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Deployment for Battle

UP TO the time of Moltke, an army usually
marched a considerable distance before it reached the battle�eld.
Since 1914, the open space which formerly separated two �ghting
armies before they joined in battle has been narrowed down.
Railroad’s have been developed to make possible the deployment of
the armed forces in the immediate vicinity of the frontier. The
increasing size of armies has made the former assembly in di�erent
groups impractical. Continuous fronts are now being established on
the very �rst day of hostilities.

At the beginning of World War I the German and French armies
deploying at the Franco-German frontier were separated from each
other by a small distance. Therefore deployment in depth was not
possible in this area. Further to the north, however, the two armies
were separated by the whole width of Belgium.

The right wing of the German army was consequently compelled
to march a considerable distance until it could reach the battle�elds
of the Sambre and Meuse. The corps at the extremity of the German
�ank between August 12 and August 22 marched approximately one
hundred and forty-�ve miles.

When hostilities began, both sides ignored the condition of the
enemy army. Hence both sides, at least in theory, had a good chance
of surprising the opponent. Yet none of these many chances was
exploited by either side, as we shall see presently.

The German High Command on August 20, learned some
important details of the French plan of concentration. A strong
French army was being assembled between Charleroi and Dinant in



the triangle between the Sambre and the Meuse. The Belgian army
had retired into the fortress of Antwerp. The location of the British
Expeditionary Force was not known to the German High Command.
A Belgian newspaper on August 19, had published an o�cial
London dispatch on the landing of the British army in France. But
the German High Command still ignored the reference to the port of
disembarkation as well as the whereabouts of the British units.

The concentration of strong Allied forces at the Franco-Belgian
frontier confronted the German right wing with the prospect of a big
battle. The German High Command took measures to ensure a well-
concerted attack of the three armies forming the right German �ank
against the enemy forces west of Namur. The di�culties of this task
are not always fully appreciated today because we are in�uenced by
our historical knowledge about the events. In actual battle the
situation can never be appraised so easily as is possible later by
study of historical books. The exact strength of the opponent, the
direction of his movements and his intentions are apt to be
unknown during actual operations. Movements in war strongly
resemble a passage through wild, primeval country.

“War is like sailing across an unexplored sea full of reefs which
the captain may well divine, but which he has never seen and
amongst which he now must navigate in a dark night.” (Clausewitz).
German leadership had to coordinate the advance of the three
armies so that they could e�ectively be concentrated on the
battle�eld itself. Field Marshal Count von Moltke considered such a
coordinating task as the most di�cult undertaking of strategic
leadership. Indeed, history shows that a similar task has only seldom
been successfully performed.

Shortening Time-Lag

The di�culty lies in the inevitable time-lag between the arrival of
one formation at the front and of other formations at the enemy’s
�ank or rear. Count von Schlie�en taught that this time-lag should
be shortened by appropriate arrangements on the part of the



di�erent army leaders. If the armies approach the battle�eld and
battle becomes imminent, energetic leadership is necessary to
maintain cohesion between the di�erent units. In such a situation
the movements of the advancing armies must be coordinated by a
strong central command, even if at the cost of interfering with the
independence of the army commanders. At least, this was the
opinion of Field Marshal Count von Moltke. His own nephew,
General von Moltke, however, did not conform to his uncle’s precept
and assigned the central command of the movements of the German
right wing to the senior among the three army commanders, General
von Bulow. Since the three German army commanders had di�erent
strategic intentions, this solution increased friction on the German
side.

Buelow, the commander of the Second Army, did not believe in
an early intervention by the British Expeditionary Force. He ordered
on August 20, the First and Second Army to move on to the south
and then to wait until the Third Army which was still operating in
the area of Namur and Givet, could catch up with them. He planned
for a later concentric attack against the enemy forces assembled
between the Sambre and the Meuse. The First and Second Armies
were to attack in a north-southern and the Third Army in an east-
western direction. By the evening of August 21, the Second Army
had turned around and was facing south. Its advanced guards had
crossed the Canal du Centre and the Sambre, where as a
consequence of the rashness of subordinate leaders, some �ghting
had taken place. Bulow on August 22, ordered the First and Second
Armies to stop the southward advance and instead to close the gap
between the two armies.

All three armies on August 23 were to e�ect a simultaneous
attack on the French south of the Sambre and west of the Meuse.
But during the morning of August 22, General von Bulow changed
his mind. He had gained the impression that only weak French
forces stood south of the Sambre. He could thus hope to win an
important success by launching an immediate attack. Without
hesitation, he ordered the resumption of the advance and the



capture of the di�cult terrain south of the Sambre. The Third Army
was directed to attack quickly in the direction of the Meuse. Bulow
ignored the fact, however, that the commander of the Third Army
could be informed about his new plan only around 12 noon, of
August 22. Bulow also counted upon the full cooperation of the First
Army.

In the course of August 22 the true disposition of the French Fifth
Army became increasingly clear. The Second Army did not meet
weak French advanced guards south of the Sambre, but with the
mass of the French Fifth Army occupying positions, “worthy of a
Terentius Varro.” The French positions invited encirclement. The
German armies were thus certainly well placed to in�ict a crushing
defeat on the French Fifth Army. The eastern �ank of the French
could have been attacked by the Third Army. Had the German First
Army advanced quickly, where necessary by forced marches, it
could have attacked the western �ank of the French positions. Too,
had strong available cavalry units been concentrated on the German
right �ank in order to attack the enemy’s rear, all essential
conditions for the annihilation of the French Fifth Army would have
been created.

