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The dominant picture of World War I in the West is, quite naturally, the
trenches of the Western Front: immobile, pointless, static. Expanding our
focus to the war on the Eastern Front, and particularly to Russia’s role in
that war, changes the picture fundamentally. The front lines in the east ad-
vanced and retreated for hundreds of miles, putting over one hundred
thousand square miles of territory under foreign occupation. For all its
slaughter, the war altered the landscape of Eastern Europe irrevocably. In
the West, those who went through the war could legitimately say that mil-
lions had died, but that nothing had changed. In the East, no one could
make that claim. Millions had perished, but everything had changed. The
war on the Eastern Front, and particularly Russia’s experience, is the focus
of this book.

By the end of 1914, four empires were at war in Eastern Europe: the
 Austro-Hungarian, the Ottoman, the German, and the Russian. Austria-
Hungary, the Ottoman Empire, and Germany made up the Central Pow-
ers; Russia alongside Britain, France, and much smaller Belgium and Ser-
bia made up the Allies. Though distinct in many ways, those four eastern
empires had much in common. None was fully democratic. Though elec-
toral institutions existed, enormous power still lay in the hands of heredi-
tary monarchs and the men they personally chose to administer their
realms. All had been built up over centuries by a lengthy process of con-
quest, and that accretion left its marks on their internal structure. Each had
groups or regions within it that enjoyed different legal standing than oth-
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ers, and were marked by ethnic and religious divisions. Germany was the
most homogenous of the four, but it had substantial confessional tensions
between Protestants and Catholics, sharp social conflicts, and a significant
Polish minority in its eastern territories. Austria-Hungary was proverbial
for its polyglot society of a dozen national groups and sharp division be-
tween its Austrian and Hungarian halves. The Habsburg monarch ruled
Austria as emperor and Hungary as king, and the combined army was ac-
cordingly referred to as “imperial and royal.” The Ottoman Empire was di-
vided by ethnicity and religion, and those divisions exploded into violence
during the war. 

As for Russia itself, it possessed all the characteristics of empire under
its ruling Romanov dynasty: authoritarian government, varied political
structures, and a heterogeneous population. Russia enjoyed an elected leg-
islature, the Duma, as result of its 1905 revolution, but electoral rules guar-
anteed that the Duma was dominated by conservative social elites, and
enormous powers were still reserved to the tsar himself. Nicholas II re-
garded himself as an autocrat, answering to God for the exercise of his
powers, and never fully accepted the constitutional restrictions that had
been forced on him in 1905. The Russian state divided its citizens any num-
ber of ways, and included substantially different legal regimes. Finland, for
example, was largely autonomous, and Central Asian Muslims were ex-
empt from conscription into the army. Only about 40 percent of Russia’s
population was ethnically Russian. Even if closely related Belarusians and
Ukrainians are included, these East Slavic peoples still only made up 70
percent of the population. In addition to the numerically dominant Ortho-
dox Christians, Russia included important populations of Catholics on its
western frontier, Lutherans around the Baltic Sea, Jews scattered through-
out Russia, and Muslims in Central Asia and the Caucasus. 

Of those four empires, none survived. The four emperors ruling in 1914
were out of power by the time World War I ended on 11 November 1918,
and only one lived to see the end of the conflict. Austro-Hungarian em-
peror Franz Joseph died on 21 November 1916 after nearly sixty-eight years
on the throne. Ottoman sultan Mehmed V had taken the throne in 1909 but
never enjoyed real power, since the sultanate had been stripped of author-
ity by the Young Turk revolution of 1908. He died on 3 July 1918. Two
weeks after that, on the night of 16–17 July, Tsar Nicholas II was murdered
along with his entire family by his former subjects. Germany’s Kaiser Wil-
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helm II lasted the longest, but the end of the war found him fleeing into the
neutral Netherlands to escape the victor’s justice and the wrath of his own
newly revolutionary people.

The empires those men ruled did scarcely better. Nicholas had outlived
his empire by a year, which had become first a ramshackle democracy in
March 1917 and then, after the Bolshevik Revolution of November 1917, a
communist dictatorship. Franz Joseph’s successor and grand-nephew Karl
ruled barely long enough to preside over the dissolution of the Habsburg
Empire into new national states at the end of the war. Mehmed VI suc-
ceeded his brother as Ottoman sultan, and suffered through a four-year
term over a rump empire. From March 1920, the Ottoman capital of Con-
stantinople and Mehmed himself lived under Allied occupation. A nascent
Turkish nationalist movement obliterated even that attenuated sovereignty.
The new Turkish Grand National Assembly declared Mehmed’s govern-
ment null and void and abolished the sultanate on 1 November 1922;
Mehmed himself went into exile. And in Germany, even before the end of
the war, Wilhelm’s regime in October 1918 abolished many of the prerog-
atives of empire by transforming itself into a constitutional monarchy in
hopes of winning a better peace from the victorious Allies. By November,
revolution spread through Germany, and the politicians of Germany’s
moderate left proclaimed a new German republic in hopes of staving off
social revolution.

As that litany shows, Russia’s descent into anarchy, revolution, and civil
war was hardly unique.1 Russia’s experience of the war is often seen as one
of unrelieved catastrophe culminating in ignominious collapse. While that
story is correct in its broad outlines, a deeper understanding of the war in
the east suggests something different. While the Russian Empire and its
ruling Romanov dynasty both disintegrated as a result of the First World
War, the other empires and dynasties of Central and Eastern Europe did no
better. As a result, Russia’s fall and the creation of a fundamentally new So-
viet regime needs to be seen in comparative context. Russia did have spe-
cific political, social, and economic weaknesses that shaped the way it fell
apart and then ultimately returned as a new communist Soviet Union
under the rule of Vladimir Lenin’s Bolshevik Party. The same is true of all
Europe’s empires: they all fell in ways that reflected the particular strains
on their social fabric and their individual experience during the war. While
the Russian Empire failed in ways uniquely Russian, war brought with it
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burdens that none of the other eastern empires could sustain either. None
of this is to argue that in any sense Russia won World War I, or even that
it did not lose. The point is that Russia’s failures must be seen in context.
Russia’s struggles to meet the challenge of industrial warfare were differ-
ent in degree, not in kind, from those faced by every other major power.
Russia was not the only great power to collapse under the strains of war;
it was only the first.

Russia’s war, on both the front lines and the home front, had much in
common with the other European powers. It had many incompetent gen-
erals, particularly early in the war, who sent soldiers across open ground
against machine guns and quick-firing artillery to be slaughtered, but the
same was true of all the powers. Casualty rates across Europe in 1914,
when the true nature of modern war had not yet become clear, far outpaced
those of later years. Though tactically and operationally Russia was always
unable to match its German opponent, it performed quite respectably
against Austria-Hungary and the Ottoman Empire. The test of equaling
German performance on the battlefield was a difficult one. The Germans
found their own allies unable to meet it. As John Schindler remarked, this
was “a test which all other armies of the Great War would have failed in
some respects,”2 and Britain and France never outfought Germany man-
for-man. Russia ran desperately short of munitions and supplies, proving
at times unable to provide its soldiers with rifles and uniforms, and a crip-
pling shell shortage in 1915 left Russian troops unable to defend against a
major German offensive. All the powers, though, found their prewar stocks
of munitions utterly inadequate. Every European government had to fun-
damentally restructure its economy in order to cope with the demands of
war.

On the home front, Russia was not the only power to face both military
and popular discontent. The 1916 Easter Rising in Ireland and its suppres-
sion by the British government crippled recruitment there. The crisis pro-
voked by the German spring offensives in 1918 produced an effort by the
British government to extend conscription to the Irish. Only a paltry 5,000
recruits total, all volunteers and a fraction of the daily British casualty count
in March 1918, came out of Ireland.3 By 1917, soldiers on all sides were tired
of the war, resentful of profiteering industrialists and distant generals, and
unwilling to waste their lives in pointless military actions. To the degree
that patterns can be teased out from the mass of open and more subtle in-
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dications of discontent, the soldiers of the Central Powers (like their pop-
ulations) suffered more from material deprivation than did the Allies, pri-
marily as a result of the Allied blockade. British and French soldiers were,
at least, better provisioned. Even Russian soldiers ate reasonably well,
though high food prices in Russian cities proved fatal to the tsarist regime.
On the other hand, by late in the war the Central Powers were largely on
the defensive, so it was Allied soldiers who bore the burden of sacrificing
their lives in attacks. The spring 1917 offensives of French commander
Robert Nivelle destroyed the morale of the French army. Beginning with
minor disturbances in April 1917, mutinies reached a crisis point by late
May and left half the French army facing some form of collective disobe-
dience.4 Domestic unrest and serious discontent was thus by no means
unique to Russia. Indeed, in some ways, Russia was better prepared for the
privations of war. The daily life of Russian industrial workers and peasants
was one of hardship and toil, with sudden death a routine part of daily
existence. Ian Beckett remarked that “the peoples of Europe were condi-
tioned by their ordinary expectations to endure the kind of ordeal that was
soon to confront them.”5 If that was the case for the relatively developed
societies of Western Europe, it was even more so for Russian peasants.

