 Prisoners of war returned from Russia were another suspect group. Like their Habsburg counterparts, they were thought to have been influenced by the Bolsheviks and were extremely reluctant to return to active service. However, they were less disruptive, simply because their numbers were smaller; a mere 26,000 by mid-May, in contrast to the 380,000 Habsburg ex-prisoners repatriated by the end of April.49 The hunt for malign external influences to explain the Field Army’s demoralization was an exculpatory attempt to preserve intact its reputation, and those of its commanders. A great deal of the surviving evidence in fact shows that much of the bad mood travelled in the other direction, from front to home. Training units were often less concerned about young recruits than about veterans returning to the front after recovering from wounds. These old soldiers were reported increasingly to evince ‘sullenness and apathy’. The atmosphere in the units was also spoilt by the continual stream of bad news from the front in the summer months. New troops preparing for combat could hardly be expected to display anything but foreboding, for across training camps it was widely known by September 1918 ‘that the Front itself no longer believes in success’.50

The apathy and exhaustion that gripped the rank and file revealed itself most clearly from the start of the Allied offensives. Men had lost the will to resist. On 8 August, ‘the black day of the German army’ in Ludendorff’s words, the First Quartermaster General was not only shocked by the British advance but particularly dismayed at his own soldiers’ conduct:

I was told of deeds of glorious valour but also of behaviour which, I openly confess, I should not have thought possible in the German Army; whole bodies of our men had surrendered to single troopers, or isolated squadrons. Retiring troops, meeting a fresh division going bravely into action, had shouted out things like ‘Blackleg’, and ‘You’re prolonging the war’, expressions that were to be heard again later. The officers in many places had lost their influence and allowed themselves to be swept along with the rest.51

Plenty of evidence supports Ludendorff’s recollection. British military intelligence officers who interrogated prisoners after the Amiens attack found a ‘marked depreciation’ in the enemy’s morale, commenting that ‘the belief is prevalent among officers and men that Germany cannot now win the war’.52 The command of 41 Division, a formation at the centre of the defeat that had been routed and lost 1,700 prisoners to the British, also blamed its men for fighting badly. Thick fog, highly effective air cover and the deployment en masse of tanks had indeed all made the assault formidable, but, the formation commander complained, ‘many of the division’s soldiers did not fulfil their duty’. The formation had been splintered by the surprise attack, and some soldiers had ceased to resist and sought safety in the rear. The worst were those who ‘threw away their weapons in order to get away quicker and so as not to be able to be led back into the fight’.53

The poor combat motivation of German troops was key to allowing the unprecedented Allied advances during the summer and autumn of 1918. However, the relationship was reciprocal, for morale in the Kaiser’s army plunged further with every enemy success. The cohesion of German units was placed under strain by both fierce Allied attacks and the army’s own retreat. Some infantry regiments disintegrated on the battlefield. Already after the first French-led counter-offensive in mid-July, disgruntled German artillerymen were complaining bitterly that their protective infantry had collapsed, leaving ‘stragglers, shirkers, etc.’ who ‘swarmed immediately behind our front line’. The army responded by setting up an extensive network of patrols and straggler collection points to the rear of its battle positions.54 With the outlook hopeless, increasing numbers of troops tried to shirk front-line duty altogether. At the beginning of August, Ludendorff criticized the increase in soldiers going absent without leave since the start of heavy fighting.55 Other men and even officers used more subtle methods to escape service at the front. Some feigned sickness: one staff doctor claimed that four-fifths of the officer patients in a reserve hospital he inspected at the end of September were fit for front-line service.56 The summer influenza, which temporarily robbed the army of half a million soldiers, offered a pretext for some to head for the rear. Others found ingenious methods to dupe suspicious battalion doctors. Kits designed to produce leg boils were doing a brisk trade among soldiers as early as May 1918. For the thrifty but desperate, the inhalation of a small amount of gas could provide a yearned-for relief from front-line service.57

Nonetheless, until the German government issued a ‘peace note’ on 3 October, the discipline of the Field Army largely held. The early summer mutinies by exhausted troops stopped once the Allied offensives began. Desertion and shirking were on the increase, but remained within manageable limits; the claim, put about by conservative officers in the war’s aftermath and sometimes still repeated today, that up to a million deserters and shirkers had undermined the force was a lie intended to shift blame for defeat onto the rank and file.58 Desertion statistics for the entire army do not survive, but detailed studies of divisions refute any notion of a mass exodus. In the 11 Bavarian Division, a formation containing 10,852 soldiers at the start of May 1918, cases of suspected absence without leave or desertion tripled in the second half of 1918 compared with the previous six months, yet still totalled just seventy-one men. Its sister 2 Bavarian Division registered similar numbers, while 4 Bavarian Division, with over 200 suspected cases of desertion or absence between July and December 1918, suffered greater yet still not crippling problems.59 Records from straggler collection posts tell much the same story. The posts were kept busy during the retreat, but only in the last three weeks of war were they overwhelmed with tens of thousands of displaced or deserting soldiers. The number of absconders arrested on leave trains had actually dropped by late September.60 There are simple reasons to explain why soldiers generally did not desert at the front, whereas the crime was much more common along the lines of communication. Desertion from a poorly policed transport still in Germany was far easier than absconding from a combat unit, evading the patrols and paper checks behind the lines, and struggling homeward through foreign territory. To desert at the front might mean abandoning trusted comrades and officers. The punishments were also much more severe, although right to the end of the war, army courts rarely used the death penalty. Years in a civilian prison or assignment to a military prisoner company for dangerous work in the line were generally the harshest sentences dispensed.61

After battle casualties and sickness, mass surrenders rather than desertion or shirking were in fact the major drain on the German army’s manpower during the summer of 1918. Prisoner losses in this final phase of the war were shattering: in four months the Allies captured 385,500 German soldiers, a little more than half of the 712,000 German prisoners taken on the Western Front in the whole four and a half years of fighting.62 Detailed figures for the British army, which took 186,053 prisoners in the months following its first counter-attack at Amiens on 8 August, illustrate the startlingly sudden rise in the propensity of German troops to surrender (Fig. 7). The sudden loss of so many men deeply unnerved commanders. General von Einem, the commander of Third Army, for example, was in despair at his heavy prisoner losses by mid-September. ‘If this continues, the German army will die of exhaustion . . . no war can be won with men who give themselves up.’63 His suspicion that troops were capitulating prematurely was borne out by prisoner interrogations on the British side of the lines. Bemused British intelligence officers reported in early September that prisoners ‘expressed the wish that the whole German Army could be captured so that the war would be brought to a speedy end’. Men of 1 Guards Division ‘not only exhibited every sign of pleasure at being taken prisoner, but actually urged our men to go on attacking, and to capture as many Germans as possible so that the war might quickly end. Each fresh batch of prisoners brought into the Cage was greeted with open delight at our success.’64
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Figure 7. German prisoners captured weekly in the British sector of the Western Front, 31 July 1917–11 November 1918

Source: [British] War Office (ed.), Statistics of the Military Effort of the British Empire during the Great War, 1914–1920 (London, 1922), p. 632.

The huge increase in prisoners owed much to improvements in Allied tactics, which permitted them to break into enemy defences, take units in the flank or even encircle them, leading to mass capitulations. Allied propaganda also may have helped. The British alone had dropped four million leaflets over German lines between May and July 1918, and when the counter-offensives began, between four and five million leaflets were scattered by the Allies every month.65 Some of this material sought to exacerbate the divisions that had grown between much of the German people and its leaders, questioning the sense of ‘struggling for the Kaiser, the Junkers, and the militarists’. Other propaganda played on antagonism between southern and northern Germans. Bavarians were pitied as slaves of Prussia and told that they were bleeding disproportionately for its megalomaniacal ambitions. However, probably more effective than political exhortations were simple appeals to German troops’ stomachs. The US army scattered over a million copies of a ‘prisoner leaflet’ that included a list of the ample rations served in its POW camps.66 This propaganda hit its target. By the late summer of 1918, German soldiers on leave could be heard promising one another that ‘as soon as [the attacks] again began [they] would desert to the enemy; then everything would be over and they would at least get something to eat.’67

Most important in enabling mass surrenders was, however, the conduct of German officers at the front. In the summer of 1918 the army’s psychological crisis had embraced these junior leaders. The offensives of the first half of the year had exhausted them and depleted their numbers: casualties had been proportionately twice as heavy as those of their men.68 Their quality was much reduced. The onset of the Allied offensives broke them: as one recalled, after it became clear that all sacrifices had been in vain, ‘despair ate deep into the officer corps’.69 By September most of the officers in Seventeenth Army believed the war could not last longer than the late autumn or winter.70 Troops noted the change. As a soldier in Sixth Army wrote home, ‘our officers have also had enough. They’re not allowed to say it openly but now and again they let it be known.’71 It was thus perhaps not surprising that officers were well represented in Allied prisoner cages. The British alone captured 4,727 during their counter-offensive. Some were there because they had lacked the will or authority to make their troops resist. Under Allied pressure, units could collapse startlingly suddenly. Reserve Second Lieutenant Mechow, an officer of Infantry Regiment 145, described this well. On 8 October 1918 his unit was attacked. The battalion on its right had been surprised by the British and his own company was suddenly assaulted from behind by French troops. Mechow explained what happened: ‘My men in part still lay in their fox holes, some were already raising their hands, some fled! “Shoot, shoot!”, I yelled and myself grabbed a machine gun. It was all in vain. A chaotic tangle arose; everything mixed up, friend and enemy. Where should I shoot? Ever more and more enemies arrive; there is no point any more, the mass overwhelms us. The men give up, no one fights any longer.’72