Di�culties of Envelopment

In order to achieve a complete Cannae against the French Fifth
Army, a frontal attack of the German Second Army, tieing up the
main French forces, was indispensable. The frontal attack was the
very condition of successful attacks against the French �anks. But
the German assaults on the �anks and the rear of the French Fifth
Army failed to develop satisfactorily and were too weak to achieve
an annihilating victory.

Schlie�en pointed out that to begin envelopment at the right
moment and to direct attacking forces in the right direction is the
most di�cult part in any battle of annihilation. The battle of Mons
and Namur proves the accuracy of this view.



Germany lacked a Hannibal who would have been able to
coordinate the operations of the three armies. It was wrong to
deliver the main attack at the Sambre near Namur and Maubeuge.
The main attacks should have been directed against the French
�anks. If, to their surprise, the French and British should have been
out�anked, a de�nite success was assured. Yet it was essential that
the German �anking marches were carried out during the night of
August 22-23. The attack had to be launched on August 23. Had it
been retarded longer, the enemy would have avoided the trap. The
time-lag between the beginning of the frontal attack and the �rst
attacks on the �anks could under no circumstances be extended
beyond that date.

At the end of his study on the Battle of Cannae, Count von
Schlie�en summarized the conditions of a successful battle of
annihilation. He emphasized that the commander must be assisted
by sub-leaders with a strong sense of discipline and a good
understanding of his intentions. Only if the situation of the enemy is
interpreted similarly by all commanders and if the sub-leaders agree
with the commander-in-chief on the plan of operations, is the battle
likely to end successfully. Such an agreement was entirely lacking
among the German commanders in the battle of Mons and Namur.

General von Kluck held opinions about the enemy situation that
di�ered from those of von Buelow. Von Kluck was convinced that
the British Expeditionary Force would soon attack north of Lille. In
the hope of avoiding a British attack against his right �ank, he
stopped his advance on August 21 and left his right wing as a
protective force behind his main forces, although, according to
Bulow’s directions, this wing was to proceed hurriedly to the south.
Indeed, a surprise attack against the Allied left �ank could not be
accomplished by keeping these forces back.

The opinions of the two commanders were not harmonized during
the next days. A sta� o�cer from the High Command tried to adjust
the existing di�erences, but failed to coordinate the strategic ideas
of the two generals A coordination would have been possible only
by a clear and incontestable order which Bulow, for lack of



authority, could not issue. Bulow was merely a primus inter pares and
could not prevent General von Kluck from making faulty
dispositions.

Thus, Kluck maintained his arrangements, although in the
meantime it had been ascertained that the British had taken up
positions on the western �ank of the French Army and could
therefore not attack the right wing of Kluck’s forces. Still, Kluck was
not yet convinced and held that the positions of the British left wing
were not yet su�ciently known. Consequently, he continued to
protect his right �ank with considerable forces which he left far
behind his front, instead of dispatching them as quickly as possible
to the battle�eld. This arrangement was maintained on August 231.

Napoleon Demanded Speed

In a similar situation Napoleon had found impressive words to
assure absolute obedience to his orders and to make his marshals act
with indicated speed. Before the battle of Ligny, Marshal Soult,
upon Napoleon’s command, sent an urgent appeal to Marshal Ney to
direct his immediate advance on to the �eld: “You must
immediately maneuver to envelop the �ank of the enemy…. If you
act vigorously, his army is lost. The fate of France is in your hands.”
On the eve of the battle of Mons a similar order should have been
sent to Kluck.

A commander with the necessary coup d’oeil was also lacking on
the left �ank of the German forces. It is a frequent occurrence in the
history of war that reality and its recognition through the
commander are two entirely di�erent things. The commander of the
Third Army did not realize the tremendous possibilities which
o�ered themselves during the battle of Namur. His attention was
fully absorbed by the di�culties of his imminent attack across the
Meuse near Dinant. To be sure, the Meuse in this region is a very
considerable obstacle. The attack had therefore to be methodically
prepared. Haste would have been dangerous. Or so it seemed.



August 22 was spent in preparing for the crossing of the Meuse.
The attack against the hills dominating the regions west of Dinant
was ordered for August 23. Yet, on August IS, it had already been
ascertained beyond doubt that the regions south and southeast of
Givet were not occupied by the enemy. According to information
obtained on August 22, mutually corroborated by cavalry and air
reconnaissance, it was con�rmed that both banks of the Meuse
between Givet and Charleville were free from the enemy2.

This valuable information failed to cause the commander of the
Third Army to change his plan. However, it should have convinced
him that it would be more e�ective to launch a surprise attack in
direction of the gap south of Givet, instead of concentrating the
main e�ort against the strongest part of the enemy front near
Dinant. An attack against the open �ank of the enemy could have
smashed the entire Allied defense position on the Meuse.

Germans Missed Chances

The dense forests southeast of Givet would have made possible a
secret southward advance of strong German formations. Enough
time was available to prepare a surprise crossing of the Meuse near
Fumay during the night of August 22. This attack would have aimed
at the rear of the Fifth French Army. It would have been the most
important contribution to a battle of annihilation, in the style of
Cannae. The historical evidence conclusively shows that the French
would have been totally surprised by a German attack south of
Fumay. And they would have been hit at the most decisive point.

German leadership during August 23 lost the last opportunity to
impose its law on the French army.

The previous night the commander of the First Army received a
very important message. He was noti�ed that British troops had
occupied positions on the Canal du Centre, that is to say, north and
northeast of Mons. Early in the morning a cavalry division reported



by radio that the British were in Maubeuge and that the whole
territory up to the Scheldt was free from enemy forces.