One key way in which Russia did not share the experience of other pow-
ers was fateful: its failure to systematically and comprehensively reorgan-
ize its society for war. In the wake of the forced and improvised modern-
ization and mobilization of the first year of the war, the three westernmost
powers all embarked on substantial programs of total mobilization for the
needs of the war effort. In Britain, David Lloyd George, first as minister of
munitions and then as prime minister, presided over an overhaul of eco-
nomic life to provide material for the conduct of war. The elderly but fero-
ciously energetic Georges Clemenceau took office as French prime minis-
ter in 1917 with a single-minded determination to commit all resources to
the war. The Hindenburg Program of August 1916, instituted by Ger-
many’s de facto military dictators Paul von Hindenburg and Erich Lu-
dendorff to devote maximum resources to munitions, had deleterious ef-
fects on food production but nonetheless demonstrated a commitment to
total war. By contrast, imperial Russia never found a way to integrate state
power and private enterprise into a cohesive war effort. Tsar Nicholas’s
government always mistrusted initiatives and institutions outside the
reach of the state. Even when forced by circumstances to accept a role for
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civil society, as with the large portion of medical services run by Russian
city and local government or the war-industry committees that retooled
production, the Russian government resisted full popular participation.

Context is also vital to understanding the particular rhythm of the war
in the east. Though World War I lasted from 1914 to 1918, only this book’s
last three chapters deal with campaigns from 1916 on. That division is de-
liberate, and results from the necessary connections between the Eastern
Front and the Western Front. The first eighteen months of war were marked
by an almost uninterrupted sequence of campaigns in the east. At the very
beginning of the war, Russia attempted to achieve rapid victory with whirl-
wind operations in East Prussia and Galicia. By the autumn of 1914, the
German high command responded to the failure of its initial attack on
France with a series of efforts to win overall victory by driving Russia from
the war. These key campaigns in late 1914 and 1915 were an enormous test
for the Russian Empire, but also demonstrated that Russia’s resources of
population and space made German victory difficult to achieve. By 1916,
Russian exhaustion and German conviction of the difficulty of final victory
in the east meant that the balance of German effort shifted back to the West-
ern Front. From 1916 on, the Eastern Front became for Germany a place for
economy of force: countering Russian actions and engaging in limited at-
tacks to achieve the maximum results from the minimum expenditure of
men and supplies.

Emphasizing the common fate of Europe’s multinational empires, and
then the particular circumstances and events that shaped their experience
of the war, affects how we think about the war and its meaning. The east-
ern empires’ race toward collapse underlines the importance of contingency.
By contingency, I have in mind the impact of specific events and individ-
ual choices, as opposed to long-term social and economic structures. Con-
tingency is the idea that things could have happened very differently, that
individual events and choices had an enormous impact on history’s direc-
tion. It is a central theme of this book. War is of course profoundly influ-
enced by the societies that wage it and the economies that sustain those so-
cieties. This is even more true of World War I, the first industrial war.
Nonetheless, war is also the quintessential theater of contingency, where
the decisions of soldiers and diplomats, and the chaos and friction of the
battlefield, determine events. It mattered a great deal that the final collapse
of Russia’s war effort came in November 1917, and not in November 1916
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or November 1918. Precisely when and how Russia lost the war was in-
fluenced by the structural strengths and weaknesses of its social and eco-
nomic system, but also by the outcome of events on the battlefield. This
book will focus on those events.

The importance of contingency is easiest to see when looking at the out-
break of war. The event that precipitated war, in a Europe already fraught
with tension, was the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand, heir to
the Austro-Hungarian throne. But the actual killing was a comedy of er-
rors. Young student and Serbian nationalist Gavrilo Princip, along with his
coconspirators, missed several chances to kill Franz Ferdinand. He and his
wife fell victim only because their motorcade took a wrong turn in Sara-
jevo. The archduke’s car stopped to reverse direction in front of Princip,
who had been wandering the city aimlessly. This random event allowed
Princip to step to the archduke’s automobile and shoot him and his wife.
The spark that brought the war might not have happened at all. Of course,
the long-standing stresses in European politics might well have brought
war eventually, but the fact that the war started in 1914, and not in 1915 or
1916, made an enormous difference. The outbreak of war caught the Rus -
sian Empire in the midst of a massive program of rearmament, as well as
long-term improvement in its railroad network. Both those facts meant that
with every year that passed, the Russian military would predictably and
reliably improve and German vulnerability increase.

Once fighting began, contingency continued to be extremely important.
One of the recurring patterns of World War I in Eastern Europe was the
way in which whole armies fell apart when the strain of war became too
great, or when faint prospects of victory seemed to disappear entirely. At
the October–November 1917 battle of Caporetto, for example, 300,000 Ital-
ian troops marched into Austrian captivity as three armies collapsed. The
Italian war effort survived this debacle, but just barely and with substan-
tial British and French assistance. The Italians managed to return the favor
a year later. As Austria-Hungary itself was disintegrating in October–
November 1918, the Italians captured 300,000 Austrians who no longer saw
a point in fighting in a lost war. On the Macedonian Front, a largely Bul-
garian force managed to bottle up the British and French troops at Thes-
saloniki for three years. In September 1918, however, an Allied offensive fi-
nally broke Bulgarian resistance and forced the Bulgarian government to
sue for peace in a matter of weeks. Even the German army, rightly noted

INTRODUCTION 7

Stone_The Russian Army in the Great War  5/19/15  9:43 AM  Page 7



for its discipline and operational effectiveness, lost its cohesion in the late
summer of 1918. After the German spring offensives failed, German troops
recognized that the weight of men and material on the Western Front was
inexorably against them and that there was little point in continued resis -
tance. Erich Ludendorff called 8 August 1918, the first day of the Battle of
Amiens, the “black day of the German Army” because of the clear failure
of German morale. 

Armies in the First World War did not just reach defeat gradually and
incrementally, but in the face of disaster could fail suddenly and cata-
strophically. As John Keegan has remarked, “The sensation of defeat . . . is
unmistakeable and often uncontrollable. . . . When the germ of defeat takes
a hold, even very large armies can fall apart with epidemic rapidity.”6 At
a number of points during the war, the Russian war effort could easily have
suffered such a sudden collapse, or produced a unprecedented triumph.
The Russian invasion of East Prussia at the outbreak of war was handled
with astounding clumsiness. In more skilled hands, it might easily have
produced a real political crisis for the German government. In November
1914, the German attack on Łódź came very close to encircling and anni-
hilating two full Russian armies, at a point when Russia’s ready reserves
had been fully mobilized and few resources remained for the defense of
Russian Poland. Even more seriously, in the summer of 1915 an offensive
by the Central Powers expelled Russian troops from Poland altogether and
pushed the front lines hundreds of miles to the east. Though the Russian
army suffered terribly, it remained intact, capable of effective defense, and
generally disciplined and under control. In the other direction, the Brusilov
offensive of summer 1916 inflicted terrible losses on the Austro-Hungarian
army, pushing it to the point of collapse. In all those cases, it is easy to imag-
ine how the war might have turned out quite differently. If the Russian de-
fense at Łódź in 1914 had been just a little less tenacious, if the Russian
withdrawal from Poland in 1915 had gone just a little worse, or if Brusilov’s
offensive in 1916 had been managed with just a little more creativity and
skill, World War I would have ended very differently. Russia might have
had to sue for peace in 1914 or 1915, or Austria-Hungary might have been
driven from the war in 1916.

All this is, of course, counterfactual reasoning—it extrapolates conse-
quences from choices and events that did not happen, in order to see dif-
ferences from the actual historical events. This sort of thinking tends to
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make historians very uneasy. Historians are trained to analyze what actu-
ally happened, and speculation that runs down other paths can, if taken
too far, verge on fantasy. But counterfactual reasoning, if only in a dis-
guised form, is something that all historians do. To make the claim that a
particular decision was wise is necessarily to make a simultaneous claim,
either implicit or explicit, that some other decision would have produced
a worse outcome. To condemn a policy as foolish or short-sighted requires
a claim that some other policy would have produced better results. 

The easily imaginable ways in which Russia’s First World War could
have come to a very different conclusion are not important simply in them-
selves, but for their profound impact on Russia’s subsequent development.
Any of the four potential turning points mentioned above—a successful
Russian invasion of East Prussia, successful German encirclement of Łódź,
Russian collapse during the Great Retreat of 1915, or Austrian collapse as
the result of the Brusilov offensive—would have made Russian history
after the war very different. For example, a victory for the Entente in 1914,
or a Russian loss in 1914 or 1915, or an Austrian collapse in 1916, would
have brought the war to a close with the Russian state and the ruling Ro-
manov dynasty in far better condition than they actually were when the
collapse did come in 1917. By 1917, Russia had suffered through three full
years of growing inflation, casualties at the front, deteriorating support for
the monarchy, and burgeoning class antagonism. While the regime might
well have been fundamentally altered by a war that ended earlier, it is dif-
ficult to imagine such a complete and devastating political collapse as the
one that happened in 1917 without the embittering experience of three
years of war.