Nonetheless, more often than not German officers did maintain authority over their soldiers, and surrenders happened at their behest. Crown Prince Rupprecht, the head of the army group facing the British, confirmed as much when he complained in mid-October that officers and large units had repeatedly surrendered themselves.73 Doubtless the Allies’ rapid advance and encirclements placed many units in hopeless positions, permitting their commanders legitimately to capitulate. Yet jittery and despondent officers also surrendered prematurely. In one of the earliest and most celebrated cases at the Second Battle of the Marne in mid-July, a German major gave himself up and over a hundred troops to twelve Americans who had ambushed them.74 He was far from exceptional. Other officers, certain the war was lost, frightened by the firepower of the Allies, and unwilling to sacrifice their men uselessly, ‘advised’ them, as one put it, ‘to surrender . . . if hard pressed’. Occasionally, the paternalistic concern of commanding officers for their soldiers’ well-being motivated them to take extreme risks to negotiate the laying down of arms. One German officer in the autumn of 1918 displayed remarkable bravery when he crawled across no-man’s-land, entered British trenches, surrendered himself to the surprised garrison and then asked permission to return to fetch his men as they too wished to capitulate. As troops’ letters testified, at the front, unlike in rear-line formations, there was no sharp division between officers and men. British statistics show that the ratio of officers to men among German prisoners was the same as in the whole Field Army, confirmation that soldiers were generally not defying their leaders and giving up without them but were marching into captivity as cohesive units. The participation of officers was crucial in making surrender attractive. A collective surrender organized by an officer was more likely to be recognized by the enemy and provided some security against being killed by one’s captors. It also removed any possibility of being accused by one’s own side of being an Überläufer – a deserter to the enemy. This was important, for punishment for this crime was extremely severe: loss of citizenship, confiscation of property, and death on return to Germany.75

The entire German Field Army was diagnosed by one contemporary military psychiatrist as suffering in the last months of war from a state of ‘neurasthenic exhaustion’.76 This psychological crisis that had begun with the rank and file in the late spring and gripped combat officers by the summer of 1918, ultimately spread further, right up to the OHL . General Ludendorff was under no less stress than the soldiers he commanded. For two years he had struggled to run the entire German war effort. The failure of the offensives in the first half of 1918 was on his head, for he had insisted upon, personally planned and commanded the operations. They had also brought him personal tragedy. On the third day of Operation Michael his youngest stepson Erich, a fighter pilot, had been shot down over the Western Front. The deep emotional impact that the boy’s death had on this highly strung, arrogant man was hinted at in his decision not to send the body back to Berlin but instead to organize a burial in the grounds of his headquarters. ‘I wanted to keep him here,’ Ludendorff explained to his wife. ‘I go to him often.’77 The general was thus in a poor psychological state to cope with a reversal of everything for which he had striven and sacrificed. The French counter-attack on the Marne in mid-July left him extremely nervous but unwilling to acknowledge the shift in the strategic balance. Only with the British offensive outside Amiens on 8 August did he accept that a catastrophe had taken place. A week after its start, Colonel Thaer found him serious and depressed. Ludendorff had recognized the wider loss of faith within his army: ‘For sure, he now sees that our troops are more or less broken.’78

The sequenced Allied offensives against different parts of the line, the exhaustion of his army’s reserves, and the steady retreat throughout August and September, placed further intense pressure on Ludendorff. To the Kaiser and the Reich’s civilian government, he was bullish. When Wilhelm II, recognizing that ‘the war must be ended’, called a Crown Council on 14 August, Ludendorff assured his Monarch, the Crown Prince, Chancellor and Foreign Secretary that a ‘strategic defensive with periodic offensive action’ offered ‘good prospects for finally crippling the enemy’s will to war’. Until the end of August he persisted in the demand that Germany should retain Belgium in any peace settlement.79 However, his staff were well aware of their leader’s psychological turmoil. He was grappling with the reality that, as he conceded privately to Hindenburg and Wetzell at the start of September, ‘we no longer have any prospect of still winning the war’.80 His staff sought means of helping the defeated general. An officer was appointed to ease his workload and a Berlin psychologist was dispatched to the OHL to provide professional treatment. Dr Hochheimer, the man brought in to heal Ludendorff, found his patient overworked and exhausted. He had become almost a caricature of a Prussian militarist, with uniform, monocle and voice fixed permanently in the shrill tone used to give commands. ‘Ludendorff,’ the doctor wrote on 5 September, ‘is after all the hard years of work and emotional turbulence of the immense responsibility and above all under the impression of the last eight weeks very mentally depressed.’81

Ludendorff’s psychological treatment lasted through the following four weeks of crisis. Hochheimer ordered a strictly regulated de-stress regime of walks, regulated breathing, singing, massage and more sleep than the one to five hours the general was in the habit of taking. The doctor created a space of security and tranquillity to which Ludendorff could withdraw. Most striking about the psychologist’s account is the general’s submissiveness. Ludendorff clearly embraced the release from responsibility. He followed the doctor’s instructions as if they were military orders and boasted of being his ‘obedient patient’. On one occasion, Hochheimer wrote, the general fell asleep ‘literally under my hands’. The treatment had some success. The doctor considered Ludendorff ‘wonderfully recovered’ by early October and staff officers too noticed improvement.82 Nonetheless, outside the artificial security provided by Hochheimer, the general’s world continued to collapse. The second half of September was a period of acute crisis. In the east, the Allies attacked on 14 September and routed Bulgaria’s army, forcing her within a fortnight to seek an armistice. At the time this news arrived at the OHL, the German army’s leaders were also facing disaster in the west. On 26 September, Foch opened his general offensive to end the war. The strongest position the Germans possessed, the Hindenburg Line, was under furious bombardment. The staff at the OHL had already circumvented Ludendorff to warn the Reich’s Foreign Secretary, Admiral Paul von Hintze, of the desperate situation and to urge him to come to military headquarters. On the evening of 28 September, Ludendorff too surrendered to his fears and informed Hindenburg that an immediate armistice must be sought.83

The psychological crisis that had started with the German army’s soldiers spread upward in the early summer to its officers and facilitated the Allied advances during the second half of 1918, culminating in the nervous exhaustion of the First Quartermaster General. Ludendorff may not, contrary to his enemies’ suggestions, have suffered a total collapse on the evening of 28 September, but his fateful decision to demand an immediate armistice certainly smacked of blind panic.84 Moreover, it was intimately related to his army’s psychological crisis. Bulgaria’s exit offered a convenient excuse to end the war without accruing personal blame. However, as a frank speech to his confidants at the OHL on 1 October revealed, the general’s haste to close down hostilities was a response to the coming Allied onslaught in the west and the demoralization and poor combat performance of German soldiers. ‘The OHL and the German army are finished,’ he complained to the assembled staff officers. ‘No more reliance could be placed on the troops. Since 8 August, it has rapidly gone downhill. Continually, units have proved themselves so unreliable that they have hurriedly had to be withdrawn from the front.’ He ‘could not operate with divisions which could no longer be trusted’.85

Ludendorff’s belated admission that ‘final defeat is unavoidably imminent’ confronted Germany’s elite with an existential problem.86 The imperial regime’s legitimacy by this point rested solely on its ability to deliver a quick and total victory. As Foreign Secretary Hintze worriedly told Hindenburg and Ludendorff when the news was broken to him on 29 September, the sudden admission of defeat ‘must give the nation such a shock, that the Reich and dynasty would scarcely be able to survive’. The three men searched for a solution. None believed that the instalment of a dictator to mobilize the masses would work without any prospect of victory. Instead, all agreed, a ‘revolution from above’ must be initiated. President Wilson, the enemy leader most likely to offer lenient terms, would be tempted with the possibility of a peace based on his Fourteen Points. To shore up the thoroughly delegitimized imperial regime and seek a favourable end to hostilities, the ‘broadest possible circles’ would be called to government.87

REVOLUTION

The Central Powers’ defeat took place on the Western Front, but the populations and politicians at home determined its consequences. The misery of civilians and their knowledge of what was taking place on the battlefield provided a crucial backdrop for state collapse. Austria-Hungary, not only Germany, was vulnerable to the irretrievable reverses a thousand kilometres away on the Western Front, because by 1918 Habsburg domestic politics were tied inextricably to the international balance. Both the Central Powers’ regimes recognized that defeat made reform unstoppable, and both attempted to manage it by instituting revolutions from above. The failure of these last desperate efforts to stave off total collapse hastened the end of the fighting, which ceased on the Italian Front on 4 November and on the Western Front on 11 November 1918. Yet even before these armistices had been signed, the post-war world had started to take shape. Centuries-old dynasties had fallen. Revolution had taken hold in parts of central Europe and the old continent of empires was giving way to one of imperfect nation states.

The dramatic changes of 1918 cannot be explained without first confronting the despair felt by people across central Europe. The eighteen-year-old Upper Silesian Ruth Höfner described this movingly. ‘This war, oh, this war! If only it would come to an end!’ she cried in her diary at the beginning of April 1918:

Four whole years we’ve had war. Some people will say we’ve got used to it. I have also perhaps sometimes so spoken; but no, it is not true! We who once knew peace will never get used to it. We, who in war turned from children to adults, will get used to hunger and poor clothing but never to the sorrow of war, which destroys any budding happiness like frost with the first tender flowers on a spring night. She is everywhere, this lingering sorrow. Go where you will . . . God in heaven, when will it end!88

The despair Ruth felt, although she expressed it unusually beautifully, was familiar to people across central Europe. The majority lived in a state of advanced misery by the spring of 1918 and conditions would worsen, for the summer of 1918 saw both a drop in food supply to the levels of the ‘turnip winter’ and the onset of an influenza pandemic that would kill at least 20 million worldwide. Society was bereaved, exhausted and yearned for peace.89

The peoples of the Central Powers were aware that the shape of the peace – and, by this point more important to many, its imminence – would be decided by the great battles in the west. The progress of their armies was followed closely. The claim, often made, that civilians were unaware of how dire Germany’s plight was by the summer and autumn, is a myth. After four years of war, the populations were skilled at reading between the lines of official dispatches. They were attuned to when reports stopped discussing advances and could recognize a retreat in a heroic withdrawal. The imperial government did not make the setbacks difficult to spot. Richard von Kühlmann, Hintze’s predecessor as Foreign Secretary, conceded in the Reichstag in late June that ‘an absolute end [to the war] through pure military decisions alone without any diplomatic negotiations could scarcely be expected’.90 From August, the press belatedly started preparing the German public for retreat in the west.91 Most importantly, soldiers were far from reticent about the disasters at the front over the summer and autumn. Contrary to Ludendorff’s bitter accusation that the home front was demoralizing the army, very much the reverse was the truth. Civilian officials were distressed that men on leave were telling the population ‘horror stories’ about the front. Rumours of men going over en masse to the enemy were circulated.92 Troops were also frank in letters to their families about the desperate conditions at the front. The letters of Private First Class Fritz Schlamp, serving in 21st Bavarian Pioneer Company, offer a good illustration. He told his father in mid-September that he and his comrades were sure that the war would be over that year. ‘We win the battles and England wins the war. I believe we can be glad if we get what we had and don’t have to pay anything.’ A friend taken prisoner had ‘at least saved his neck’. As the end approached, Schlamp attempted to thwart the censor and give an explicit warning. At the bottom of an innocuous note thanking his parents for cigarettes, he wrote an odd-looking series of numbers; a simple code to get across a secret message: ‘The situation is bad. Everyone is running away. If there is no armistice, make as much cash liquid as possible.’93