But even now no decision was taken to accelerate the advance.
The commander of the First Army did not think to proceed “sur-le-
champ” on to the battle�eld and without further delay attack the
enemy’s �ank. Instead, he still persisted in waiting for more
complete information. In particular about the left wing of the British
Army. Complete and detailed information about the enemy is,
however, never available in war, unless the enemy himself takes the
trouble to furnish it, as the Russians did during the battle of
Tannenberg and during the campaign of Lodz by broadcasting it by
radio. Normally, “imagination and combination have an important
role to play” (Schlie�en).

Before noon on August 23, the commander of the First Army
received a report that since August 22, strong enemy forces were
being detrained near Tournay. It was not said whether these troops
were British or French. This news caused further confusion and
hesitation; the advance of the First Army was again stopped. It is
opportune here to recall Schlie�en’s dictum that “nothing is more
dangerous in war than reliable information.” For “reliable”
information very often turns out to be either wrong or out of date.8
In point of fact, information did come in which dispelled de�nitely
all doubts about the location of the British forces. After 12 noon the
commander of the First Army conclusively knew that the British
stood near Mons. He learned in the afternoon that information of
the arrival of troops near Tournay had been erroneous. Cavalry
reported that no enemy forces were present in the area of Thielt-
Kortryk-Tournay. French troops were in the vicinity of Lille.

At last all concern about the security of the First Army was
removed. The advance was resumed. Yet the corps in the second
line of the First Army were not ordered to push quickly forward,
despite the fact that they still lagged far behind. The advance of the
right wing of the First Army was also retarded by di�erent counter-
orders. Nevertheless, on August 23, the British front near Mons was
strongly attacked by the left wing and center of the German First



Army. Yet a decisive victory was impossible without a simultaneous
attack by the right wing of the First Army against the enemy �ank.
This attack could not be launched in time because on the evening of
August 23 this wing was still at a distance of twenty to thirty miles
from the front.

The German High Command on August 23 twice noti�ed the
Third Army of a big gap in the enemy front south of Givet. The High
Command advised the Third Army to cross the Meuse south of Givet
“in order to cut the retreat of the enemy forces.”

On the other hand, the commander of the Second Army pressed
General von Hausen, the commander of the Third Army, to advance
rapidly in a westerly direction. Obviously, these two requests were
somewhat contradictory.

Hausen was thus faced with the alternative of continuing his
frontal attacks near Dinant towards the west or of following the
advice of the High Command, cross the Meuse south of Givet and
then attack to the northwest. Hausen �rst decided to accede to the
request of the Second Army and to continue his frontal attack near
Dinant. After a second message from the High Command he
modi�ed his decision and ordered those parts of his forces which
were not tied up at Dinant to proceed to Fumay. Since the mass of
his army was pinned down in the north, not much could be done in
the south. Moreover, the columns which advanced to Fumay during
the day could not get far beyond the Meuse. The only result of all
this was the establishment of a German bridgehead on the western
bank of the Meuse. The French apparently were retreating from the
Meuse, though their rear guards still put up a sti� resistance. An
important success seemed to be in the o�ng for the following day.
In order to harrass the French by a quick pursuit, the commander of
the Third Army on August 24 ordered a continuance of the advance
in a general southwestern direction.

This decision was altered on the morning of August 24. The
commander of the Second Army dispatched a sta� o�cer to General
von Hausen. This o�cer requested the Third Army to move
westward in order to assist the Second Army which was somewhat



exhausted by the heavy �ghting of August 23. Hausen felt that he
was obliged to give Buelow, whom he believed to be hard pressed,
all the assistance for which he had asked. He changed his
dispositions and thus abandoned the last chance of strategic pursuit.
After several hours, German aircraft reported that the enemy forces
in front of the Second and Third Army were in full retreat.
Consequently, Hausen reverted to his original plan and ordered a
new change in the direction of the advance. This general confusion
caused much friction and a considerable loss of time. The Third
Army on August 24 did not succeed in forcing the retreating enemy
to accept battle.

Poor Results Obtained

The battle of Namur and Mons yielded only mediocre results for
the German army, though the relation of force was not unfavorable
for the Germans. The respective dispositions taken on the eve of the
battle would have made possible a repetition of the methods applied
in the battle of Cannae. On the central front 137 German battalions
with 820 cannon fought against 188 French battalions with 748
cannon. Yet on the Meuse, 101 German battalions confronted only
17 French battalions while on the western battle�eld, the First
Army, in theory at least, could have thrown 120 German battalions
with 748 cannon against 52 British battalions with 336 cannon. The
Germans had undoubtedly enough strength for smashing both Allied
�anks. It was only necessary to use the German forces at the right
moment and in the right direction.

The Allies had done nothing to prevent the Germans from
winning a Cannae. Like Terentius Varro, they were ready “to
contribute their share to the great objective.”

The French Fifth Army under General Lanrezac which proceeded
northward along the Sambre, west of Namur, on August 21 was
informed by the French High Command that the Germans advanced
with strong forces on both banks of the Meuse. The Fifth Army was
directed to attack the northernmost German units by wheeling



around Namur. To the British, who had �nished their concentration
on August 20, the French High Command suggested that they follow
the movements of the Fifth Army by forming, so to speak, the left
wing of that French unit.