That the war could easily have ended differently means that Russia’s
subsequent history could have been different as well. The concrete expe-
rience of imperial Russia at war matters not only because of its inherent in-
terest, but because of what came after: the revolutions of 1917 and the cre-
ation of a new Soviet Russia. Historians are always wary of teleology, the
short-sightedness that reads historical events exclusively in terms of where
we know the story will end, and thereby neglecting how things might have
turned out differently. It would naturally be foolish to neglect the Russian
Revolution in thinking about Russian experience of the war, but reading
Russia’s prerevolutionary history as leading inevitably to revolution would
be a mistake. Had Austria-Hungary, say, broken under the stresses of war
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before Russia, the history of the twentieth century would look very differ-
ent. If Russia had left the war before Nicholas’s regime had lost all legiti-
macy, it is easy to imagine Nicholas remaining as tsar, or the Romanov dy-
nasty’s continuing through Nicholas’s son Aleksei, his brother Mikhail, or
the Grand Duke Nikolai Nikolaevich. The fact that Russia collapsed before
Austria is the result of the contingencies of war. Understanding them re-
quires careful attention to the military history of the war: the plans and
campaigns that determined its outcome, and that is where this book will
focus.

While comparative context and contingency are worth exploring, my
primary goal in this book is simpler: to present a clear and brief synthesis
of scholarly research on Russia’s experience in fighting the First World War.
The book is not really intended for my fellow specialists on Russian mili-
tary history, who are themselves familiar with much of the literature that
I draw upon. While I have done archival work on the Brusilov offensive
of 1916, most of what I present here is based on the careful research of
dozens of scholars, beginning with the generals of Russia’s imperial army
who digested their own experience in a series of histories written imme-
diately after the end of the war, and continuing with Russian and Western
scholars who are mining the archives now. My debt to all of them is great.

My emphasis is primarily military and operational, though I include dis-
cussion of society, politics, economics, and diplomacy in order to make that
primary military narrative comprehensible. My motivation for emphasiz-
ing military institutions and operations is that this book is, after all, telling
the story of a war, and wars are fundamentally about the organized appli-
cation of large-scale violence in pursuit of political aims. Militaries and bat-
tlefields are integral to that story. Finally, good work already exists in Eng-
lish on the Russian home front at war. Peter Gatrell’s Russia’s First World
War, for example, fully incorporates recent scholarship on the important
social and economic developments of wartime Russia, but has almost no
coverage of military matters.7 Histories of the war in the east date back to
1931 and one of Winston Churchill’s lesser-known works: The Unknown
War.8 A number of more recent brief, popular accounts rely heavily on
 English-language sources, and the story of the war in the east is told pri-
marily from the German point-of-view as a result of the relative predomi-
nance of accessible sources covering the German side.9 Two older works
give comprehensive accounts of the Eastern Front from the Russian point
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of view: Norman Stone’s 1975 The Eastern Front and W. Bruce Lincoln’s
1986 Passage through Armageddon.10 Each is the product of a knowledgeable
scholar and skilled writer. They have suffered, however, from the passage
of time: written when the Cold War and the Soviet Union were still going
concerns, before a flood of recent archivally based scholarship. There is
thus room for a clear and readable military history of Russia in World War
I that incorporates the research of recent decades. In addition to those
broader works, recent detailed campaign studies have covered important
parts of the campaign in the east for an English-speaking audience, and I
have found them invaluable. As a group, though, they do not use a great
deal of Russian-language sources or scholarship, and as a result describe
events from the point of view of Germany, Austria-Hungary, or Romania.11

There was another side to the war in the east, and this book tries to bring
that story across.

Finally, some technical notes. This book will not put a great deal of em-
phasis on numbers. Even given the modern, bureaucratic states waging
war from 1914 to 1918, the most basic statistics on the size and scope of
the war effort, particularly on the Eastern Front, are difficult to obtain. This
is particularly true for Russia, where sources agree on the rough size of the
Russian army at the outbreak of war (1.3–1.4 million) and the approximate
number of soldiers added through immediate mobilization (3 million), but
more precision than that seems impossible. Even such a well-defined and
manageable group as the Russian officer corps admits to only a figure of
40,000–50,000, but little agreement beyond that. Part of the problem is con-
ceptual: Russia had (then as now) large militarized groups such as the uni-
formed gendarmes that could in some ways be reasonably counted as part
of military manpower. Part is practical: Russia began fighting in 1914 be-
fore all mobilized troops had arrived at the front, so careful recordkeep-
ing was necessarily sacrificed to the exigencies of war. Casualty figures are
even more problematic than manpower. Most combat deaths were the re-
sult of artillery, and high explosives could bury or obliterate those whom
it killed, leaving no trace for military bureaucrats to track. When troops
failed to make roll call after a battle, they might be dead, have been cap-
tured, or simply have deserted to go home. In Russia, where space was
vast, government thin, and the population still largely illiterate, records
were difficult to maintain. It was even more difficult for the powers at war
to assess their opponents’ losses. Accounts from the time judge military
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success in ground captured, prisoners taken, and artillery pieces seized.
These were not necessarily bad measures of military success, but they were
the only measures available.12

Though all powers, the Russians included, attempted to monitor their
losses in killed, wounded, captured, and missing, the strains of the war
made precise recordkeeping impossible. On the Western Front, universal
literacy and relatively static lines meant that records were more reliable and
the number of prisoners taken relatively small, at least until the last few
months of the war. Even so, major offensives overwhelmed the statistical
machinery on both sides, leaving casualties in dispute during the war and
ever since. In France, half of all corpses went unidentified.13 Things were
worse in the east. For example, spring 1916 reports from the Russian Eighth
Army for the two weeks prior to the major Brusilov offensive record 62 of-
ficers sick, 25 wounded, none “missing or left on the field,” and 2 killed for
total officer losses of 89, only 27 of which were combat losses. For lower
ranks, the figures were 5,571 sick, 1,725 wounded, 9 missing, and 188 killed,
for a total of 7,493 losses, 1,922 of which were from combat. For the next
two weeks, the beginning of the offensive, casualties rose to 48 officers sick,
410 wounded, 8 missing, and 188 killed for 654 casualties—a 2200 percent
increase in combat losses. Lower ranks lost 6,568 sick, 37,222 wounded,
2,094 missing, and 6,035 killed, for 51,919 casualties, 45,351 in battle. That
meant a 2350 percent increase in combat losses. This was only one of four
Russian armies participating in the Brusilov offensive. Casualties on that
scale necessarily overwhelmed the feeble administrative machinery in
place to track them. The rise from 9 missing to 2,102 is particularly note-
worthy. Since this was a period of unqualified Russian success, few Rus-
sians were taken prisoner and few bodies were abandoned in a retreat.
Nonetheless, the Eighth Army simply lost track of more than 2,000 men.
Periods of active combat produced an enormous leap in the human toll of
the war, and deceptively precise figures in official records can be only an
approximate guide.14

Names, dates, and places are fraught with peril. I have presented Rus-
sians by their first and last names, not including their patronymics. My rea-
soning is that those who know what patronymics are and wish to find them
can do so easily enough, and readers who do not would find them off-
putting. During the period covered by this book, Russia still used the Ju-
lian calendar instead of the Gregorian calendar employed in the West. As
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a result, a particular day was dated thirteen days earlier in Russia than in
the rest of Europe. The German declaration of war on Russia took place
on 1 August 1914 for the Germans, but on 19 July 1914 for the Russians.
Russia’s 1917 February Revolution took place, from the Western point of
view, in March, and its October Revolution in November. At the beginning
of 1918, Lenin’s government switched Russia to the Gregorian calendar,
to the enormous relief of historians of Russia and the Soviet Union. The dis-
crepancy caused great headaches for diplomats and generals of the time,
and does for scholars and readers now. Since this book is intended for gen-
eral readers, likely to be far more familiar with events in the West, I have
rendered all dates according to the Western Gregorian calendar (New Style)
rather than the Russian Julian calendar (Old Style). 

Place names in the part of the world covered by this book are notori-
ously difficult. The city of L’viv in present-day Ukraine has been also
known as L’vov (Russian), Lwów (Polish), and Lemberg (German). Sibiu
in Romania has also been called Hermannstadt (German) and Nagyszeben
(Hungarian). I have generally used the present-day name of a particular
place, except where that would be blatantly anachronistic. In cases where
the English name of a place is well established, I have used that instead
(Warsaw instead of Warszawa). My use of place names is not intended to
imply any judgment on the validity of territorial claims by any group or
government; the index indicates alternative names.