The Habsburg Empire had been frozen in a state of impending collapse during the 1918 German offensives. For its peoples, the alternatives had at least become clearer. German victory would mean a Dualist Empire, its western half centralized and dominated by Austrian Germans, and satellite status under its powerful northern neighbour. After the French had embarrassingly published the letter that the Emperor had sent during the Sixtus peace approach of a year earlier acknowledging France’s ‘just claims’ to Alsace-Lorraine, Karl had tied his regime to this vision. In May he had made a humiliating trip to the OHL at Spa to assent to Mitteleuropa and with it sign away his Empire’s independence. By the end of the summer the consequences of defeat for the Empire were equally clear. The Allied position had hardened. In January 1918 the American President had advocated in his Fourteen Points speech a federal Austria-Hungary, whose peoples ‘should be accorded the freest opportunity to autonomous development’. In June, however, after Karl’s commitment to the Reich’s post-war Europe, Wilson had shifted to advocate that ‘all branches of the Slav race [sic] should be completely free from German and Austrian rule’. His allies, now sure that there could be no separate peace with the Habsburgs, began working to destroy them. At the start of June, the British, French and Italians had echoed the support Wilson had given in January to a ‘united and independent Poland with access to the sea’. More fatally, at the end of that month the French formally recognized Tomáš Masaryk’s dissident Czechoslovak National Committee in Paris as the legal representatives of a Czechoslovak nation. The British granted their recognition on 9 August and the Americans on 3 September. By the autumn, as the German army was forced back on the Western Front, it was clear that the last days of the Habsburg Empire were approaching.94

The Habsburg army was powerless to shape events. In June it had tried to support the German offensives with one of its own on the Italian Front. Even had the attack been a success, it would have made no difference to the war’s outcome, but in the event it turned out to be a bloody failure. The cause was in part the perennial Habsburg problem of poor leadership. Emperor Karl, who had taken over the Supreme Command shortly after his accession to the throne, had been presented with two equally bad plans by the commanders on the spot, the former Chief of the General Staff, Conrad von Hötzendorff, in Tyrol, and the commander on the Isonzo Front, General Svetozar Boroević. With typical indecisiveness, he had divided his forces equally between the pair, ensuring neither would have sufficient strength for success.95 The material and psychological state of the army should have called into question the wisdom of launching any sort of attack, and certainly an ill-conceived one on an 80-kilometre front. The ammunition stockpiled for the assault, over six million shells, could not be brought up the mountains in time because the horses available were underfed, scraggy and simply too few. The force’s soldiers were in a similar condition. Since 1917, Habsburg field strength had dropped by 550,000 men, in large part through endemic desertion and the diversion of seven divisions to security duties in the interior of the Empire.96 Those troops who did remain on active service were on rations little more than half the size of those a year earlier, poorly clad and demoralized by Italian propaganda. When, on 15 June after a weak bombardment, the troops went forward, some units were stopped dead. Others used their German-style training to advance, but soon found themselves in an elastic defence system, where counter-attacks launched when they were exhausted and at their most vulnerable halted them. By the end of the second day, the attackers’ supplies were running out and Conrad was in retreat. On 20 June the offensive was called off and those gains that had been made on the right bank of the Piave River were relinquished. This useless operation cost 142,550 men.97

The Emperor, as the army’s commander, took a severe reputational blow from the June defeat. Deputies in both the Magyar parliament and the Austrian Reichsrat condemned the offensive as ‘foolishness and irresponsibility’. Some even demanded that those who had authorized it be put on trial.98 Wags in Vienna started referring to their monarch as Karl the Last.99 The whispering campaign against Empress Zita, Karl’s wife, was a sure sign of the peoples’ distrust in their leadership, mirroring what had befallen Tsarina Aleksandra a year earlier in Russia. Zita was of French and Italian noble lineage and spoke with a foreign accent, enough evidence for wartime xenophobia to condemn her as a traitor. It was rumoured that she had betrayed the June offensive to the Allies. Some claimed that she had been locked up in a Hungarian castle to prevent her from doing any more damage.100 Hunger-induced paranoia doubtless contributed to the popularity of these conspiracy theories. Vienna’s food supply situation was particularly disastrous. In April, mass starvation had only narrowly been averted by the desperate expedient of confiscating barges carrying Romanian grain belonging to Germany up the Danube.101 There was a severe bread shortage that summer throughout much of the Empire and although the gathering in of the harvest provided some relief, this was brief: Austria’s plight by the beginning of October was summed up by the head of its Food Office, Hans Loewenfeld-Russ, as ‘utterly desperate’.102

While the Emperor still stood precariously at the head of his realm, he had lost much of his power to rule it. Crownland officials, many of whom had been instrumental in the success of the double mobilization in 1914, were by this point prioritizing national allegiances and protecting local over imperial interests. It was especially unfortunate that the two peoples whom by 1918 the Empire had alienated more than any others, the Czechs and Poles, also happened to live in Austria’s two most important food surplus regions, Bohemia and Galicia. In both Crownlands, district officials and railway employees, urged on by local newspapers and public opinion, obstructed the export of supplies to other regions.103 Large tracts of countryside in these Crownlands and further south had anyway been wrested from state control by deserters formed into robber bands and Bolshevik ‘Green Cadres’. The towns too were fractious and violent. On the Slav peripheries they were full of hatred towards Germans and Jews. Vienna was a centre of anti-Semitism. Everywhere there were food riots, protests and debilitating strikes.104 Attempts to promote a multinational and dynastic ‘Austrian state idea’ were long abandoned. In a mark of its total bankruptcy, the Habsburg regime retained a modicum of control only by exploiting national enmities in their fragmented society. Security troops were deliberately garrisoned in areas foreign to them, where they could not communicate and where often they were actually hostile to the local populace. Magyar soldiers policed Czechs, and Czech military personnel kept order in Hungary. Austrian Germans watched over Slovene and Polish civilians, Bosnians over Germans, and Poles over Ruthenes. The Empire had finally become what its enemies had long and unfairly criticized it as: ‘a prison of peoples’.105

The first clear sign that the Habsburg government was cracking was Karl’s appeal for peace on 14 September. His Foreign Minister, Count István Burián, had desired this since August, but the Germans had stalled and then instead advocated mediation by a neutral power. The note was therefore sent without their approval, an indication that in spite of Austria-Hungary’s wartime decline, the Emperor still had scope for independent action. However, at this late stage it achieved nothing besides further sour relations with the Germans. French and British leaders regarded the call as a ploy to split their coalition, and the American answer sent three days later pointed out that as the United States had already stated its peace terms, talks were superfluous.106 In spite of this negative response, Habsburg leaders were prompted to try again just a couple of weeks later. The catalyst was Bulgaria’s military collapse. Far more than for Germany, this mattered to Austria-Hungary, for it opened the way to Habsburg-occupied Serbia. Even more important, as Burián warned in a Crown Council on 27 September, after news of Bulgaria’s request for an armistice had arrived, was the ‘impact upon the nerves of our population’. He predicted it would be ‘the last straw’. ‘We must make decisions,’ he urged the assembled Austrian and Hungarian leaders, ‘if we want to avoid the peoples themselves taking fate into their own hands and making decisions about their futures over the heads of the governments.’107

German and Habsburg elites adopted similar strategies at the start of October 1918 to end the conflict. Their appeals to President Wilson were issued in parallel on the night of 3 October. They proposed peace negotiations on the basis of the Fourteen Points and requested an immediate armistice. Both regimes also recognized that defeat made unavoidable long-delayed political reform. The ‘revolutions from above’ initiated in Germany and the Habsburg Empire were intended to pacify their resentful populations, and pre-empt violent upheaval. They were also undertaken in the hope of impressing the US President, who had made clear that he saw democracy as the bedrock of any lasting peace. In both aims they failed. There would be no easy peace and the central European monarchies would not outlast the defeat.