When on August 21 the Second Army began its attack across the
Sambre and when the French cavalry corps under General Sordet
was pushed back from the Canal du Centre, General Lanrezac
stopped his advance beyond the Sambre. It seemed preferable to
him to let the enemy attack across the river and then to strike a
strong counter-blow. He considered his positions south of the river
as su�ciently strong for such strategy, and failed to recognize that
the movements of the German Third Army threatened his right
�ank. He even reduced the strength of this �ank at the Meuse in
order to strengthen his positions south of the Sambre. By replacing a
whole corps through a reserve division, he virtually opened the door
of the Meuse front to the German Third Army. After the evening of
August 22 the �ank and the rear of the French Fifth Army lay open
to German attack.

Two French corps on August 22 had su�ered considerable losses
in the valley of the Sambre. For the next day, Lanrezac intended
with his main forces to remain on the defensive and to undertake
only a local o�ensive with one army corps against the east �ank of
the German Second Army. Yet when the German crossing of the
Meuse south of Dinant was reported, this attack stopped after it had
scarcely begun. In other words, Lanrezac ordered the same corps
which originally were to �ght o�ensively to protect his �ank and
rear.

During the evening, General Lanrezac also learned that the French
Fourth Army had been forced to retreat toward Mézières. Besides,
Namur had fallen to the Germans. The British had been attacked by
heavy odds near Mons.

Directions from the French High Command were lacking.
Consequently, the commander of the French Fifth Army decided, on
his own responsibility, to retreat to the line Givet-Maubeuge.



The cooperation between the French Fifth Army and the British
Expeditionary Force was still less e�ective than the cooperation
between the di�erent German armies. The British Field Marshal, Sir
John French, was an entirely independent commander. The French
High Command and the Commander of the French Fifth Army could
transmit only suggestions, not orders to the British leader, which he
was free to accept or to reject.

After the completion of the British concentration on the evening
of August 20, the British commander intended to advance in the
direction of Mons. He received on August 21 excellent reports which
gave him a correct picture of the situation of the German First and
Second Army. Marshal French had also ample information of the
German strength and knew that his opponents had six corps in the
�rst and �ve other corps in the second line. Nevertheless, the British
Field Marshal, evidently encouraged by French suggestions,
persisted in continuing with his o�ensive operations. The British
Army late on August 22 had reached the Canal du Centre between
Nimy (north of Mons) and Thulin; the British right �ank was still
somewhat lagging behind. Incoming information made it clear that
the British were going to be attacked by the Germans and that their
left �ank was particularly menaced.

British and French Retreat

Marshal French therefore ordered the advance stopped and the
present positions held, thus giving the German First Army a good
opportunity to out�ank the British army during August 23,
provided, of course, the Germans had quickly taken the necessary
dispositions for such manoeuver.

The British front on August 23 was strongly attacked. The
Germans entered Mons and put the British forces east of that town
in a di�cult position. The British also lost Jemappes and St.
Ghislain.



Despite these reverses, French on August 24 still intended to hold
on to his positions. As a consequence, the Germans had a second
opportunity to envelop the British army. When on the following
night French was informed that Lanrezac had begun to retreat, he at
last also decided to do the same. The British retreat was ordered at
the very last minute and some British units had already di�culties
in disengaging themselves from the enemy.

We have seen that the German army had a good chance to score a
decisive victory at the expense of the British and French on August
23. The Allies, like Terentius Varro, had strengthened their front
and weakened their wings. Besides, they had chosen to attack the
strongest points of the German positions, thus again imitating the
tactics of Terentius Varro. The Allies did not use the British
Expeditionary Force as a mobile wing operating independently from
the French Fifth Army against the axis of the German advance. To
be sure, the British may not have been able to execute such
complicated strategy. The mere lengthening of the French front by
simply adding the British to the French line facilitated the
out�anking of the Allied armies by the Germans.

On the other hand, the presence of strong British forces near Mons
surprised the First German Army. Yet the British were not able to
exploit this successful surprise because their positions o�ered no
opportunity for e�ective maneuvers against the German �anks.
Throughout the whole battle, the German Army was able to impose
its law on the enemy. It would have been possible to apply Count
von Schlie�en’s doctrine and to attack the enemy’s �anks with the
main German forces, provided the necessary orders had been issued
in time and energetically carried out. The two British corps were
held up by the frontal attack of two German corps. Thus, three
German corps and three cavalry divisions were available for an
attack on the British �anks. The British could have opposed only
one infantry brigade against these strong German forces. This
brigade, just arrived from England, began to move forward on
August 23. The Germans were thus undoubtedly in a position to win



a quick and important victory. It is even probable that they would
have cut o� the British retreat.

Timorous Generalship

In World War I, envelopment was usually avoided by immediate
retreat. Most generals became apprehensive of the security of their
�anks and withdrew their forces when a threat against the �anks
materialized. During the initial operations in this war, British
generalship was still rather clumsy. It is questionable whether the
British forces would have escaped from a German pincer-attack.
Besides, Marshal French was quite willing to let himself be
surprised. He worried so little about the situation on his left �ank
that as late as the evening of August 23 he intended to remain in his
positions, assuming, however, that the French would also continue
to hold to theirs.

On the Meuse, German leadership could have taken advantage of
equally good opportunities. The German attack south of Dinant took
the French completely by surprise. As we know, Clausewitz taught
that surprise is the chief means of achieving numerical superiority at
the decisive point. By their successful surprise, the Germans had
indeed concentrated vastly superior numbers at the Meuse, which
was the decisive point of the whole battle�eld, though here again
their superiority existed only in theory. Had the Germans attacked
in greater strength—which was possible—and had they extended
their o�ensive further to the south, the French could not have
warded o� the threat against their �ank and rear. Nor could they
have retreated to the south and southwest. The French would have
been obliged to accept battle on a reversed front. Large forces would
have undoubtedly been encircled by the Germans. The hesitations
and the confusion on the part of the German commander prevented
the harvesting of the fruits of successful surprise.