Finally, some military terminology. The hierarchy of increasingly larger
military units, from platoon to company to battalion to regiment to brigade
to division to corps, is relatively uncomplicated. “Army” is an ambiguous
term. It can mean the armed forces of a state generally, as “the Russian
army” or “the German army,” but also a specific subunit of a country’s
armed forces comprising two or more corps, as “the Russian Second Army”
or “the German Eleventh Army.” For levels above that, the Germans used
the term Heeresgruppe, “Army Group,” to refer to the largest formation of
more than one army. The Russians used the term “Front” to express the
same idea. Thus, the Russians opened World War I with two Fronts: the
Northwestern and Southwestern, each comprised of several numbered
armies. The Germans also used the term Armeegruppe for an ad hoc orga -
nization assembled for a particular mission and often referred to by its
commander’s name, as for example Armeegruppe Gallwitz. 
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Although this book will focus on Russia’s military experience in World War
I, the war’s origins are important to establish necessary context. Library
shelves bend under the weight of books on the causes of the First World
War. During the war, governments published selections from their diplo-
matic archives to demonstrate that the fault lay with their enemies, and the
struggle over assigning blame has never ceased. For many years after the
war, the predominant attitude among historians was to blame all partici-
pants (which, in effect, blamed no participants) for the creation of an in-
ternational system pregnant with the danger of war, for their clumsy han-
dling of prewar crises, and for underestimating the devastation war would
bring: the war was a mistake, rather than deliberate policy. All along,
though, a substantial minority of scholars saw primary responsibility as
lying with Germany. During the 1960s, the pioneering West German his-
torian Fritz Fischer argued in a pair of books that Germany had indeed en-
gineered war in 1914. Ever since Fischer, a basic consensus among histori-
ans has agreed that all the powers regarded war as a legitimate feature of
the international system, but that in 1914 only Germany and Austria-
Hungary were willing to provoke a limited war and risk a general war to
achieve their ends. No other great power wanted war in 1914: Great Britain
was satisfied, France was too uncertain of its prospects against Germany,
and Russia saw its military potential growing with every year that passed.
Austria-Hungary, on the other hand, was conscious of the danger it faced
from Slavic nationalism in the Balkans, and saw a war to crush Serbia as
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preferable to disintegration, even if that risked general war. Every year
made Austria’s relative position worse, and immediate war as a solution
more attractive. Germany likewise saw the passage of time increasing
Russian power and closing the window within which Germany might
achieve European domination.1

This book accepts the consensus that Germany and Austria-Hungary
bore primary responsibility for the war, but the way the world looked from
St. Petersburg is worth reviewing: how it was that Russia came to fight in
1914. The quest for roots of the First World War can be pushed back end-
lessly into the past, but discussion here will focus on three key elements:
the alliance system that structured international relations in 1914, the con-
crete grievances and policy goals that fueled international rivalries, and fi-
nally the 1914 July crisis that brought war.2

ALLIANCE SYSTEMS

European politics in 1914 were structured but not determined by two com-
peting alliance systems. The older and more formal was the Triple Alliance.
When Prussian chancellor (i.e., prime minister) Otto von Bismarck engi-
neered the wars of German unification—against Denmark in 1864, Austria-
Hungary in 1867, and finally France in 1870–1871—his policies forged the
fragmented petty states of Germany into one empire under Prussian lead-
ership, but guaranteed enduring Franco-German hostility. Relatively mild
terms for Austria-Hungary meant that the Habsburgs became German al-
lies in short order after their 1867 defeat. After Bismarck won the Franco-
Prussian War of 1870–1871, however, the peace he imposed on France pro-
vided grounds for forty years of enmity by seizure of the provinces of
Alsace and Lorraine.3

Once Germany was unified, Bismarck regarded his state as a satisfied
power, and his priority was to prevent France from finding allies to undo
the settlement of 1871. Bismarck’s lack of colonial or naval ambitions meant
that the British had no cause for opposition to Germany. Bismarck used
shared commitment to political conservatism to bind Russia and Austria-
Hungary to Germany as well. This ideological consensus became formal in
1873 as the Three Emperors’ League, a vague commitment to solidarity
among monarchies. Bismarck moved to establish more lasting connections
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with Austria and Russia to lock out the French. Prior to serving as chan-
cellor, Bismarck had been ambassador to Russia and so had a well-
 developed sense of Russia’s potential power. He played on Habsburg fear
of Russia to win Austria-Hungary to a Dual Alliance in 1879, expanding
this into the Triple Alliance with the addition of Italy in 1882. As soon as
Bismarck attached Germany to Austria, however, he took steps to reassure
Russia and prevent any opening for a Russo-French alliance. Bismarck en-
gineered a renewed Three Emperors’ League in 1881 among the conserva-
tive Great Powers, again binding Russia to Germany and Austria. The
treaty committed its members to very little: neutrality in the event of war
with a fourth power, maintaining the status quo in the Balkans, and keep-
ing the Turkish straits closed to warships. For Germany, this closed off the
possibility of a Russo-French alliance and kept Germany from needing to
choose between the Austrians and the Russians. In 1887, Bismarck went
still further with the Reinsurance Treaty, promising Russia that Germany
would maintain neutrality unless Russia attacked Austria-Hungary, pro-
viding St. Petersburg some protection against the nightmare of fighting
alone against Germany and Austria. By staving off any temptation for Rus-
sia to ally with France, Bismarck had created a system that provided Ger-
many with remarkable security, but it depended on his skillful manage-
ment, limited objectives, and keen perception of the limitations of power.
Without Bismarck in command, German foreign policy could go awry
quickly. 

The Triple Alliance lacked any rival for a decade, until a German blun-
der created one. The aged German kaiser Wilhelm I had been tractable and
content to let Bismarck determine policy, but he died in March 1888. His
son, the liberal Frederick III, was already dying of cancer when he took the
throne, and survived only ninety-nine days. The throne then passed to
Frederick’s eldest son, Wilhelm II, who proved a disaster. Impulsive, shal-
low, and blustering, Wilhelm was not content to entrust governing to Bis-
marck nor leave intact Bismarck’s intricate system. Bismarck remarked in
1888 that “the young lord wants war with Russia, and would like to draw
his sword straight away if he could. I shall not be a party to it.”4 By March
1890, Wilhelm II had compelled Bismarck’s resignation, replacing him as
chancellor with a series of mediocrities. None had anything close to Bis-
marck’s force of personality or sense for international politics. Bismarck
had created a system that lacked the resilience to continue without him.
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Wilhelm refused to renew the Reinsurance Treaty in 1890, compelling the
Russians to look for security elsewhere.

Bismarck had inadvertently started France and Russia down the path
toward alliance by his efforts to prevent Russo-German financial entan-
glement. He had barred the use of Russian government bonds as collateral
for German state loans to Russia. Though ostensibly quite narrow in scope,
this policy’s political significance was clear: Bismarck’s government dis-
approved of financial ties with Russia, and German lending to Russia dried
up. German bondholders sold Russian securities; many were snapped up
by the French. At the same time, Russian restrictions on foreign ownership
of property alarmed German investors. The result was that Russian finance
shifted to France. From 1888 to 1890, a series of major Russian bond issues
were underwritten in Paris. This suggested official sympathy in both di-
rections and committed the French investing classes to Russian political
and military security before the creation of formal political ties.5 With fi-
nancial and diplomatic incentives both pushing for alliance, the result was
the emergence from 1891 to 1894 of the Russo-French alliance. In a series
of stages, the relationship deepened from consultation through a military
convention to a full treaty in 1894. Both parties committed to attack Ger-
many if the other was attacked. Both agreed to mobilize if any of the Triple
Alliance mobilized, with France committing 1.3 million men and Russia
800,000 to fight against Germany in the event of war.

For a decade after the creation of the Franco-Russian alliance, Europe’s
political structure remained relatively stable. But just as German blunder-
ing had driven France and Russia to cooperation, further German missteps
pushed Britain to overcome its colonial and imperial rivalries with France
and Russia. In 1898, Britain and France had nearly gone to war in the
Fashoda crisis over influence on the Upper Nile, but the French govern-
ment recognized that it needed British cooperation against Germany.
France backed down and negotiated a settlement of its African colonial dis-
putes with Britain, opening the door for future cooperation. At the same
time, Germany alienated Britain by asserting its own right to colonies and
building a substantial battleship fleet, policies that could only be directed
against British interests.

Britain and Russia had engaged in a long cold war for influence in Cen-
tral Asia, a cold war that threatened to become hot at several points over
the nineteenth century. At the beginning of the twentieth, however, both
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sides came under increasing pressure to settle their differences and con-
centrate on more pressing threats. For the British, the vulnerabilities of their
far-flung empire, when combined with the growing German threat to the
balance of power in Europe, made a settlement with Russia attractive. For
Russia, the twin disasters of defeat in the 1904–1905 Russo-Japanese War
and the resulting 1905 revolution likewise compelled a reevaluation of for-
eign policy. Even in 1903, the British government had proposed talks with
the Russians. In addition, France, seeing an opportunity to strengthen its
own position by reconciling its two allies, brokered initial steps toward an
Anglo-Russian settlement. In March 1906, British foreign secretary Edward
Grey formally proposed an entente to the Russians, seeing Anglo-French-
Russian cooperation as a guarantee against German aggression. Immedi-
ately thereafter, Aleksandr Izvol’skii took over as Russian foreign minister,
replacing the pro-German Vladimir Lamsdorf and clearing the way for the
more Anglophile Izvol’skii to pursue closer relations with Britain. Britain
had signed an alliance with Japan in 1902, so defusing the threat of an
Anglo-Japanese coalition against Russia was attractive to Russian military
planners. Negotiations culminated in a 31 August 1907 Convention of Mu-
tual Cordiality committing both sides to maintenance of the status quo
across their arc of conflict in Afghanistan and Tibet while defining spheres
of influence for each side in Iran.6

While the Anglo-Russian Convention focused on resolving conflicts in
Asia, it did remove an important stumbling block to a de facto Anglo-
French-Russian alliance in Europe. The underlying imperial tensions be-
tween Britain and Russia never went away, and pro-German and right-
wing elements in Russia never accepted the convention. Nonetheless,
Anglo-Russian tensions were reduced just enough for cooperation in Eu-
rope to last through the outbreak of war in 1914. After 1907, the British,
French, and Russians—the Triple Entente—saw themselves as having a
common interest in restraining German power.