In Austria-Hungary, Emperor Karl’s attempt to stave off revolution took the form of a roadmap for hasty reform, issued on 16 October while he waited for an American reply. The ‘Peoples’ Manifesto’, as its sponsors hopefully named it, promised to reorganize the Empire on a federal basis ‘as its people desire’. Karl envisaged German, Czech, South Slav and Ukrainian territories, each with their own institutions. The Habsburg Polish territories would be permitted to secede to the independent Polish state that Wilson’s Fourteen Points had demanded ‘should be erected’. As during consultations held four days before its release Czech and South Slav politicians had made clear that they would reject it, the manifesto was nothing more than a publicity exercise doomed to stillbirth. Moreover, instead of restoring faith in the Empire, it painfully exposed the inability of Habsburg leaders to offer any satisfactory reform. Strikingly, the only mention in the manifesto of the lands of the Hungarian Crown stressed that they lay outside its purview. The Magyar Minister President, Sándor Wekerle, had not only refused to permit any promise of federal reform in his land but had even threatened to halt food deliveries unless the manifesto explicitly excluded it. South Slav nationalist wishes for the unification of Croatia with Bosnia-Herzegovina, Dalmatia and Slovenia were thus not to be met. Appearing at the end of a lost war and issued by a broken, discredited monarch, the manifesto could not possibly compete with the full independence for the peoples offered by the Empire’s enemies. Nonetheless, it mattered, if only as a public sign of weakness that accelerated Habsburg collapse.108

The Habsburg regime’s doom was sealed when Wilson’s response to the note sent two and a half weeks earlier arrived on 20 October. The Fourteen Points that Karl’s government had proposed as a basis for negotiation had left open the possibility of a post-war future for Austria-Hungary by demanding the possibility of ‘autonomous development’. However, any hope of survival was quashed by Wilson’s answer, which stated that having recognized the Czechoslovak National Committee as a de facto government and the justice of South Slav national aspirations, autonomy for these peoples could now not be a basis for peace. This pronouncement provided the signal for dissolution. National politicians were already waiting to take control. Already in July, Czech political factions had come together in a Czechoslovak National Committee, the Národní výbor československý.109 In early October other peoples had taken similar steps. A National Council of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes had hurriedly been formed in Zagreb two days after the Central Powers issued their peace notes. On the following day, 7 October, the Polish Council of Regency, the advisory body set up by the Germans in Warsaw, had proclaimed a ‘free and independent Poland’ to which Galicia was to be attached.110

Ironically, the first acts of revolution were taken by the peoples most favoured by the Monarchy, the Germans and Hungarians. On the day after Wilson’s reply, the Austrian German parties came together and formed a twenty-member National Committee to take over government.111 In Hungary, where the suppression of opposition and resistance to reform had permitted greater pressure to build, the power shift was more turbulent. Wekerle’s conservative government had attempted at first to isolate Hungary from Karl’s federalist reforms by announcing on 16 October that it no longer considered itself bound by the 1867 Compromise. However, this could not stop the vocal demands for national self-determination crossing the border to Hungary’s Slovaks and Romanians. Magyar opposition politicians led by the ‘Red Count’, Mihály Károlyi, also became assertive. On 26 October, after demands that power be transferred went unheeded and Karl refused to appoint him Magyar Minister President, Károlyi, the Hungarian Social Democrats and the Radicals founded a National Committee that claimed for itself the sole right ‘to speak and act in the name of the Hungarian nation’. Its twelve-point programme demanded the abolition of the ruling system, universal male and female suffrage, independence, peace and the renunciation of the German alliance. By offering the national freedoms advocated by Wilson, it hoped naively that Hungary might retain all its territory and mixed peoples.112

The people, or at least highly visible and politically assertive groups within it, were decisive in enabling the National Committee to grasp power. On 24 October the revolution began when thousands of students went onto the streets of Budapest to demand peace, independence and a Károlyi government. The following day saw cries of ‘Up the Republic!’ – and the first clashes with security forces. With the formation of the National Committee, the demonstrations swelled. On 27 October a 30,000-strong crowd gathered in front of parliament in support of the Committee and the next day the revolution gained its martyrs, when police fired on protestors trying to break through their cordons onto the city’s Chain Bridge across the Danube. Three died and fifty were wounded.113

The old order’s days were already at this point numbered. Magyar officers loyal to the National Committee had formed a soldiers’ council, which agitated in Budapest’s garrison and prepared the overthrow of the city’s military command. On 30 October revolutionary officers and soldiers publicly swore an oath of loyalty at the Committee’s headquarters. The people too were on the streets, tearing Habsburg double-headed eagles from the buildings. Not the red flag but Hungary’s red-white-green tricolour was the symbol of this national revolution. General Lukachich at the head of the local military command attempted to resist, but his ability to deploy troops around Budapest was undermined when the city’s central telephone exchange defected to the revolution, and the soldiers anyway refused his orders to shoot at protestors. Even the once reliable Bosnians in the garrison mutinied and got drunk; their officers were eventually found cringing in a locked room for fear of being lynched. When Lukachich appealed to the Emperor for even just one reliable regiment to be sent, Karl quietly told him ‘enough blood has already been spilt’. On the morning of 31 October, Károlyi was appointed Minister President and the executive of the National Committee became the government. Lukachich was held under arrest. A few soldiers decided that one last act must be undertaken to eliminate absolutely the old order: that afternoon, they broke into Tisza’s villa on the outskirts of the city. The former Minister President was murdered in revenge for his part in starting the past four years of misery, hunger and death. Otherwise, the day was one of celebration. The national tricolour was hung out across Budapest, and hundreds of thousands rejoiced in the city’s squares. The Hungarian Republic had been born.114

By this date, revolution had spread across the Empire, catalysed by a last Habsburg admission of defeat. On 24 October the Italians had launched a last-minute offensive on the South-Western Front in order to position themselves better for the coming peace negotiations. After three days, defending troops of all nationalities had refused to go into the line and on 28 October the imperial authorities had unconditionally requested an armistice.115 In Prague, the news unleashed a genuinely popular revolution. People came out into the streets and gathered in Wenceslaus Square to celebrate. Cries of ‘Long live Masaryk!’ and ‘Long live Wilson!’ echoed through the city. There the tone was, as in Budapest and in most of the Empire’s other major municipalities, national, rather than Socialist or Bolshevik. The bourgeois politicians who dominated the national committees ensured that their ideology prevailed. When Czech Socialists had called a general strike on 14 October, in the hope of creating an opportunity for the proclamation of a republic, it had failed in the face of military counter-measures and a lack of support from the Czechoslovak National Committee. In Ljubljana, the Russian revolution of the previous year was held up as a warning, not an exemplar. On the same day as the Prague revolution, the Slovenian revolutionaries there were admonished to respect property and demonstrate for Yugoslav liberty. In Zagreb too, from 21 October revolutionaries flew Croatian, Slovene and Serb flags, not the red flag of leftist struggle. Democracy too was celebrated. As one of the Croatian leaders, Stjepan Radić, joyfully proclaimed on the following day, ‘The peoples rise in order to deliver freedom with their blood and over the whole world Wilson’s principles enjoy victory.’116

A second characteristic of the Habsburg revolutions, contradicting Radić’s assertion, was their relative bloodlessness. Emperor Karl deserves credit here for encouraging restraint, but it was also in part a consequence of the somewhat ambiguous status of the national committees. Karl’s manifesto had promised that Austria was to be federalized on a national basis, which appeared to confer legitimacy on these organizations as prospective regional governments. The impression was reinforced on 25 October by the appointment of a new Minister President, the pacifist Professor Heinrich Lammasch, who hoped sincerely but futilely to lead not a cabinet but an ‘Executive Committee of the united National Governments’. The Czechoslovak National Committee’s way to power was certainly eased by this, for its members could claim to the local Habsburg military command that by taking control of the critical food supply they were merely acting according to the Emperor’s design.117 A further reason for the smooth transition was that the revolutions merely formalized the national fragmentation of the Empire that had already taken place during the war. In Bohemia and Moravia, Czech district officials had long prioritized their own people’s food supply over pan-Austrian solidarity. It was only natural that after the independent Czechoslovak state was declared on 28 October, these officials should place themselves under the authority of its National Committee.118

Habsburg functionaries did not merely defect after the revolutions, but were instrumental in some places in bringing about regime change. The city of Cracow best illustrates how officials who had been central to the success of the ‘double mobilization’ in 1914 and 1915 had turned by 1918. Their Polish nationalism, which had been entirely compatible with imperial loyalty at the outset, had through the war experience turned to a stance of irreconcilable opposition. The city council first manifested open disloyalty on 28 October, when it confiscated food transports intended for the Habsburg army. On 30 October municipal officials gathered at the city’s university and together decided that they owed their allegiance to the new Polish state forming to the north. On the following day, the revolution began. Polish troops of the garrison had been secretly alerted, and early in the morning they surprised and disarmed their German Moravian comrades. Arms were taken from the barracks’ magazines and handed over to students. The city’s police chief was in on the conspiracy and his men were already on the streets wearing Polish eagles and red-white cockades on their caps. At the city hall, the Polish Legionary Brigadier Bolesław Roja, whom the revolutionaries had appointed their military chief, negotiated the surrender of the city fortress with its disorientated Habsburg commander. Outside, soldiers unscrewed Habsburg eagles from the walls. The changeover was quick and orderly, ‘without any revolution and riots’, as the resident Aleksandra Czechówna remarked with astonishment.119 Notices were pasted around the city to inform its people of the changed circumstances. A Polish guard relieved the Austrian watch in the old city hall tower overlooking Cracow’s main marketplace.120

The Habsburg state, defeated and drained of legitimacy, fell with very little resistance. Yet this did not mean that the replacement of the multinational Empire with nation states was seamless and straightforward. In this land with such intermixed ethnicities, where racial enmities had been inflamed by war and where Wilson’s organizing principle of national self-determination raised competition between peoples to a winner-takes-all struggle of national survival, such change inevitably brought bloodshed. Any place whose population was mixed and whose ownership was contested saw clashes or the suppression of the weaker group. The German-inhabited north and west of Bohemia briefly declared itself a part of German Austria but was overrun in early November by Czech troops. In Fiume, a 15,000-strong Italian mob gathered at the end of October to shout ‘Down with the Croatians!’ Some areas, such as the Romanian countryside around Czernowitz and parts of western Galicia, were sites of anti-Semitic outrages. One of the bloodiest inter-ethnic confrontations, the clashes and pogrom that took place in the former Galician capital of Lwów in early November, may stand both as an example and a conclusion illustrating the inter-ethnic animosities and new violence bequeathed to central Europe by the First World War.121

Lwów had suffered greatly during the war. Russian occupation, food shortages and maladroit Habsburg diplomacy had all heightened tensions between its three major ethnic groups, Poles, Ruthenes and Jews. By the war’s end, the Poles who dominated the city council and accounted for just over half of its population were looking forward to joining the new independent Polish state. However, for Ukrainian nationalists the city was desirable as the capital of a new Ukrainian state that would stretch to the San River. They only made up a fifth of the population but could rely on two major advantages. First, the countryside around the city was overwhelmingly Ruthene. Second, thanks to Habsburg security policies, the majority of troops in Lwów that autumn were also Ruthenes. The coup launched with these soldiers on the night of 1 November 1918, which took the city centre and led to a yellow-blue flag being flown from the city hall, opened a period of bitter conflict. Polish residents resisted, soon helped by reinforcements from western Galicia. Polish fatalities amounted to 439 people; those of the Ukrainians are not known, but eventually, on 22 November, the Ukrainian troops were forced out of the city. As if this bloodletting was not sufficient, exultant Polish troops then turned on Lwów’s Jews, who had set up their own militia for protection but had remained scrupulously neutral. In a three-day pogrom, shops and houses were plundered, women were raped, seventy-three Jews were killed and hundreds more injured. This violence between ethnic groups and vicious anti-Semitism in Lwów boded very ill for the new national order of east-central Europe. The wiser among the residents recognized this. ‘You see those little holes?’ asked one showing an American visitor around the city in 1919. ‘We call them here “Wilson’s Points”. They have been made with machine guns; the big gaps have been made with hand grenades. We are now engaged in self-determination, and God knows what and when the end will be.’122