It appears that the British and French formations were menaced
by an attack on their both �anks. If the Germans had been able to
complete their deployment, the Allied forces in northern France



would have been eliminated. As it was, the German army made, so
to speak, only a feint along the lines of the battle of Cannae. But this
feint induced the Allies to retreat.

The following day, the French High Command again did its best
to help the Germans win the decisive victory which had escaped
them on August 23. The French High Command was not in
agreement with General Lanrezac’s decision to break battle and to
retreat. In their opinion, an attack of the French Fifth Army could
have been successful on August 24. There is little doubt that a
French o�ensive move would have persuaded the British Field
Marshal to stay in his positions at Mons and thus to o�er his �ank to
a German blow. Nor can there be any doubt that the strategy
devised by the French High Command would have led the French
Fifth Army and the British Expeditionary Force to disaster.

German Movements Ignored

The history of the German advance through Belgium shows that
the Germans had good opportunities to deceive their opponents and
to surprise them by the disposition and the concentration of their
forces, despite that the Allies fought in a country almost entirely
inimical to the Germans. An army �ghting on its own, or in a
friendly country is always better supplied with information. Still,
the French and British ignored the German movements for a
considerable period of time.

Up to August 18 the French High Command was not yet sure
whether the Germans would operate with strong forces on both
sides of the Meuse or concentrate only small forces on the left bank
of that river and deliver their main attack against the French Fourth
Army. It was not until August 21 that the French Fifth Army
received word from the French High Command that the Germans
could be expected to launch their main attack in the region between
Brussels and Givet.



By that time General Lanrezac already knew that the same
German army which had taken Liège had occupied Brussels and that
another German army was about to cross the Meuse near Namur. He
rightly deduced from these facts that the Germans would soon
appear on the Sambre. However, General Lanrezac ignored the
situation on the Meuse front south of Namur. He did not know that
the Third German Army approached the Meuse on both sides of
Dinant. Instead, he assumed that only one or two German corps
operated in that sector. Besides, he underestimated the total
strength of the three German armies which he thought to be
composed of nine or ten corps. In reality, the Germans had twelve
corps available for their operation on the Sambre and Meuse front
while Lanrezac could muster only seven corps, including the British.

The British, up to August 20, remained totally ignorant of the
location of their enemy. Until the evening of that day, British
cavalry had met with no Germans. On the same day, air
reconnaissance observed a German column marching westward
through Louvain. The British on August 22 had full information of
the German movements.

On the German side the lack of information was even worse. They
knew by August 20 that a strong French army was being assembled
in the Sambre-Meuse triangle between Charleroi and Dinant.
However, many important points remained obscure. On the morning
of August 22 the commander of the German Second Army still
believed that only weak French forces, chie�y cavalry, stood south
of the Sambre. General von Hausen appears to have been ignorant
that the French positions opposite the Third German Army on the
Meuse were undermanned. His information service failed to inform
him of the highly important replacement of a whole French corps by
a reserve division, although this movement was carried out in broad
daylight. General von Kluck was taken by surprise when British
troops appeared before his front. And it took him quite a few hours
de�nitely to convince him that he was opposed by the bulk of the
British Expeditionary Force. All in all, none of the commanders of
the three German armies got a clear picture of the situation. Every



one of them was highly surprised when, on the morning of August
24, the Allied retreat was revealed.

Each General His Own Judge

The lack of su�cient information of the German commanders was
largely responsible for the disappointing outcome of the battle. Each
German commander interpreted the general situation according to
the particular situation at his own front. The commander of the
Third Army was overimpressed by the natural strength of the French
Meuse positions near Dinant as well as by the repeated requests of
the Second Army to lend assistance for the attack in the Sambre
sector. The commander of the Second Army was strongly a�ected by
the violence of the battle south of the Sambre. The Second Army
had clashed head-on with enemy forces of equal and at some places
even superior strength. Besides, the French positions were covered
by the Sambre; Namur and Maubeuge, two big fortresses as yet
uncaptured, constituted a virtual threat against the �anks of Bulow’s
army. It must be admitted that the Second Army was in a di�cult
position. It is understandable why Bulow exerted his main e�orts to
secure �rst of all tactical safety for himself. Overestimating the
strength and power of his opponent, he wanted to concentrate all
available German units for achieving a tactical victory in his sector.
He demanded that the First and Third Army close in with his forces
as much as possible, without considering that by doing so he
narrowed the German o�ensive front and hence reduced the
possibility of maneuver against the enemy �anks. Bulow paid more
attention to the tactical situation of his own army than to the
strategic opportunities of the whole German force.

The commander of the First Army, on the contrary, thought more
in strategic than in tactical terms. However, General von Kluck was
guided less by the desire to attack the open �ank of the enemy than
by anxiety to dispel his uncertainty concerning the location of the
British Expeditionary Force. He thus tried to solve two di�erent and
more or less incompatible problems.



To command an open and moving �ank of the strength of a whole
army is a very heavy responsibility. The right combination of
boldness and prudence cannot be determined by intellectual
reasoning alone. Divination and intuition are likewise necessary. In
di�cult situations, the intellect of a military leader is less important
than his character. Yet he will listen chie�y to reasoned arguments.
Flanking and encircling attacks involve heavy risks; a skillful and
daring opponent may be able to launch a counter�anking attack
against the �anking force.