EUROPEAN RIVALRIES

While the Triple Alliance and the much looser Triple Entente provided
some basic structure for European politics, they did not determine the
course of events. Indeed, when war broke out in 1914, Italy did not regard
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the conditions of the Triple Alliance as being met and refused to honor the
alliance. Russia remained on remarkably good terms with Germany and
Austria-Hungary for much of the period prior to 1914. Both Austria and
Russia saw the Balkans as their natural sphere of interest, and were cer-
tainly rivals for influence among the new states emerging from the slow re-
treat of the Ottoman Empire. Russia had ethnic and religious ties to the
population of the Balkans, and an abiding interest in the Turkish straits.
Russia had, for example, subsidized the Montenegrin military since 1895
in amounts running to several hundred thousand rubles each year.7

Nonetheless, in May 1897, Austria and Russia formally agreed to accept the
existing state of affairs in the Balkans, removing the most significant pos-
sible cause of conflict between them and, by implication, between Russia
and Germany. 

Russian relations with Germany were also reasonably good, though
much depended on the vicissitudes of German domestic politics. In 1894,
the German government reversed Bismarck’s policy of estrangement from
Russian markets. The tariff on Russian grain, the most important export to
Germany, was reduced despite strenuous objections from the landed Junker
nobility of East Prussia. In 1894 and 1896, Germany again encouraged the
purchase of Russian bonds, fearful of growing French domination of Rus -
sian finance. By 1904, though, a new Russo-German trade treaty raised Ger-
man tariffs on Russian imports, while the intensification of German agri-
culture made German food competitive with Russian exports in European
markets. Russian public opinion generally pushed for a harder line on Ger-
man trade as World War I approached. These trade disputes had little ef-
fect on the basic fact that the Russian and German economies were highly
complementary: Russia produced the raw materials Germany’s burgeon-
ing industrial cities demanded; German industrial goods were essential
to Russia’s economic growth. On the eve of war Germany accounted for al-
most 40 percent of Russian foreign trade; Russia accounted for 12–13 per-
cent of Germany’s much larger trade.8 Conservative elements in the Rus -
sian government often preferred semi-authoritarian Germany to republican
France, and veteran statesmen Pyotr Durnovo and Sergei Witte were un-
abashedly pro-German. In 1910–1911, the new foreign minister, Sergei
Sazonov, negotiated an accommodation with Germany permitting a Rus -
sian sphere of influence in northern Iran in return for Russian acceptance
of German railroad construction in the Ottoman Empire. German hostil-
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ity toward Russia came remarkably late—indeed, German popular fear
and animosity toward Russia seems to have developed only in spring 1914
as a result of a jingoistic press campaign.9

The moment at which Russia’s relations with the Central Powers took
a stark turn for the worse can be dated precisely: on 6 October 1908, Aus-
tria-Hungary declared its formal annexation of the former Ottoman
provinces of Bosnia and Herzegovina. This not only destroyed any Rus sian
agreement with the Austrians on the status quo in the Balkans, but demon-
strated to the Russian government that the Austrians could not be trusted
to cooperate in defending their mutual interests. The German-dominated
Triple Alliance became far more threatening. The annexation of Bosnia-
Herzegovina had a long and complex history. The Habsburg Empire had
occupied but not formally annexed Bosnia-Herzegovina in the 1870s as a
result of the crisis unleashed by a rebellion of the Christian peasants of the
Balkans against Ottoman rule in 1875. Joint European efforts to resolve the
crisis by forcing the Ottoman Turks to reform went nowhere. The tiny
states of Montenegro and Serbia declared war on the Ottomans in June
1876 and were promptly defeated. Russian public sentiment in favor of
these Orthodox Balkan Slavs grew steadily, to the point where even the
 autocratic tsar had to be mindful of his people’s wishes. In order to guar-
antee that war against the Ottomans could proceed without outside inter-
ference, Russian foreign minister Aleksandr Gorchakov cut a deal with
Austria-Hungary: In return for benevolent neutrality, he promised the
Habs burgs freedom to occupy Bosnia and Herzegovina. Thus provided
with diplomatic cover, Russia declared war on the Ottoman Empire in
April 1877. After a short but successful war, Russia had to accept limited
gains in a settlement brokered by the 1878 Congress of Berlin. Though Russia
had done the fighting, Austria-Hungary for little expenditure of blood or
treasure got what it had been promised: occupation of Bosnia-Herzegovina.
This half-measure—Austrian administration of territory still formally part
of the Ottoman Empire—proved remarkably durable.

It could not last forever. The 1877–1878 Russo-Turkish War had been part
of a long Ottoman decline, and the decay of Ottoman power in the Balkans
created a series of small national states—Greece, Montenegro, Serbia, Bul-
garia, and Romania. Serbia in particular served as a focus of nationalist sen-
timent for the South Slavs under Austrian rule. By the 1900s, the Austrian
government was looking for some way to demonstrate its power and cut
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burgeoning Balkan nationalism down to size. Franz Conrad von Hötzen-
dorf, Austrian chief of staff since 1906, was viscerally anti-Serbian and des-
perate to counter nationalist pressure on the Habsburg Empire. The new
foreign minister, Alois von Aehrenthal, was equally desperate to find some
signal victory. In Russia, Foreign Minister Izvol’skii also wanted a diplo-
matic triumph. In summer 1908, Izvol’skii and Aehrenthal devised a
scheme to satisfy them both: Russia would support Austria-Hungary’s for-
mal annexation of Bosnia-Herzegovina. In return, Austria-Hungary would
support a Russian initiative to force the Ottoman Empire to allow Rus-
sian warships to pass through the Turkish straits. Izvol’skii overlooked a
key point: Austria-Hungary already held physical possession of Bosnia-
Herzegovina, and so could present Russia and the rest of Europe’s powers
with a fait accompli.10

Thus Austria-Hungary’s 1908 declaration that it had formally annexed
Bosnia-Herzegovina left Izvol’skii in a terrible position. Russia needed co-
operation of the European powers to change the legal regime at the Turkish
straits, and no power was willing to exert itself on Russia’s behalf. Austria
already had what it wanted, and no reason to fulfill its promise to support
the Russians. His own government and public were deeply unhappy with
his game, so Izvol’skii’s protests against Austria’s preemptive annexation
could go nowhere. Russian defeat in the Russo-Japanese War of 1904–1905
meant that his government was in no position to threaten war. By spring
1909, Izvol’skii had no choice but give in to a German ultimatum threaten-
ing war unless Russia accepted Austrian annexation of Bosnia-Herzegovina
and ended the ongoing crisis. Izvol’skii’s grand bargain with Austria had
netted Russia nothing. Russian-Austrian hostility had come roaring back,
and Germany’s heavy-handed backing of its alliance partner had renewed
the Triple Entente’s concern with Kaiser Wilhelm’s ultimate aims.11

After Bosnia-Herzegovina, European politics were wrenched by a series
of successive crises. Not all involved Russia directly, but all worsened the
political atmosphere and made war increasingly thinkable as a means of
resolving the ongoing tension. France moved troops into Morocco in 1911
as a result of antiforeign demonstrations. Germany protested by sending
the gunboat Panther to Agadir, again alarming Britain and France about
German intentions. Russia was not so disturbed, as the matter was quite
distant from its own interests, and the new foreign minister, Sazonov, had
just negotiated his agreement with the Germans on spheres of interest in
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the Near East. The most important follow-on effects with regard to Russia
were indirect: the British were now squarely in agreement with the French
over alarming German designs. Confident in this backing, the French them-
selves took a more forthright line against the Triple Alliance.12

The Moroccan crisis was followed by a series of developments that had
a far more direct effect on Russia. On 29 September 1911, Italy declared war
on Ottoman Turkey and attacked Ottoman territory in North Africa. Sub-
sequently, direct Italian attacks on Ottoman islands just outside the Turk-
ish straits led the Ottoman government to close the straits, doing substan-
tial damage to Russian commerce. Taking advantage of Ottoman distress,
the small states of the Balkans attacked the remaining Ottoman possessions
in Europe in October 1912 in the First Balkan War (discussed in greater de-
tail in chapter 8). Both these conflicts showed that the complete disinte-
gration of the Ottoman Empire might take place in the very near term. Rus-
sia could not afford to let other powers seize control of Ottoman territories
in the Caucasus and astride the straits. While Russia could live with a weak
Ottoman government, the prospect of another great power throttling Rus-
sia’s commercial lifeline was completely unacceptable. When in Novem-
ber 1912 it seemed as though the Ottoman Empire was indeed on the verge
of complete destruction, the Austrians began military preparations and got
promises of support from Germany if they found themselves compelled to
step in to limit Serbian and Bulgarian gains. Tsar Nicholas was likewise
ready to fight, keeping soldiers under arms instead of discharging con-
scripts at the end of their term. Nicholas’s generals were eager to test their
strength, but the civilian members of his government insisted that Russia
could take no such steps without consulting France, the ally whose assis-
tance Russia needed for war with Germany and Austria.13 Against this
background, Kaiser Wilhelm held an infamous war council on 8 December
1912. Wilhelm met with his army and navy heads: Helmuth von Moltke
and Alfred von Tirpitz. Wilhelm declared his sense that European war was
inevitable, but his commanders demurred, arguing that the German mili-
tary was not yet ready. It is difficult to know what to make of this meet-
ing; Wilhelm’s chancellor, Theobald von Bethmann Hollweg, was not pres-
ent, and there was little concrete follow-through on the preparations
discussed. In retrospect, it seems typical of Wilhelm’s belligerent declara-
tions unmatched by actual action. It does show, however, how war had be-
come an active subject of German consideration.14
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Though war seemed near at the end of 1912, an international conference
in London brought a halt to the First Balkan War in a settlement generally
acceptable to the European powers, and an Anglo-German naval agree-
ment removed some of the tension from international affairs. Europe’s con-
tinental powers, however, continued to expand their preparations for war:
a summer 1913 German army bill provided for the expansion of Germany’s
peacetime army by 120,000 men to 800,000. France extended conscript ser -
vice from two years to three in August 1913. The Habsburgs instituted a
modest increase in their forces in October 1913. In late summer, a French
military mission led by Joseph Joffre visited Russia, and was impressed by
what it encountered. In the event of war, the French promised an offen-
sive by the eleventh day of mobilization; General Yakov Zhilinskii, speak-
ing for the Russians, made an extravagant promise of 800,000 men on the
German frontier by the fifteenth day of mobilization. Both sides were clear
on the importance of each taking the offensive against Germany to prevent
the Germans from concentrating on either one individually.15