Germany’s ‘revolution from above’ in the last month of war was not so abortive but no more successful than that of Austria-Hungary. In the hour of defeat, the Reich’s rulers decided that it would be best to spread the blame. The decree issued by the Kaiser on 30 September at the behest of the OHL suddenly announced a wish ‘that the German people would cooperate more actively than hitherto in the determination of the fate of the Fatherland’. Now, at a time when that fate was already sealed, ‘men who have the confidence of the people should have a broad share in the rights and duties of government’.123 Appointed to head the new administration was the fifty-one-year-old prince Max von Baden. Although a scion of southern German royalty, he had acquired a reputation as a liberal and it was believed that he could attract the confidence of a Reichstag majority. The government he formed was very different from any the Reich had ever seen. Among its ministers were Reichstag deputies from the Progressives, Centre and Social Democrat parties. These men could be expected to give the coming armistice credibility, for their parties had been behind the Reichstag peace resolution in July 1917.124

The new administration immediately came under immense pressure from Ludendorff to open negotiations with the Allies to halt the fighting. The First Quartermaster General was intensely fearful that his army would collapse totally without an armistice and had naively hoped a new government would be in place and a note sent to Wilson by 1 October. To Max’s questioning about whether it was really necessary to appeal for an armistice so abruptly, leaving him in a very weak negotiating position with the Reich’s enemies, Ludendorff insisted on the ‘speediest possible despatch’ of a note and Hindenburg warned of a looming potential ‘catastrophe’. The army unnerved the party leaders too with a speech approved by Ludendorff and delivered to them on 2 October. Its explanation for why an armistice was necessary differed markedly from what the First Quartermaster General had told his officers at general headquarters a day earlier. Blame was heaped on Bulgaria’s military collapse, a misfortune for which conveniently nobody at the OHL could be held culpable. Where it was conceded that problems did exist on the Western Front, these were said to be of a purely material nature: the enemy had in the tank an invincible weapon and unmatchable reserves of manpower. Ludendorff clearly wished to preserve the army’s prestige, for the stress he had placed on the troops’ unreliability in the talk at general headquarters was not repeated. Indeed, the politicians were assured that ‘the old spirit of heroism had not disappeared’. Officers and men, it was claimed, ‘vied with one another’. Most revealing of military leaders’ desire to shirk all blame were the blatant contradictions within the speech. ‘The German Army,’ the party leaders were assured, ‘is still strong enough to hold out against the enemy for months’, and yet simultaneously they were also admonished that ‘no time should be lost. Every twenty-four hours can make the situation worse.’125

Prince Max and most Reichstag politicians were prepared to continue the fight. By uniting Germans in national defence, they hoped to stiffen resistance to win better peace terms.126 Confronted by the panic of the military and warned by the Kaiser that he had ‘not been brought . . . to make difficulties for the Supreme Command’, Max relented and on the evening of 3 October dispatched via Switzerland a note requesting President Wilson to ‘take steps for the restoration of peace’ and organize an immediate armistice.127 The calculation of appealing directly to the American President instead of to the bloodied and bitter French and British at first appeared correct. When Wilson’s reply of 8 October arrived, it was cautious but not hostile, seeking clarification on whether the German government was now representative of the people’s will and whether it accepted the Fourteen Points. However, his tone hardened in a response sent six days later to a second German note. In part, this was a consequence of pressure from the President’s disgruntled allies and American hardliners. It was also the result of a U-boat strike. With impeccably bad timing, UB123 sunk the British passenger ship Leinster on 11 October, with the loss of 450 lives, including 135 women and children and some Americans. Wilson’s second note shattered the illusions on which the German peace approach was founded. It emphasized that ‘satisfactory safeguards and guarantees’ would have to be conceded to preserve the Allied armies’ current military advantage, it fulminated against the continuation of ‘illegal and inhumane practices’ by German forces and, most ominously, it sought to exploit and widen the already stark divisions between the Reich’s people and its rulers. The ‘arbitrary power’ that Wilson still regarded as in control of Germany was condemned as an impediment to peace. The solution lay with the people: ‘It is within the choice of the German Nation to alter it.’128

The clear evidence that Wilson would not permit Germany an easy armistice and was attempting to meddle with its internal politics inflamed resistance. Ironically, Ludendorff was one source of opposition. He had recovered from his panic at the end of September, and while he still hoped for an armistice, by mid-October he wanted just a temporary pause to permit his army to withdraw undisturbed and take up strong positions on the German frontier.129 At a meeting with the government on 17 October, he told Prince Max that Wilson’s conditions were ‘too hard’. If Germany’s enemies wanted to impose them, he declared defiantly, ‘we should tell [them] that they must fight’. In contrast to the OHL’s dire warnings earlier in the month, Ludendorff now estimated that the Germans would get better peace conditions if they fought into the following year. A military breakdown was ‘possible but nor probable’. The key was just to get through one more month: if ‘we get into winter,’ he claimed, ‘we shall be “out of the wood” ’.130 Quite what this new optimism was based upon is difficult to fathom. Ludendorff had started the meeting confident but he was certainly buoyed up during it when the new War Minister, General Heinrich Scheüch, offered him another 600,000 men. However, if he genuinely believed these were available, he was deluding himself. Only at the cost of stripping mining and the railways, and therefore crippling Germany’s industrial capability to wage war, could they be conscripted.131

The situation at the front had not improved either. True, the Allies’ general offensive that had so scared the OHL at the end of September had not precipitated the feared rout and was slowing.132 However, the Hindenburg Line had been broken and, even worse, the armistice note that Ludendorff had insisted be sent had undermined what was left of his army’s combat motivation and, still more disastrously, its discipline. By mid-October, field post censors were reporting that soldiers demanded ‘peace at any price’.133 Some had surrendered claiming that an armistice had already been signed. Even worse, the number of stragglers and deserters in the rear areas had swelled after the armistice note, widely taken to be an admission of defeat, had been issued. Commanders understood the reasoning behind this indiscipline well. The men had decided, one army commander reported in the middle of the month, that ‘they would be stupid if they now still let themselves be shot dead’.134

Ludendorff’s opposition sparked a power struggle between the OHL and the civilian government. A strange reversal of positions had taken place. Prince Max was now determined to pursue the approach to Wilson to the end. The first note of 3 October had raised popular expectations of peace that could not be disappointed without provoking a dangerous wave of anger and Ludendorff had been unable to justify why fighting on should secure a better peace. Deeply suspicious of the general, Max feared that his hubris and vanity would lead to a destructive invasion of the Reich.135 Overcoming military opposition by threatening to resign, he forced the Kaiser to support his desire to accede to Wilson’s demand to halt submarine warfare. However, tension peaked when the American President’s third note arrived on 23 October, in which he judged the reforms in German government as insufficiently far-reaching and warned that ‘the United States cannot deal with any but veritable representatives of the German people . . . If it must deal with the military masters and the monarchical autocrats of Germany . . . it must demand, not peace negotiations, but surrender.’136

The army High Command responded to Wilson’s note by issuing an order to the troops stating that the American President had demanded a capitulation, an unacceptable demand for the armed forces. Contradicting the Chancellor’s policy, it warned that there was no choice but to embrace a ‘fight to the bloody end’. The following day, 25 October, Hindenburg and Ludendorff hurried to Berlin against Max’s express wishes. Their intention was to have the Kaiser dismiss him, break off negotiations with Wilson and return the country to a total war footing. Earlier in the conflict, their threats of resignation had succeeded in intimidating Wilhelm II into following their policy. However, now circumstances had changed. The OHL’s prestige was diminished. Hindenburg remained important as a figurehead but Ludendorff’s reputation had been greatly damaged by the military defeats. No less importantly, the Kaiser feared for his throne. Wilson’s notes had made clear his disdain for the Reich’s rulers, and the latest message appeared to offer Germans easier terms in exchange for revolution. As the imperial authorities were only too aware, so low was Wilhelm II’s stock that his people would willingly sacrifice him for a better peace. ‘In German newspapers, the removal of the Hohenzollern dynasty and the abdication of the current Kaiser is quite bluntly demanded,’ observed one official report from 22 October. Advocates of this course had ceased to be confined to the ranks of the Independent Socialists and now extended well into the middle classes.137

Faced with this desperate situation, the Kaiser was prepared to support his Chancellor. Adopting Ludendorff’s methods, Max had threatened to resign should the First Quartermaster General not be removed from his post. Decisive in winning over the monarch was the hope, planted in his mind by the Chief of the Privy Cabinet, Clemens von Delbrück, that it was Ludendorff’s head rather than his own which Wilson really wanted.138 On the morning of 26 October, Ludendorff and Hindenburg were summoned to the Bellevue Palace in western Berlin for an imperial audience. The Kaiser’s demeanour was gruff. He reproached the two soldiers for their recent conduct, and declared that he had lost confidence in the General Staff. They had brought him ‘to a terrible situation’. He criticized how scarcely three weeks earlier the OHL had demanded an armistice, but now wished to fight on and reject Wilson’s offer, and he condemned its unauthorized order to the army to continue the fight. The interview ended with Ludendorff’s dismissal. Hindenburg, whose departure the government feared might further fatally demoralize the army, was ordered to remain.139