Prudent leadership is in fundamental contradiction with the idea
of annihilation. A prudent general will never be able to surprise his
opponent. This is why Count von Schlie�en time and again
emphasized audacity and preferred bold solutions for his tactical
and strategical exercises. He emphatically warned of prudent
solutions which would never lead to a decisive victory. “A military
decision must be determined by the burning desire to beat the
enemy and not by the wish to avoid defeat.”

An Important Principle

In his last discussion of military problems, he once more drew the
attention of his student-o�cers to the importance of his principle:
“It seems that the idea of the battle of annihilation which permeated
the strategy of Frederick the Great and Napoleon and which is at the
bottom of Moltke’s incomparable successes, begins to fall into
oblivion and disregard. In the numerous compositions which you
handed to me I found mention only twice of the intention to
annihilate the enemy. On the contrary, most of your studies are
concerned with precautionary measures and do envisage only a
slightly energetic blow.”

It must be recognized, however, that the German commanders
during the battle of Mons could only guess of their opportunities. In
war, complete and reliable information about the enemy is always
lacking. Clausewitz even went so far as to assert that three quarters
of the facts which one should know in order to make the right



decision remain shrouded in uncertainty. He who waits too long for
better information risks the loss of a good opportunity. Thucydides’
famous saying that good opportunities do not wait is still valid in
modern war.

One important lesson must be drawn from the battle of Namur
and Mons, namely that a modern battle of annihilation should never
be commanded by three commanders of equal rank.

In every war, the absence of one single will was a clear
disadvantage. A divided High Command rarely led to great success.
It is true that Prince Eugène and Marlborough together won the
battles of Hoechstaedt and Malplaquet. This was, however,
predominantly due to Eugene’s adaptability and personal modesty.
Personalities like Eugène are extremely rare among great captains.
Most soldiers have it in their blood to stress their independence and
object to division of command as well as to subordination which is
not based upon the ordinary military hierarchy.

A military duumvirate was still possible in the War of the Spanish
succession, but is no longer practical at the present time. Two
hundred years ago, armies were small when measured by today’s
standards. Battles were fought on a terrain of the size of a modern
drill-ground. The entire battle�eld could be overlooked from a small
eminence. Battles did not di�er radically from drill movements. If
two commanders were agreed upon the general plan for the battle,
the divisions of command could hardly interfere with the actual
�ght.

In this period of mass armies, divided leadership is no longer
feasible. The three German commanders had to improvise the
function of the German High Command which had eliminated itself.
They cannot be reproached if they did not perfectly ful�l their
unexpected task. Modern battles cannot be fought with a
deteriorated High Command.

The Commander-in-chief must be the only commander and every
operation must be conducted by a single leader with absolute authority.



For only a leader with ample authority will be capable of mustering the
superhuman strength necessary for commanding a modern battle.

It may be questionable whether a future war will again begin with
lengthy marches to the actual battle�eld, as in August, 1914.
Probably, a future war will begin under conditions similar to those
which at the opening of World War I prevailed on the German-
French frontier. Advances in depth will in future occur only after a
gap has been opened in frontier forti�cations. Consequently, the
advance to the battle�eld will be but the second act of a future



o�ensive following a victorious struggle for positions near the
frontier.4

During World War I, many o�ensives were carried out on the
Eastern front through regions not yet a�ected by the war, such as
the advance of the German Ninth Army to the middle Vistula in
October, 1914, and the German advance to Lithuania and Curland
in the spring of 1915.

Campaign On the Vistula

The German campaign in the loop of the Vistula in October, 1914,
ended undecisively. We propose to examine whether surprise was an
important factor in these operations.

General von Conrad on September 1 asked the German High
Command to send strong and fresh German forces to the Galician
front. He asked for two corps which should move towards Przemysl.
The Austrian chief-of-sta� expected these German forces to change
fundamentally the situation on this front. The German High
Command repeatedly discussed the question of German assistance to
the Austrian army during the �rst half of September. It was agreed
in principle on September 14 to accede to the Austrian request. At
the same time, it was stipulated that no German troops should be
taken from the western front.

A new German army, the Ninth, on September 15, was formed for
cooperation with the Austrian forces. In an order of the German
High Command, dated September 17, the tasks of this new army
were formulated as follows: “To operate independently, although in
conjunction with the Austrian High Command, against the �anks
and rear of the Russian army-group which is in pursuit of the
Austrians.”

The transportation of the Ninth Army began on the night of
September 16-17 in East Prussia. The mass of the Ninth Army was
massed in the region of Gleiwitz-Beuthen-Czenstochowa-Lublinitz.
One corps was directed to Cracow, and other troops into the sector



of Kalisz-Ostrovo. The detrainment began on September 18 and was
ended on October 2, when the ammunition supply had arrived. The
assembly of the troops on September 28 was begun behind the
positions from where their o�ensive was to be launched.

According to the agreement with General von Conrad, the mass of
the German Ninth Army reached the line Chmielnik-Kielce on
September 30. The left wing of this German army had already
reached the regions west of Konskie, Piotrkow and Novo Radomsk.
The German Ninth Army and the Austrian left wing north of the
Vistula began to advance on October 1. The mass of the Austrian-
Hungarian army south of the Vistula began to move forward on
October 4.

The o�ensive aimed at the two �anks of the Russian forces which,
on the left banks of the San and Vistula, occupied a line from
Przemysl to south of Ivangorod. The German units had to envelop
the Russian northern �ank, while the Austrian Second Army in the
sector of Przemysl had to out�ank the Russian left wing.