THE JULY CRISIS

The steadily growing European tension finally exploded into war in sum-
mer 1914. In order to understand the precise nature of the July Crisis, and
why Germany and Austria were so frantic to force it toward either war or
acceptance of German dominance, it is necessary first to look at German
and Austrian war planning, and the implications of that planning for diplo-
macy. In keeping with this book’s theme of contingency, it is too easy to see
Germany’s Schlieffen Plan as dictated by remorseless logic: that, suppos-
edly, Germany had to destroy one of its continental enemies to avoid a two-
front war. Since geography made France more liable to rapid destruction,
and Russia was slow to mobilize, all available German forces had to be
thrown against France in a furious offensive. While this logic seems com-
pelling, it was not self-evident to the planners of the Triple Alliance. Hel-
muth von Moltke the Elder, chief of the German General Staff until 1888,
and his Austrian counterpart Friedrich von Beck had planned that Ger-
many would stay on the defensive against France in the west, counterat-
tacking there as opportunity presented. At the same time, Austria and Ger-
many would cooperate in a joint offensive against Russia. Although
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Moltke’s thinking did fluctuate over time, his basic principles remained the
same: Germany was incapable of defending the eastern frontier against
Russia and simultaneously concentrating the force necessary for victory
against France. Concentrating against Russia and remaining on the defen-
sive against France offered, he believed, the best chance of success. His con-
cept was a giant pincer attack, launched from German East Prussia and
Austrian Galicia to cut off the Polish salient and all Russian troops de-
ployed there.16

Unfortunately for German-Austrian coordination, Moltke and Beck’s ex-
cellent working relationship was not maintained. German strategic think-
ing fundamentally changed after Moltke’s retirement in 1888; Austria’s did
not. After a brief interval under Alfred von Waldersee, Alfred von Schlief-
fen became chief of the German General Staff in 1891, and he held that of-
fice until 1906. Even after retirement, the force of his personality dominated
German military thinking. His successor, Helmuth von Moltke the Younger
(nephew of the elder Moltke) maintained Schlieffen’s basic conceptions
about the fundamentals of German strategy, though details necessarily
changed with time and circumstances. Schlieffen engineered a strategic vi-
sion fundamentally opposed to his predecessor’s conception. Believing a
concentration against Russia to be a doomed push into unending space
with little hope of quick victory, Schlieffen instead planned a rapid wheel-
ing attack on France, leaving the Alsace-Lorraine frontier thinly guarded
in order to allow a massive German force to move through Belgium and
descend on Paris and the French armies from the north. A vigorous schol-
arly debate, albeit too often mired in technicalities, has emerged around the
precise nature of the Schlieffen Plan, but the general outlines of Schlieffen’s
thinking are clear. His successive war plans shifted the focus of Germany’s
war effort to the west and reduced German commitment to the east. Schlie -
ffen’s final Denkschrift of December 1905 envisaged seven German armies
fighting on the Western Front, five of which would pass through Belgium,
then turn south to descend on Paris from the north and pin France’s armies
against the German frontier. While successive iterations of the German plan
altered Schlieffen’s conception in points of detail—how far west to swing
in driving south to Paris, whether the westernmost German armies should
pass west or east of Paris, whether to use Dutch territory for the passage of
German troops, the relative balance of strength between the German forces
passing through Belgium and those holding the German frontier—
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Schlieffen’s 1905 conception matched in its essentials what German armies
actually did in 1914.17

Schlieffen’s plan, and the younger Moltke’s preparations to carry it out,
had a number of fundamental flaws. In order to provide the necessary
space for the German forces to push west before moving south, the plan re-
quired the violation of Belgian territory, regardless of whether Belgium was
a party to any Franco-German war. It placed enormous time pressure on
German policymakers. Statesmen could not afford to temporize in a cri-
sis, since the plan’s success depended on Germany’s advantage in speed
of mobilization over Russia. German troops on the Western Front would
have little margin for error. Should Russia mobilize and deploy troops to
Germany’s eastern frontier before the start of hostilities, Germany would
be defenseless. Confusion, exhaustion, or delay would mean failure at Paris
and result in the two-front war that German planners dreaded. The Schlie -
ffen Plan presumed Russian weakness and passivity: a reasonable as-
sumption in 1905 as a result of the Russo-Japanese War, but not in 1913. De-
spite the undoubted fact of improving Russian mobilization performance,
the German response was not to rethink Schlieffen’s strategy, but instead
to reemphasize speed. In April 1913, the German military abandoned its
secondary plans for an attack on Russia instead of France and committed
wholeheartedly to a western attack: the German plan in 1913–1914 sent
seventy divisions against France and nine against Russia.18

The more fundamental issue for German policy and planning was the
lack of effective coordination. Within the army, the General Staff created
war plans, but the War Ministry built the forces to implement that plan.
The navy was its own institution entirely, and the chancellor, the head of
government, had authority over neither. The sole mechanism for coordi-
nation of military, naval, and foreign policy lay with the German emperor,
Kaiser Wilhelm II, but he was utterly incapable of playing that role. Mer-
curial, hysterical, convinced of his own military talents but incapable of
deep thinking, he lacked the maturity and judgment necessary to bring to-
gether the various strands of German policy and formulate a rational grand
strategy that balanced German ends and means.

Considered from the point of view of the Eastern Front, the Schlieffen
Plan’s chief flaw was that its details were deliberately hidden from the Aus-
trian government. Schlieffen and Beck got on badly at their first meeting in
1891, and matters went downhill from there. The two allied governments
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conducted no serious staff talks from 1896 to 1909. Misled in part by Schlie -
ffen’s deliberate obfuscation and in part by wishful thinking, Austria con-
tinued to count on a substantial German offensive out of East Prussia to
complement its own offensive from Galicia. When Conrad and Moltke the
Younger became Austrian and German chiefs of staff in 1906, relations got
no better. Conrad and Moltke finally resumed an exchange of information
in early 1909, but Moltke deliberately misled Conrad into thinking that
Germany planned a commitment of forty-five divisions to its eastern fron-
tier and an early offensive into Russia, a far cry from the skeleton force
screening East Prussia that Moltke actually envisaged. Moltke needed an
Austrian offensive to help protect a weakly defended East Prussia, and
lying to Conrad about a German offensive was the best way to achieve that.
Conrad did little better, suggesting to Moltke that Austria’s priority was an
offensive against Russia and concealing Conrad’s actual prioritization of
the fight against Serbia.19

On 28 June 1914, amid growing tension and expanding militaries, Arch-
duke Franz Ferdinand, heir to the Habsburg throne, was shot to death in
Sarajevo along with his wife by Gavrilo Princip, a young Serbian nation-
alist.20 The event was highly symbolic: Sarajevo was the heart of Bosnia-
Herzegovina, inhabited almost entirely by Slavs (whether Orthodox Serbs,
Catholic Croats, or Muslims). The 1908 annexation had put a substantial
population of South Slavs under the rule of the German and Hungarian-
dominated Habsburg Empire. The small but ambitious state of Serbia saw
itself as the natural leader of the Slavs of the Balkans, and Franz Ferdi-
nand’s visit took place on the anniversary of the 1389 battle of Kosovo
Field, which had destroyed the medieval Serbian kingdom. The Austrian
investigation quickly uncovered connections between Princip, his fellow
conspirators, and ultranationalists in the Serbian government and army.

The Austro-Hungarian government’s response to the assassination was
carefully calculated. Franz Ferdinand had been an abrupt and harsh man,
whose most attractive characteristic had been his affection for the wife who
died with him. He had not been personally popular with the Austrian and
Hungarian ruling classes, who found his manner off-putting and his inter-
est in improving the status of the Habsburg Empire’s Slavs to be dangerous.
His uncle, the Emperor Franz Joseph, had not liked him. Still, his assassi-
nation could not go unpunished, particularly when the event could be used
to cut the troublesome Serbian kingdom down to size. The governing elites
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of Austria-Hungary were almost entirely united on the need to discipline
Serbia, with István Tisza, prime minister of the Hungarian half of the em-
pire, the only prominent voice for restraint. For the rest, the universal Eu-
ropean horror at the killings made the moment especially opportune. Chief
of Staff Conrad was especially vociferous in pushing for war. The only ques-
tion was how precisely to act. A short glorious war against Serbia would
be ideal. Quick action might humiliate Serbia, wreck its prestige, and end
its appeal as a nucleus for Slav nationalism in the Balkans, thereby reinvig-
orating the moribund Habsburg Empire, but quick action was impossible.
Though the Serbian army was tough and experienced, the Austrians could
feel confident in their ability to gain victory in a one-on-one struggle. The
Serbian capital, Belgrade, lay just across the Danube River, in reach of Aus-
trian artillery, and the Serbian army was dwarfed by the Austrian. 