A second and more fateful source of opposition to Max’s peace policy came from the navy. Admiral Reinhard Scheer, the Chief of the Admiralty, was particularly disgruntled about the move to terminate the war. He feared that Ludendorff would surrender the navy to get a land armistice and the turn towards peace stopped preparations for his own personal vanity project: a vast naval armaments drive, intended to produce 450 new U-boats, named the Scheer Programme.140 The Admiral’s discontent grew when, after Wilson’s second note, the government ordered an end to unrestricted submarine warfare. The fleet command took a weirdly detached view of Germany’s plight. ‘The Navy does not need an armistice’ asserted a strategy document of 16 October, as if the marine could go on fighting when the rest of the nation had stopped. Still, with the army having conceded inevitable defeat and the government determined not to break peace negotiations, the fleet command searched for an appropriate response. The cessation of U-boat warfare permitted the battleships of the High Seas Fleet once again to become operational, and the Naval Command decided to send it out on a last, desperate operation against its arch-enemy, Britain’s Grand Fleet. ‘Even if it is not to be expected that this will bring a decisive turn in the course of events,’ observed a naval strategy document of 16 October, ‘nonetheless it is from a moral perspective a question of the Navy’s honour and existence that it does its utmost in the final battle.’141

The Naval Command kept its intentions secret. Beyond a brief and obscure mention that the fleet now had operational freedom, neither the Kaiser nor Chancellor were consulted about the coming mission. Only Ludendorff was informed, and he was told to keep it quiet. The Naval Command did not aim to sabotage the government’s peace moves. Nor would a fleet action relieve any of the pressure on the German army. Rather, in a further example of the myopia that had pushed them to advocate unrestricted U-boat warfare, naval commanders were thinking only of their service’s prestige and interests. Officers’ honour demanded a show of force before national capitulation. They were also motivated by more pragmatic considerations. The peacetime justification for building a surface fleet, that it could deter Britain from entering hostilities against Germany, had been shown to be false in 1914. Worse, still, the expensive vessels had been of little use in wartime, proving too few to beat the stronger Royal Navy decisively and impotent against the British blockade.142 To save the service’s prestige and future funding, its commanders felt dramatic action was needed before the war’s end. Scheer’s Chief of Staff, Rear Admiral von Trotha, set to work in early October on a suitably desperate scheme. His Operation Plan No. 19 envisaged a night attack by the whole High Seas Fleet in the Hoofden, the water that lay between Britain and the Netherlands. Smaller vessels would first harass maritime traffic on the Flanders coast and in the mouth of the Thames. This would, it was hoped, provoke the British Grand Fleet to sally out. Newly laid minefields and submarines stationed along its path would erode the Grand Fleet’s strength, and give the Germans, who had only half its numbers, a chance of inflicting more damage. That few, if any German ships would return did not bother officers determined to choose death over dishonour. To the men, however, it was a ‘suicide sortie’.143

There was no way that sailors would participate in such an operation. Morale in the High Seas Fleet was at its nadir. Sailors were still bitter about the repression after the mutinies in the summer of 1917, relations with officers were at best distant and often hostile, and the best personnel had long ago been transferred to the U-boats.144 Those who remained were fractious and looking forward to peace. At the end of September 1918 a rumour had circulated that the men would leave their ships if no treaty were concluded by mid-October. When, on the evening of 29 October, word spread that the fleet’s squadron chiefs had been called to the High Sea Command in order to be briefed for an operation scheduled for the following day, the reaction was immediate. At 10 p.m., sailors on three of the Third Squadron’s five battleships announced that they would passively resist any operation. When insubordination spread to other ships, the mission was cancelled. Making a terrible error, the fleet’s commander decided to disperse his rebellious squadrons, and divided the battleships between the Elbe, Kiel and Wilhelmshaven.145

The final collapse of imperial Germany began in Kiel. The Third Squadron steamed into the port on 31 October. The city’s naval governor, Vice Admiral Wilhelm Souchon, had only just arrived at his post, and was totally unprepared for the arrival of thousands of mutinous sailors. The battleships’ officers did nothing to help him, for, anxious to rid their vessels of rebellious personnel, they granted generous shore leave. At first, the men protested solely for the release of arrested comrades. However, once the authorities attempted to stop them meeting and refused any compromise, defiance spread. The port’s dockyard workers and garrison went over to the sailors and Souchon suddenly found himself with hardly any reliable units to control ever larger crowds. On 3 November, 6,000 people demonstrated for the arrested sailors’ release. Some had broken into army barracks and, without resistance from the sentries, armed themselves and freed the sailors. When the crowd was fired upon by a patrol of NCOs and officers, there was a brief fire-fight, with seven dead and twenty-nine people wounded. The bloodshed triggered revolution. On the following night, soldiers’ and sailors’ councils were formed in all barracks and on all the ships docked at Kiel. The revolt now became explicitly political. The sailors, continuing to follow the script of the Russian revolution, addressed each other as ‘comrade Bolsheviks’. Demands for regime change were now loud. The revolutionaries wanted the abdication of the Hohenzollerns, universal suffrage for men and women, and a peace concluded on the basis of self-determination without annexations or indemnities.146

In the following days, the revolution spread as sailors left Kiel for other parts of Germany. The cities on the north coast were first to join. Five hundred red sailors took Lübeck bloodlessly on 5 November, and Hamburg, Bremen and Wilhelmshaven fell the next day. On 7 November the revolution moved inland, taking Hanover, Oldenburg and Cologne. In Munich, 50,000 people joined in a demonstration organized jointly by the SPD and USPD, which took the city’s public buildings and barracks. In the early hours of 8 November the USPD’s Kurt Eisner proclaimed a Socialist Republic of Bavaria.147 The real prize and the key to the success of the revolution was, however, Germany’s capital, Berlin. Prince Max’s government learned of how serious the revolt in Kiel had been on 5 November, when Gustav Noske, the SPD deputy sent to the port to restore order, reported. On the same day Wilson had sent his final note informing the Germans that Marshal Foch, the Supreme Commander of the Allies on the Western Front, had been authorized to communicate armistice terms to their representatives. As the revolution’s rapid spread became known, the new First Quartermaster General, Wilhelm Groener, advised that the Allies’ terms must now be accepted immediately. Peace appeared to offer the Reich’s sole chance of stopping the revolution.148

The government in the meantime attempted to slow the spread of the revolutionaries. The military did what it could to protect Berlin. The local military commander, General Alexander von Linsingen, banned USPD demonstrations and posted troops at the railway stations to catch revolutionary sailors.149 However, the pressure from Wilson and the desire of a large section of the population for far-reaching reform was overwhelming. Friedrich Ebert, the SPD chairman, feared Bolshevik revolution no less than Prince Max, and was prepared to continue the party’s wartime work of reining in the masses. However, as radicalization and anger had grown, the moderate Social Democrats could maintain credibility and appeal only by voicing popular demands. On 7 November, Ebert warned the Chancellor that ‘if the Kaiser does not abdicate, the social revolution is inevitable’. Later that day, the SPD issued an ultimatum to the government stating that the Kaiser and Crown Prince must abdicate by noon on the morrow. The publication of the ultimatum helped win the SPD support in Berlin, stopping workers turning to more revolutionary groups to vent their discontent. Yet even on 8 November the Kaiser, who was at military headquarters at Spa, refused. In an evening telephone conversation with Max, he informed his frustrated Chancellor that he intended to restore order at the head of his armies.150

Time ran out for the Kaiser, Max and Imperial Germany on 9 November. The decisive pressure came from the two rival centres of power that had developed during the war: the army and the SPD. On the Western Front, Groener had called in thirty-nine middle-ranking commanders to canvass their views on the troops’ readiness to fight for the Kaiser and against Bolshevism.151 Just one thought that his men would follow their monarch, a damning indication of the disappearance of the regime’s legitimacy among soldiers as well as civilians. The news jolted the Kaiser into tentatively accepting abdication, although he still tried to hang on, proposing that evening to relinquish the German but not the Prussian throne. By that time events had left him far behind. In Berlin, the Independent Socialists had called a mass demonstration for 9 a.m. in the morning. The SPD could now not afford to appear as a part of the old regime and abandoned the government. Max, believing that procrastination merely increased the danger, announced the Kaiser’s abdication on his own authority at noon. He then passed his chancellorship to Ebert. On the streets were tens of thousands of factory workers urged on by the revolutionary shop stewards. Military units across the capital had mutinied. A soldiers’ council occupied the War Ministry.152 Pre-empting the Independent Socialists, at 2 p.m. the SPD leader Philipp Scheidemann stepped out onto the Reichstag’s reading room balcony and proclaimed the creation of a republic. He assured the crowd that Wilhelm II had abdicated and that the new government would be made up of both the Reich’s Socialist parties. With an eye to limiting popular radicalism, he made clear that this should be a very German revolution: ‘Calm, order and security, that is what we now need!’ Most poignantly, seeking to find some achievement from four years of horror, he presented the break between Germans and their defeated and delegitimized leaders as a victory of sorts. ‘The German people has triumphed everywhere. The old rotten regime has collapsed. Militarism is finished!’153

An armistice delegation headed by the Centre Party deputy Matthias Erzberger had crossed the Western Front on the evening of 7 November 1918. On 11 November, at 5.20 a.m., its four members, together with the Allied Supreme Commander, Ferdinand Foch, and the British First Sea Lord, Admiral Sir Rosslyn Wemyss, signed an armistice agreement, which went into effect just under six hours later, at 11 a.m., at last ending the fighting. Perhaps justly, given the spirit in which the German military had started its move to peace, the conditions were hard. The German army was obliged to give up large stocks of weaponry, materiel and rail equipment, and was to undertake an immediate evacuation of all western invaded territory. The fleet would be interned. German territory on the left bank of the Rhine would be occupied and Alsace-Lorraine surrendered. Less fair, and certainly the harshest blow for the German delegates, was the continuation of the British naval blockade. Although some grudging help with provisioning was promised, the Reich was to be kept hungry and helpless. A formal protest read out by Erzberger at the signing warned that the terms would drive Germans into anarchy and famine. Although humiliated, he ended defiantly: ‘A nation of seventy millions of people suffers, but it does not die.’154