This plan had fair chances of giving good results, provided secrecy
to the last minute could be maintained. Its chances were dubious in
case the deployment of strong German forces north of the upper
Vistula and their advance through Poland became prematurely
known to the Russians. For the Russians would hardly have
permitted the Germans to threaten their right �ank without reacting
forcefully and speedily.

Radio Messages Unciphered

In e�ect, the Russians were quickly informed about the German
troop movements in upper Silesia. And this was only natural, since
the assembly of the German Ninth Army was not e�ectively
screened by Austrian forces. On the other hand, the Germans and
Austrians were equally well informed of the Russian moves. In that
territory, secret agents played an important role for both parties.
Besides, the Russians still stuck to their habit of not enciphering



important radio messages, a habit which already during the battle of
Tannenberg proved to be very helpful to the Germans.

The commander of the Russian southwestern front received early
intelligence of the appearance of German infantry units on the river
Warthe and of the “daily arrival of thirty-seven troop trains” in
Czenstochova. He took this information as pretext to protest against
the weakening of his right �ank which was planned by the new
commander of the Russian northwestern front, General Russki, who
at that time, envisaged his retreat from the line of the Narev.

The �rst German units, on September 20, arrived in
Czenstochova. The �rst strategic Russian countermove came on
September 22 when the Russian High Command intervened in the
dispute between the commanders of the northwestern and
southwestern fronts.

In view of a probable German o�ensive in the direction of the
bend of the Vistula, the Russian commander-in-chief, Grand Duke
Nicolai Nicolaievitch, on September 22 prohibited the retreat of the
northwestern front. At the same time, he promised to re-enforce
Russki’s left wing near Warsaw by two Siberian corps already en
route. He also directed the commander of the southwestern front to
send three army corps and one cavalry division to Ivangorod. Thus,
the Grand Duke had already done much to frustrate the German
o�ensive which had not yet begun.

Nevertheless, the Russians did not yet fully realize the meaning of
the German maneuver. In particular they failed to understand the
unexpected dispatch of German troops to the Austrian front. The
Russians had counted on a German o�ensive from East Prussia in
direction of the Narev.

The Russians should not be blamed for their lack of
understanding, for the German High Command did not know just
what was the sense of a joint German-Austrian operation on the
Austrian left �ank. The reasons for which General von Conrad had
supported his request for German troops no longer existed; the
Russian forces formerly in pursuit of the Austrian Army had already



been stopped on the line of the river San. There was no longer any
danger of an envelopment of the Austrian fronts.

O�ense Changed to Defense

At the time of the German deployment, the Russians had �ve and
one-half cavalry divisions on the left bank of the Vistula. Originally,
this force had been assigned the mission of out�anking the
retreating Austrians. Yet after the appearance of German troops in
southern Poland, this o�ensive mission was changed into a
defensive one. Instead of the previously planned crossing of the
Vistula, these cavalry divisions were ordered to remain where they
were and to protect and screen the Russian positions north of that
important waterway.

On the same day, September 22, when the Russians began to
organize the defense of the Vistula position, General von
Hindenburg energetically requested the Austrian High Command to
send strong Austrian forces to the northern bank of this river. This
move would be a necessary complement to the movements of the
German Ninth Army and would be indispensable to an e�ective
attack against the Russian �ank. On the next day the Austrians
promised to dispatch considerable forces across the Vistula.

On the evening of September 24, Russian reconnaissance units
established the presence of strong German forces along the line
Sieradz-Novi-Radomsk-Miechov. A German prisoner informed the
Russians moreover of the arrival of a German corps in the sector
Beuthen-Tarnowitz. This corps had formerly been stationed in
eastern Prussia.

From this available information, General Ivanov, the commander
of the Russian southwestern front deduced—one week before the
actual beginning of the German o�ensive—that the imminent
German attack would be directed against the great bend of the
Vistula. To counter the German move e�ectively, he proposed to
retreat behind the Vistula, San and Tanev rivers. General Ivanov’s



plan, however, was badly received by the Grand Duke who still on
September 25 expected a German o�ensive from East Prussia to the
south. The Russians had received ample information of the railroad
tra�c behind the German lines. They were convinced that no strong
forces had been sent from France to the eastern front.

The Grand Duke on September 26, discussed the situation with
General Ivanov. They decided upon an active defense of the Vistula
line and reinforced their units on both sides of the river, placing
reinforcements chie�y in the northern and western sectors of the
front.

At the same time the Germans learned of the regrouping of the
Russian forces. In particular, that the Russian Ninth Army with at
least three corps would open a new front on the Vistula west of
Krasnik, although mainly with a defensive mission, though this
army could develop a big o�ensive.

The commanders of the German and Austrian armies thus had to
acknowledge the impracticability of their original plan. The attack
intended against the �ank of the southwestern Russian army group
was made impossible by the strong forces which the Russians had
brought up to cover the threatened areas. It remained dubious
whether the Russians would accept battle on the left or the right
bank of the Vistula.

Russians’ Successful Parry

The Russians received �nal and de�nite information of the
disposition of the German and Austrian forces on September 30,
when they discovered in the diary of a slain German o�cer that of
the six German corps which had fought the battle of the Masurian
Lakes only two still remained in East Prussia. Thus, the Russian
High Command realized that the main German forces were
concentrated along the line Lodz-Kielce, while other strong forces
were near Cracow and behind the Carpathian mountains. The
German concentration between Lodz and Kielce was rightly



considered as extremely dangerous. The Russians understood that
they had to neutralize this threat by a strong counter-blow and they
prepared an attack against the front of the German Ninth Army.
They took measures to attack the German left �ank by a whole army
reinforced by two or three corps. The Russian counterblow was
therefore ready before the German operation had even begun.