Serbia was unlikely to fight alone, however, so Austria needed assis-
tance. Though Serbia was separated from Russia by 600 kilometers of Aus-
trian territory, Austria had an 800-kilometer frontier with Russia. Russia
shared both ethnic (Slavic heritage) and religious (Orthodox Christian) con-
nections with Serbia, as well as geopolitical interests. The Russian Empire
saw the Balkans as its natural sphere of influence, and any increase in Aus-
trian power and prestige was necessarily damaging to Russia. For any hope
of victory, therefore, Austria needed German backing. German support
might overawe the Russians and thereby prevent a wider war, keeping any
conflict localized to Austrian disciplinary action against Serbia. If a larger
war came nonetheless, an Austro-German coalition should easily deal with
Russia. The Austrians were, however, unaware that Germany had no plan
for a war against Russia alone; for Germany, war automatically meant war
against Russia and France.

An Austrian delegation presented the case for harsh measures to Ger-
many on 5 July. Kaiser Wilhelm here displayed the unstable personality
that made him such a pernicious influence. Though he would waver at the
moment of actual bloodshed, he was a great supporter of war in the ab-
stract. He enthusiastically endorsed the Austrian plan, and gave his ab-
solute commitment to stand by the Habsburg Empire. Wilhelm’s affection
for dramatic gestures meant that he neglected to think through the impli-
cations of Germany’s France-centered war plan, and the necessary two-
front war that would accompany it. Wilhelm did stress the importance of
quick action, something the hidebound Habsburg government was utterly

THE ORIGINS OF RUSSIA’S FIRST WORLD WAR 27

Stone_The Russian Army in the Great War  5/19/15  9:43 AM  Page 27



incapable of managing. Though Wilhelm was not thinking things through,
his military and political elites were. They saw a local war as clearly posi-
tive, and were willing to risk a more general war. German chances were
reasonably good, particularly if Britain remained aloof.21

Only on 23 July, more than two weeks after Germany’s assurances of un-
conditional support, did the Austrian ambassador finally present Serbia a
list of demands deliberately designed to be unacceptable. It took that long
to convert waverers inside Austria-Hungary, allow soldiers on leave for the
harvest to return to their units, and wait on France’s President Raymond
Poincaré and Prime Minister René Viviani to end a state visit to St. Peters-
burg. Their return to France by ship would make effective Russo-French
consultation more difficult. Not least, Conrad, who had been eager for war
for years, found he needed time to prepare for mobilization. While all Aus-
tria’s reasons for delay were rational, they meant almost a month had
passed after the assassination, allowing passions to cool and sympathy for
Austria to ebb away. The passage of time had led European governments
to consider that danger had passed. Generals, diplomats, and monarchs left
on their summer vacations. Indeed, Radomir Putnik, the Serbian army’s
chief of staff, spent the month of July at an Austrian spa.

The Austrian ultimatum, requiring complete acceptance within forty-
eight hours, included demands for the dissolution of Serbian nationalist
organizations, arrest of individuals connected with the assassination, a halt
to anti-Austrian propaganda, and the participation of Austrian investiga-
tors on Serbian soil. Sazonov, on reading it, declared “this means European
war,” and correctly saw it as formulated in collaboration with Germany.
Tsar Nicholas was less exercised, trusting in German good will and re-
maining largely detached. The Russian Council of Ministers met on 24 and
25 July, and agreed to back Serbia. As the ministers saw it, Germany and
Austria clearly intended to shut Russia out of the Balkans, and Russian
public opinion would abide neither Russian weakness nor abandonment
of the Serbs. Vladimir Kokovtsov, generally an advocate for peace, had
been dismissed as prime minister in early 1914 and was no longer present
to counsel restraint. On 25 July, after private Serbian conversations with the
Russian government, and a Russian declaration that it would not remain
indifferent to Serbia’s fate, the Serbs mobilized their army and at the same
time tried to parry the Austrian ultimatum by accepting most of its de-
mands. Serbia’s carefully calculated response agreed to most Austrian con-
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ditions, but rejected the most intrusive violations of Serbian sovereignty.
Austria wanted either full submission or war, and so rejected the Serbian
response and broke relations on 25 July, declaring war on 28 July. A local
war had now begun; general war in Europe was imminent. 

The prospect of general war finally produced frantic efforts to contain
the conflict. Britain, distant from continental disputes, tried to broker a set-
tlement. Kaiser Wilhelm, who had stoked the fires of European conflict
with belligerent rhetoric, was now troubled by doubts and second
thoughts. Germany attempted to urge restraint on Austria with the option
of a “halt in Belgrade” that would limit the scale of the conflict, but that ef-
fort was doomed. Austrian war plans massed troops on Serbia’s western
border, not on the northern frontier opposite Belgrade. The option of cap-
turing Belgrade alone was thus a nonstarter. Confused responses to the
Austrian ultimatum and subsequent declaration of war made the situation
even worse. Britain and Russia, for example, were working at cross-
 purposes: Britain was attempting to broker a settlement short of European
war, but Sazonov wanted the British to be more confrontational with the
Germans to warn Berlin away from war. Others, including Moltke and
Conrad, desperately wanted a war and did all they could to accelerate it.
Moltke declared on 26 July 1914 that “we shall never again strike as well
as we do now.”22

After Austria-Hungary declared war on Serbia on 28 July and bom-
barded its capital, Belgrade, the next day, the key decisions now lay with
Russia: acquiesce in an Austrian war against Serbia, or mobilize to protect
Serbia and risk a wider war with Germany. For reasons of both national
prestige and domestic politics, Russia’s policymakers believed they could
not stand aside. As early as 6 July, Foreign Minister Sazonov had warned
the Austrians and Germans alike that Russia had an interest in Serbia’s fate.
Tsar Nicholas responded to the Austrian ultimatum by ordering prepara-
tions for mobilization, but not yet mobilization itself. Though committed
to the defense of Serbia, Nicholas believed that it might yet be possible to
avoid a wider war. He approved general Russian mobilization, then re-
considered and canceled mobilization based in part on advice from
Sazonov and in part from a plea from his cousin Kaiser Wilhelm. Nicholas
then ordered a partial mobilization starting the morning of 29 July, but only
for those military districts facing Austria. Nicholas hoped that this self-
 limitation would encourage in return German restraint by making it clear
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that Nicholas saw the crisis as a local Balkan matter. By this logic, Austria
would find itself standing alone against Russia and moderate its position,
and if not, would fight Russia alone and lose.

Nicholas, though a decent man and devoted to his family and his sense
of duty, has a well-earned reputation for fecklessness. His actions here
demonstrate his profound lack of understanding of international politics.
Purely on technical grounds, Russia’s mobilization experts were aghast at
the thought of partial mobilization. Russia had only one plan for mobi-
lization. Anything less would hopelessly disrupt Russian preparations and
leave Russia helpless in the event of war with Germany. More significantly,
a Russian war against Austria alone could not resolve Germany’s essential
problem. If Austria-Hungary backed down, its internal political problems
and the growth of South Slav nationalism would quickly become entirely
unmanageable. If instead Austria-Hungary fought Russia alone, it would
lose and face the same fate. In either case, Germany would be left alone
against the Franco-Russian alliance and have to accept a permanent end to
its goal of European hegemony. As a result, any Russian mobilization put
the German government in a difficult position. Whether Russian mobi-
lization was full or partial, Germany had no choice but either to fight or
to accept second-class status in Europe. On 30 July, Nicholas was subjected
to sustained arguments from Foreign Minister Sazonov, War Minister
Vladimir Sukhomlinov, and the army chief of staff Nikolai Yanushkevich,
all of whom agreed he had no choice but to proceed to full mobilization.
By that afternoon, Nicholas was finally convinced and agreed. Orders to
begin mobilization the next day went out immediately; Sazonov joked that
Yanushkevich should smash his telephone to prevent the tsar from chang-
ing his mind yet again.