For Germans, and indeed for most central Europeans, the armistice was not quite the caesura that is remembered further west. There was no return to ‘peace’ as in France or Britain. ‘Normality’ had become a permanent casualty of the war. True, the mass slaughter of the Materialschlacht was over, but misery, deprivation and shortages continued until, and even beyond, the summer of 1919 when the blockade was lifted. The violence was also not ended. Although smaller in scale, it had transferred into the homelands that men had sought to protect. The political and ethnic fault lines deepened by war were the new ‘fronts’ of the post-armistice period. Radical leftist revolutions and right-wing putsches would shake the weakened German state in the coming years. In the east, the Polish minority would rise up and fight for cession. Among the victims of this post-war bloodshed would be Erzberger himself, who was murdered while out for a walk in August 1921 by right-wing extremists – for signing the armistice agreement. The First World War had ended. Its legacy of suffering and violence proved far longer lasting.155


Epilogue

The brave new world that formed in the dying embers of the war was fixed and formalized in the months after the armistices of the autumn of 1918. While the leaders of the victorious Allied powers earnestly debated the continent’s future in Paris, the new nation states of central Europe cemented control over their territory and secured with force contested land, most often at the expense of the German, Austrian and Hungarian republics. A treaty ending the war in the west was signed with Germany on 28 June 1919. To underline their enemy’s humiliation, the French selected the Hall of Mirrors in the Palace of Versailles as the venue – the place where nearly half a century earlier a unified Germany had been proclaimed. Almost as an afterthought, a treaty with the new Austria was signed at Saint-Germain in September 1919. Due to Bolshevik revolution, and then a brutal counter-revolution, only in June 1920 was the Treaty of Trianon with Hungary sealed.1

The old order had long disappeared by this point. Most of its members did not suffer greatly. Kaiser Wilhelm II had crossed into Holland on 10 November 1918. He formally abdicated on 28 November. For sure the first eighteen months of exile were anxious. Money was tight, and his future uncertain. He grew a beard to make himself less recognizable and at the turn of 1918–19 was reduced to feigning madness in the hope of avoiding extradition. All ended happily, however. The Dutch reluctantly protected him. The international determination to try him for what Article 227 of the Versailles Treaty described vaguely as ‘a supreme offence against international morality and the sanctity of treaties’ eventually waned. Wilhelm bought a lovely moated villa outside the Dutch village of Doorn, from which he terrorized the neighbours with his imperial ways. His wife died in April 1921, but a year later, at the age of sixty-three, he married thirty-five-year-old Princess Hermine of Schönaich-Carolath. He passed away disgruntled but not discontented on 4 June 1941.2 Emperor Karl’s fate was stranger. Having dodged putting his name to the armistice with Italy by relinquishing control of his armies, he gave up all right to involvement in the governance of the Austrian state on 11 November 1918. However, he never formally abdicated. After he attempted twice in 1921 to reclaim the Hungarian Crown of St Stephen, the Allies decided he was a threat to European stability and moved him with his family from exile in Switzerland to distant Madeira. There on 1 April 1922, aged thirty-four, he died of influenza. Alone of the Central Powers’ leaders, this weak and uncourageous man is remembered with some fondness – possibly helped by the fact that unlike most he never put pen to paper to give a painfully self-exculpating account of his war. Although he was incapable of working miracles during hostilities to release his peoples from misery and bloodshed, some claim that he managed one after the conflict: the lesser feat of curing after his death a Brazilian nun suffering from varicose veins. In October 2004, Pope John Paul II beatified this last Habsburg Emperor.3

The Central Powers’ other wartime leaders did not suffer, despite the Allies’ declared intention to punish those whom they regarded as responsible for the horrors of the conflict. Several of the men who had led them into hostilities were already dead by 1918. The Austrian and Hungarian Minister Presidents in 1914, Stürgkh and Tisza, had both been assassinated during the war. The Chief of the Prussian General Staff, Helmuth von Moltke, had died a broken man in 1916. Bethmann Hollweg, the former German Chancellor, survived and was unique among the leaders of any power in his readiness to answer for and defend his actions. On learning in June 1919 that the Allies intended to try the Kaiser, he honourably wrote to the French Premier Georges Clemenceau to ask that he stand trial in his imperial master’s stead. ‘According to the constitutional laws of the empire,’ he had argued, ‘I bear entire responsibility for the emperor’s political actions during my tenure of office as Chancellor.’ His offer went unanswered.4 The Allies’ conveniently simplistic understanding of the conflict as a German crime meant that surviving Habsburg leaders were ignored. Count Berchtold, the Austro-Hungarian Foreign Minister in 1914, a man who bore more guilt than most for the conflagration, was permitted to retire unmolested to his estates at Csepreg in Hungary, where he died in 1942. Leon Biliński, the Finance Minister who was far less culpable but had attended the conspiratorial Common Ministerial Councils in July 1914 where war with Serbia was planned, served in the same post in 1919 for France’s new ally, independent Poland.5

Most importantly, no senior military figures ever stood trial. The Chief of the Habsburg General Staff until 1917, Franz Conrad von Hötzendorf, would today be a prime defendant at any war crimes tribunal, both for his part in starting the conflict and as the commander of an army that massacred tens of thousands of Ukrainian civilians in 1914. Yet the Allies had little interest in the Habsburg regime and still less in dead eastern European peasants. He was left to make a fortune on his memoirs and died at the pleasant south German spa of Bad Mergentheim in August 1925.6 Paul von Hindenburg and Erich Ludendorff were very briefly placed on a list of suspected war criminals, before the Allies thought better of it. The military duo who had led Germany through the last two years of war had very different futures. Ludendorff cut a pathetic figure after his failure. In mid-November 1918 he had fled Berlin, fearing that if he stayed he would be lynched or tried. He lay low in Sweden, writing a set of self-pitying memoirs until the revolution abated. After his return to Germany, his paranoia grew and he settled on Jews as the scapegoat for his downfall. He participated in far-right politics and was a co-conspirator in the Nazis’ 1923 Munich Putsch, but a run at the presidency in 1925 was an embarrassing failure.7 By contrast, Hindenburg ended the war with his reputation intact. He marched back at the head of the German army in November 1918, successfully contriving to lay the blame for the Third OHL’s military defeat on civilians and a government that supposedly had ‘stabbed’ the loyal soldiers ‘in the back’. He was able to capitalize on his wartime popularity in order to return as Germany’s figurehead. In 1925, after the death of its first incumbent, Friedrich Ebert, he ran for and won the presidency of the German republic. He was in his second term when in 1933, during acute economic and political crisis, he appointed as his Chancellor Adolf Hitler.8

The German and Austro-Hungarian states, it should by now be clear, had no monopoly on brutal and illegal conduct during the First World War. Nonetheless, even by the still poorly developed standards of contemporary international law, they had committed some heinous crimes. The German invasion of neutral Belgium and unrestricted submarine warfare, the ruthless exploitation of civilians as slave labour, above all in Ober Ost and with the 1916 Belgian deportations, and the killing of non-combatants in 1914, all constituted violations. However, the men responsible for these actions and for the far greater atrocity perpetrated by the Central Powers’ ally Ottoman Turkey, the Armenian genocide, went largely unpunished. To be fair, after the Ottoman armistice of 30 October, the Sultanate installed by the British did investigate, at the urging of the Allies. Special Military Tribunals uncovered copious evidence of the intention to wipe out the Armenians and sentenced the Empire’s wartime leaders to death, but as all were tried in absentia the rulings lacked impact.9 The trials that the German state was forced by the Allies to hold at the High Court in Leipzig in 1921, after it refused to extradite war crimes suspects, were far less diligently pursued or inspiring. Forty-five cases were submitted, but just seventeen actually tried. The accused were small fry: army personnel, mostly officers, who had ordered military prisoners to be shot or had neglected them in camps, others who had attacked civilians, and submarine commanders accused of sinking hospital ships. Only four trials ended with convictions.10 International law, which had already been undermined by both sides’ naval blockades and brutal behaviour towards occupied enemy subjects, was further discredited by the failure to prosecute and punish major violations, if only those committed by the defeated. This mattered dreadfully. Hitler drew the appropriate lesson when in August 1939 he prepared to launch racial war against Poland. Urging his generals to undertake ‘the physical destruction of the enemy’, he quashed scruples with a nod to the past: ‘Who, after all, speaks today of the annihilation of the Armenians?’11

The post-war order quickly turned out to please nobody in east-central Europe. The region’s reorganization along national lines had already taken place on the ground before the leaders of the victorious powers began their peace deliberations in Paris in January 1919. In all likelihood this offered the only possibility of stability, but the chances of success were not good. The region was simply too ethnically mixed to permit strong homogeneous nation states. In Poland, Czechoslovakia and a new Romania swollen with ex-Hungarian territory, around a third of the populations were ethnic minorities. The Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes was, as its name suggested, a mishmash of peoples, who below the elites often nurtured long-held historical grievances towards each other rather than embrace the new Yugoslav idealism.12 In the post-war settlement’s favour, it has been pointed out that Europe’s political reorganization halved its minorities, from 60 million to 30 million. Treaties imposed on the new states were supposed to guarantee minority rights.13 Yet this misses the crucial point that both Wilsonian propaganda’s espousal of the ‘self-determination of peoples’ and the war itself had raised national aspirations to fever pitch. Minority status in a continent constructed upon the basis of nation states was far less attractive or acceptable than under the old empires. By one reckoning, even though minority numbers had declined, ethnic conflicts in the territory of what had been Austria-Hungary nearly doubled after 1918, from nine to at least seventeen. Older antagonisms, such as that between the Czechs and Germans of Bohemia, were joined by new national struggles as Czechs and Poles in Teschen, Germans and Croatians in Yugoslavia, and Romanians and Germans in Romania all squared up to each other.14