When, on October 1, the German Ninth Army began to move
forward, a strategic surprise against the Russians in southern Poland
was already out of question. The Russians parried e�ectively every
German move and �nally imposed their own law on the Germans.
At long last, the Germans had no other way out of their di�culties
than to retreat into upper Silesia. This unexpected failure of the
campaign in southern Poland must be ascribed chie�y to the
previous failure to surprise the Russians.

The Germans did not succeed any better with their o�ensive in
Lithuania and Courland in the spring of 1915. The commander of
the German eastern front intended by a surprise-o�ensive to push
the Russians back from the Njemen and from Kowno, with the hope
that during the operation strong Russian forces could be caught in a
trap. Precautions were taken to concentrate the German attacking
forces only shortly before the zero hour. On the evening of April 26,
the German units were ready and on the following night the
o�ensive began. Much had been expected from it. Yet the o�ensive
did not succeed.

The Russians had received timely warning of the German
preparations. They frustrated the planned destruction of their troops
by methodically retreating before the German advance. Despite their
desire, the vastly superior German forces could not catch up with
the Russians, although the Russian retreat was by no means quick.
Surprise is an essential condition of victory.

Our examples reveal that during World War I the surprise of the
enemy during the advance to the battle�eld was possible in theory,
but could be scarcely achieved in practice. In the present, the
di�culties of surprise have become even greater. In particular, the
means and methods of reconnaissance have improved. If surprise



should be attempted in future, it will be necessary, on one hand, to
keep utmost secrecy by improved camou�age and by executing
movements only during the night. On the other, the speed of
operations must be increased by the use of motorized units hurled
against the �anks and the rear of the enemy. But it is essential to
exploit a successfully achieved surprise by concentrating strong
forces at the point where the decision shall be won. Modern
strategists have sinned much too often against the principle of
concentration, although this principle has been valid at all times
and is now as valid as ever before5.



NOTES, CHAPTER IV

1. Kluck’s halt: The nervousness of the German commanders was
due to a cause which is rarely mentioned in German publications,
but which was of decisive importance: The size of the German Army
and its speed was inadequate for the successful execution of the
German war plan. Besides, forced marches had over-strained the
troops as well as the sta�s. There seems to have been a widespread
fear among the German superior o�cers that a continued advance
would necessarily weaken the German army and make their lines so
thin that they would not be able to resist a strong counter-attack.
Before 1933, the Militaer-Wochenblatt repeatedly declared that, if the
Germans had not lost the Battle of the Marne, they would have lost
the Battle of the Seine.

The insu�cient strength of the German o�ensive wing was the
main reason why the Germans did not attempt to envelop Paris, but
to bypass

it in the east, a movement which enabled Galliéni to attack the
German �ank.

Many German writers have criticized the German war plan of
1914 on the ground that the German o�ensive wing was not made
stronger. That, in particular, two army corps which had been
created after Schlie�en’s retirement should have been used on the
German right wing. This theoretical view however, is hardly borne
out by the facts. The Germans had actually used all the troops which
they could possibly transport through Belgium. There is a limit to
any concentration, which limit is usually determined by the existing
transport facilities.

2. Crossing of the Meuse: During the Battle of Flanders in World
War II German armored units which had reached the Meuse more
quickly than expected, renounced organizing a systematic crossing,
but improvised a swift crossing in order to keep up with the speed
of operation.



3. Reliable Information: The facts related above conclusively show
the necessity of systematically deceiving and confusing the enemy.
It has been reported that during 1942 the Germans added a section
for Irrefuehrung (that is, for confusing and misleading the enemy) to
their General Sta�. There is no reason to assume that the Germans
in August, 1914, were confused by mere accident. On the contrary,
the British had put an elaborate scheme for misleading their enemy
into operation. They were successful because they had discovered
the German espionage system in England and used, or rather
abused, it without knowledge on the part of the Germans. During
the �rst days of the war they transmitted to Germany the
information that the British army would not leave Great Britain.
Later, they spread false information of the size of the British
Expeditionary Force and the points of disembarkment. During the
critical phase of the operations in August, 1914, they made the
Germans fear a British attack from Ostende, that is to say, against
rear and �ank of the German First Army. Moreover, they spread the
rumor that strong Russian forces, recently landed in England, would
attack the Germans in the same region.

4. Approach to battle: The modern defense organization of
extreme depth does prevent big battles at the frontier. In order to
forstall surprises, the defender forces the attacker to advance deeply
into enemy territory and to reveal the articulation of the o�ensive
army. Consequently, surprises during approach are still possible.

5. Concentration: General Erfurth’s examples show that surprise
has become more di�cult for the attacking, but not necessarily for
the defending, army. It is possible to let the o�ensive army advance
and to trap it according to a pre-conceived plan. In August, 1914,
the French intended to let the Germans advance beyond the Sambre
and to attack the German units south of that river with superior
forces. In October, 1914, the Russians planned to permit a German
advance from eastern Prussia to the east and to counter-attack the
German rear �ank from the direction of Warsaw. However,
advancing armies did not lose all possibilities of surprise. If an



o�ensive army will accomplish surprise also during approach, it is
only necessary to screen e�ectively the main concentration of force.