President Wilson made a fatal mistake in placing the ‘self-determination of peoples’ at the centre of his post-war vision. The slogan made effective wartime propaganda and contributed to his popularity and moral authority, but it also ensured that his post-war order would be immediately discredited in many eyes. The reason for this was simple: so mixed were the peoples of east-central Europe that not everyone could be permitted to exercise this new right. There would be winners and there would be losers, and Realpolitik dictated that the latter would be the two ethnic groups cowed by defeat, the Germans and the Magyars. Both peoples had just reason to feel deeply aggrieved with Wilson. The American President had indicated in speeches and in his responses to the Central Powers’ peace notes in 1918 that his war was with autocrats, not their peoples. While ‘surrender’ would be demanded of the old imperial regimes, he had warned on 23 October, a genuinely representative government could expect ‘peace negotiations’ on the basis of the Fourteen Points. The Germans had duly revolted, but half a year later there had been no negotiations, just a ‘Diktat’, which their representatives had been permitted to comment upon before the victors’ final ruling. The Hungarians’ experience was more turbulent and less to Wilson’s liking, comprising a moderate revolution, a Bolshevik takeover, and then a right-wing autocracy led by a former Habsburg admiral, but they received similar treatment at the Allies’ hands. The terms imposed on both powers were, as even members of the Allied delegations recognized, devastating. Germany’s Foreign Minister, Count Ulrich von Brockdorff-Rantzau, said after he had read the voluminous list of demands, conditions and losses to which his country was expected to bow under threat of invasion that Wilson and his associates should have saved their time. A single clause would have sufficed: ‘L’Allemagne renonce à son existence.’15

Versailles and Trianon constructed the post-war order at the expense of Germans and Hungarians, a fact that explains why neither country’s government ever accepted it. The non-application of its central organizing principle, national self-determination, to the losers was later confirmed when German Austrians, who in October 1918 had assumed they would join Germany, were forbidden by the victors from doing so. At Versailles, Germany was refused access to the League of Nations, the international body supposed to bind the new post-war world, and it lost 13 per cent of its territory and 10 per cent of its population. Hungary did even worse, losing a staggering 67.3 per cent of its territory and 73.5 per cent of its inhabitants.16 Of course, most of the subjects transferred were Romanians, Slovaks, Alsace-Lorrainers, Danes or Poles who could plausibly, if not always correctly, be presented as desirous of joining Romania, Czechoslovakia, France or Poland. In ambiguous areas like Masuria and Upper Silesia in Germany’s east, plebiscites were held to determine the wishes of their inhabitants. Nonetheless, there were grievous injustices, most notably the transfer of unambiguously German Danzig to the League as a free state (a measure taken to give Poland access to the sea). The territory transfers and refusals to permit German Bohemians to ‘self-determine’ and join with Austria, or Austrians with Germany, left 13 million Germans outside the Reich’s borders. Outside interwar Hungary were Magyar minorities totalling 3.23 million people.17 The anger felt in the heartlands at the territorial loss was nothing compared with the intense bitterness of compatriots with property and livelihoods there who sold up or were forced out. From the Polish Corridor, the strip of formerly German land allocated to Poland that cut East Prussia from the rest of interwar Germany, 575,000 of the 1.1 million Germans who had resided there in 1919 had six years later moved to the new German Republic.18 In the west, as many as 200,000 of the 300,000-strong German population left or were expelled from Alsace-Lorraine.19 Some 426,000 Hungarians had also fled from territories taken by Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia, Romania and Austria by 1924. The large numbers who departed underline that territorial loss brought by defeat and Wilson’s new order were not merely smears on national honour; they destroyed many ordinary people’s lives.20

In addition to the loss of territory imposed or confirmed by Versailles and Trianon, the treaties demanded reparations. Article 231 of Versailles, which set out the legal basis for this claim, asserted ‘the responsibility of Germany and her allies for causing all the loss and damage to which the Allied and Associated Governments and their nationals have been subjected as a consequence of the war imposed upon them by the aggression of Germany and her allies’. Historians have pointed out that the figure of 132 billion gold marks that the Allies settled on for Germany in 1921 was largely notional and intended to satisfy vengeful domestic opinion. The sum that they really aimed at, 50 billion gold marks paid over thirty-six years, was entirely manageable.21 However, the German public was shocked by the larger claim. Hyperinflation, which was caused by their government’s economic mismanagement but blamed on reparations, wiped out the value of their savings and their war bonds and increased their anger. Reparations became a particular source of acrimony for two other reasons. First, the German delegation in Paris in 1919 tried to discredit the legal basis on which claims for payment rested by casting Article 231 as ‘the war-guilt clause’. Although the Allies were not in fact demanding any admission of culpability, the term stuck and turned a financial transaction into an emotive moral issue. Second, in January 1923, after the German state had continually defaulted on payment, the French and Belgians, who together with the British were already in occupation of the left bank of the Rhine, invaded the industrial Ruhr region. The propaganda of fear spread by the imperial authorities in 1917 now appeared uncannily prescient. Enemy invasion, German workers coerced to labour for a hated oppressor, even the deliberately humiliating use of black French troops to oversee the loading of coal into wagons for dispatch to France, had all come about in the wake of defeat. There was violence. Some 132 German civilians were killed, 4,124 imprisoned and 172,000 expelled by French and Belgian forces. The Reich’s army, reduced by Versailles to just 100,000 men, was impotent to react.22

All this broke on a people that, like all east-central European societies, was already deeply traumatized. Central European peoples had invested heavily in the war and its psychological impact was correspondingly enormous. Some have blamed the long years of mass killing for the brutalization of interwar society and politics.23 Yet the paramilitary violence that wracked the region after the war was perpetrated by only a small minority of men. As the speed with which the German army demobilized at the end of 1918 testifies, most soldiers just wished to go home.24 Instead, suffering was key to shaping the conflict’s emotional legacy. Suffering was everywhere across east-central Europe. It was most visible in the human wreckage left by war – the millions of disabled veterans and the bereaved. In Germany, 533,000 war widows and 1,192,000 orphans survived their fallen soldiers.25 Czechoslovakia, whose population was one-fifth of that of the Reich and whose soldiers were alleged not to have fought well, paid pensions for 121,215 war widows and 238,000 orphans.26 However, war had brought a surfeit of suffering with many causes. Besides battle and bereavement, hunger and cold on the home fronts caused intense suffering. Invaded East Prussians and deported Galician Jews had suffered. So too did people who lost their homes after the war as borders moved.

This suffering, and the jealousies, prejudices and violence that it spawned or exacerbated, was highly and lastingly destructive. One specific and suggestive link between German suffering in the First World War and the crimes against humanity committed a quarter of a century later can be made. Germans who lived in ethnically mixed border areas, where war deprivation inflamed racial animosities, were disproportionately likely to take part in the Nazi genocide of the Jews. Those who in addition lost their homes as frontiers moved at the conflict’s end were six times over-represented among Holocaust perpetrators.27 More generally, wartime suffering at home fractured societies along class and racial fault lines. These would be torn open further by inter-ethnic paramilitary fighting, left-wing revolutions and bloody far-right reprisals in the aftermath of the conflict. Wartime suffering was at the root of what one left-wing intellectual described ominously in 1929 as ‘the wild and brutal atmosphere of hatred and revenge which is still the dominating current of Eastern Europe’.28

The other important legacy of wartime suffering was a desperate search for meaning. At the apex of the value system of central European war culture had been the concept of sacrifice: a voluntary surrender to loss, suffering or pain for a higher cause. German and Austro-Hungarian societies sacrificed men in staggering numbers in 1914–18: 2,036,897 German soldiers were killed.29 Austro-Hungarian casualties were never properly calculated, but totalled between 1,100,000 and 1,200,000. Austrian Germans and Hungarians suffered most, followed closely by Slovenes and Moravian Czechs.30 Habsburg defeat did not, at least officially, devalue the sacrifices of Czech, Polish or Yugoslav soldiers. The new states simply reinterpreted the men’s deaths as in the cause of independence. There was no public space for alternative views.31 For Germans, by contrast, defeat brought great cognitive dissonance. Ruth Höfner blurted out the dilemma immediately on learning of the armistice. ‘For what have German mothers sacrificed their sons?’ she asked.32 For Anna Kohnstern, the Hamburg woman who for four years had devotedly sent letters and gifts of love to her soldier son Albert at the front, this question must have been accompanied by extraordinary pain. He was killed on 26 October 1918, barely two weeks before the fighting at last stopped.33 With spite, the French government refused until 1925 to permit ordinary Germans to visit war graves on its soil, making the mourning of parents even more difficult, their lives even more empty.34

People across and beyond east-central Europe struggled to come to terms with the mass death of 1914–18. The dilemma of how to vindicate the sacrifices of beloved sons, brothers and fathers after a lost war gave the German interwar cult of the fallen soldier a unique character and intensity. The municipal, Church and local networks that had supported soldiers when they had lived, mobilized again to honour them in death. Many individuals took comfort from thinking of the fallen as Christ-like martyrs or as reposing in deep sleep. The idea too that the dead looked on, and that like Christ or a sleeper they must rise again, permeated national consciousness. The questions of what they had died for and what they desired divided Germans across the political spectrum, but even republicans imagined the dead admonishing the living to resurrect the Fatherland. The far right, which strove to establish itself as the voice of veterans and the guardians of the memory of fallen soldiers, would embrace a literal and militant understanding of this wish. For its adherents, the defeat of 1918 was in fact a betrayal to be avenged and overturned.35

The First World War was a catastrophe for central and eastern Europe. The new republics that replaced the old, discredited empires were themselves undermined by the war’s bitter legacy. Impoverished, insecure and frequently with large, resentful minorities, most proved unstable. War had rent the fabric of their multi-ethnic societies and disastrously exacerbated racial divisions, bequeathing lasting antagonisms above all against older Jewish and new German minorities. Within a decade, there was little left of Wilson’s new democratic order, for most of the east had fallen under the rule of autocratic strongmen. Germany too was ruined. The national unity of 1914 had through war collapsed in acrimony, and the divisions between the left and an anti-Semitic right widened and became more vicious in its aftermath. The struggle had been a people’s war. The suffering and sacrifice had been immense. Those who survived the ordeal were left with the question of what it had all been for.
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Entente

Infantry Divisions 19 (+ 10 in reserve) 7
Aircrafe 386 129
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Crop 1913 1914 1915 1916 1917 1918
(in Kg.) (Index Numbers: 1913 = 100)
‘Wheat 4,119,100,000 70 98 74 81 63
Rye 1,274,400,000 85 91 75 80 65
Barley 1,738,000,000 82 73 65 46 ST
Oats 1,448,700,000 87 81 85 53 46
Potatoes 4,875,300,000 109 119 89 61 64
Sugar beet  4,775,800,000 84 53 42 33 45
Maize 4,624,800,000 95 88 51 57 52
Rutabagas 5,984,700,000 101 92 68 49 64
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