This was a fateful and momentous step, immediately posing a number
of key questions for the Germans and Austrians. With their war plans con-
tingent on their time advantage over slow Russian mobilization, each pass-
ing day that Russian peasants gathered at their assembly points and
boarded trains to the frontier whittled away at the Central Powers’ already
precarious military advantage. German plans left Germany’s eastern bor-
der essentially undefended. If fighting began with 5 million Russian sol-
diers already on the frontier, Berlin would come under immediate threat
with the bulk of the German army embroiled in Belgium and France. Ger-
many’s only hope was immediate war. 
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The remaining steps unfolded almost automatically, since the nature of
German war plans required war as soon as serious danger arose. On 31
July, the Austrians moved to full mobilization and Germany demanded
Russia cease all military preparations. Berlin likewise demanded that
France promise neutrality in the coming conflict. The French were bound
by alliance to Russia, and in any event saw little appeal in a Europe where
they stood by while Germany and Austria-Hungary crushed their most im-
portant ally. France proceeded with mobilization. The German war plan,
dependent on time, required swift action. German troops moved into Lux-
embourg on the night of August 1 to seize necessary railroads, and that
same evening the German ambassador presented a declaration of war in
St. Petersburg. German troops crossed the French border on 2 August, and
Britain declared war on Germany on 4 August. The First World War had
begun.
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The Russian army that marched to war looked much like the armies of the
other continental powers. They were all based on conscripting large num-
bers of young men for relatively short service before discharging them into
reserves to be mobilized back into the army in the event of war. As a result,
peacetime strength grew by three to five times when war began and re-
servists were called up. Their organization—from small platoons and com-
panies up through larger formations of battalions, regiments, divisions,
corps, and finally armies—was essentially the same. The basic fighting for-
mation was the infantry division of 15–20,000 men, dominated by riflemen,
whose firepower was supplemented by grenades, machine guns, mortars,
and artillery in increasing quantity over the war. Precise figures for total
peacetime strength and wartime mobilized strength vary for all the com-
batants, depending on how such paramilitary forces as border guards or
militarized police are counted. In approximate terms, though, the relative
strength of the European powers is clear. France and Germany were ap-
proximately equal in peacetime strength at about 800,000 men each. At mo-
bilization, the French army amounted to a little under 4 million men, the
German to a little over. Austria-Hungary had a peacetime army of 450,000,
expanding to 2.5–3 million on mobilization. The British army was an out-
lier. A volunteer, long-service professional force, it benefited from regular
experience in colonial warfare and excellent rifle marksmanship, but was
short on artillery and machine guns and smaller than other European
armies, sending only six divisions to the continent at the outbreak of war.1

2

The Russian Army
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The Russian army differed in two key ways from its European counter-
parts: it had much more cavalry, and it was by far the largest peacetime
army in Europe: 1.4 million men and over 40,000 officers. At mobilization,
it grew to 4.5 million men and doubled the size of its officer corps. Euro-
pean military thinking prior to World War I had focused on the implica-
tions of the Russian steamroller: the capacity of Russia’s reserves of man-
power to crush all potential resistance. As measured crudely by peacetime
strength, there was some justice to this: Russia’s 1.4 million men outnum-
bered Germany’s 800,000 and Austria’s 450,000 combined, even leaving
aside Russia’s ally France. Russia’s 170 million people dwarfed Germany
(68 million) and Austria-Hungary (51 million). These raw figures con-
cealed, however, factors that meant Russia’s real advantage was not nearly
so impressive. Russia’s high peacetime strength reflected the need for sub-
stantial domestic policing, as well as the country’s extended frontiers. This
mandated a substantial military presence in the Caucasus against the Ot-
toman Empire and the Far East against Japan. Russia’s vast internal dis-
tances and sparse railroad network compelled a greater commitment to
standing forces instead of reserves. 

In terms of its basic element—the individual rifleman—the Russian Em-
pire was blessed and cursed by its reliance on the Russian peasant. When
historians look at Russian soldiers, they are almost compelled to see them
as a mass, not as individuals. Eighty-five percent of them were peasants,
in keeping with their share of the Russian population, and as a result many
were illiterate. Even those who could read and write often did so at a rudi-
mentary level. A third of the 1913 call-up and as much as 61 percent of the
wartime draft were illiterate, compared to less than 1 percent in the Ger-
man army. While the Russian army did much to teach basic literacy to its
soldiers, these efforts could only partly rectify the deep lack of familiarity
with modern, mechanized life that those levels of literacy represented. The
Russian army had long experience in teaching illiterate recruits to march
and shoot, but the new warfare of artillery, machine guns, radios, and rail-
roads put a premium on an educated soldiery. Rushed wartime training
provided relatively little time to acculturate peasants to military norms.
Peasant soldiers swung their bayonets like pitchforks, instead of thrust-
ing with them, and were particularly horrified by war’s technological as-
pects, including artillery bombardment and airplanes. They died in the mil-
lions, and those who survived were not literate enough to record their
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experiences. Those who could have done so found that postwar Russian
society, caught up in the creation of a new communist state, had little in-
terest in their accounts of the war.2

The damage caused by low levels of education went beyond technical
competence. Universal primary education in Western Europe had incul-
cated a common sense of national identity. While continuing class, regional,
and religious differences might weaken that identity, the sense of common
purpose was far beyond what Russia could manage. Russia was a multi-
national empire, not a nation-state, and Russian peasants had less sense
of national identity. They had some awareness of events on a national scale,
not simply local developments, and their loyalty to the Romanov dynasty
and the Russian state was real, at least early in the war. This sense of be-
longing, however, and in particular the motivation to translate it into ac-
tion, was far weaker than in Western Europe and would prove insufficient
to overcome the burdens imposed by defeat after defeat.3

Russians made their way into the army through an extensive system of
conscription. It had originated in the Great Reforms of Tsar Alexander II,
who ruled from 1855 to 1881. Prior to Alexander, the Russian army had
been manned primarily by peasants pulled from their villages for essen-
tially lifetime service. In other words, a small proportion of men did long-
term service. The rigors of army life meant that survival through a typical
twenty-five-year term was hardly assured. This system had real draw-
backs: with most soldiers serving for decades, Russia lacked a large pool
of trained reservists who could be pulled back into uniform in the event
of war. It was thus expensive and inflexible. Implemented by War Minis-
ter Dmitrii Miliutin in 1874, Russia’s new system entailed a large propor-
tion of men doing short-term service. The term of active service was ini-
tially set at six years, though deferments and exemptions generally cut that
substantially. In 1906, army service for conscripts was set at three years ac-
tive duty and fifteen years in the reserves for infantry and field artillery,
and four years active and thirteen years reserve for other branches. Upon
discharge, those veterans formed a reserve of trained manpower that could
be mobilized in the event of war, divided into two groups—younger, more
fit veterans as a reserve for frontline units and a second reserve of older
veterans for service outside the front lines. A final group, the militia
(opolchenie) consisted of those aged twenty-one to forty-three who had ei-
ther avoided active service through deferments or older veterans who had
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completed their term in the reserves. This militia was not much better
suited for wartime service than entirely raw recruits, and was intended at
best for rear-area garrison duties.4

In principle, the 1874 conscription system aimed at a universal obliga-
tion, but in practice huge numbers of young men were excused from active
duty. Russia’s administrative and economic lag behind the more-developed
powers meant that a smaller fraction of Russian manpower could be ex-
tracted from society, trained to fight, and sent to the front. Though all con-
tinental powers ostensibly practiced universal service, a host of exemptions
and deferrals undermined this principle. Only some fraction of the cohort
of young men reaching service age in any particular year were called to ac-
tive duty and thereafter to reserve service and potential wartime call-up.
Russia had neither the capacity nor the desire to employ its full yearly co-
hort of young men reaching age twenty-one. The state’s budget could not
afford to feed and clothe them all, and the army lacked the infrastructure
to train and manage them. While other European states primarily provided
for exemptions on health grounds, Russia instead was quite liberal in re-
leasing men from service as a result of family circumstances, such as being
the sole able-bodied male. Almost half the yearly cohort was excused from
service on grounds of family circumstance. On the eve of war, the Russian
Empire attempted to extract more manpower. A law of 6 July 1912 nar-
rowed the scope of exemptions and deferments on family and professional
grounds, and increased the annual call-up to 450,000 men.5

Ethnicity also excused young men from the draft. The many nationali-
ties of Russia’s southern and eastern frontiers, far from St. Petersburg and
Moscow in geographic, religious, and cultural terms, fit poorly into uni-
versal service and required substantial flexibility from the Russian state.
Finns, in keeping with Finland’s autonomous status, did not serve as con-
scripts in the Russian Army but in their own small formations. Mennon-
ites, whose ancestors had immigrated from Germany under Catherine the
Great, enjoyed a grant of perpetual immunity from conscription. Jews were
not exempted from service but faced substantial restrictions on their re-
sponsibilities and possibilities for promotion. More significantly, the no-
madic Muslim populations of Central Asia were not drafted, unlike other
Russian Muslims, who were hailed for their martial qualities. As a result,
Muslims served in numbers far below their proportion in the population.6

Russia’s complex ethnic geography, with less than half the population
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of the empire ethnically Russian, dictated a complex system of nonterrito-
rial service. The regime simply could not risk letting soldiers serve in large
numbers close to their homes, since ethnic Russians lived far from the bor-
ders, and the borderlands were populated by peoples of dubious political
reliability. In addition, the ever-present threat of rebellion made it essential
that soldiers garrisoned in a particular region not feel affinity with the local
population. Soldiers generally served with other conscripts from their
home district, but in a far distant region. Particular units would year after
year draw their soldiers from specific feeder provinces. Typically, a for-
mation would draw from a number of different regions to ensure that non-
Russian minorities were diluted by a sufficient number of recruits from
East Slavic populations. The 128th Starooskol’skii infantry regiment on
Russia’s southwestern border, for example, pulled its recruits from Kursk,
Orenburg, Poltava, and Warsaw. As a rule, military units in the late tsarist
empire were at least 75 percent East Slavs (Russians, Ukrainians, or Be-
larusians). In Russia’s Polish provinces, military units were overwhelm-
ingly Russian, while Polish conscripts were not to exceed 20 percent of the
manpower in the units outside Poland to which they were sent. In the po-
litically restive Warsaw military district, over 99 percent of recruits did their
service elsewhere. Though in 1910 the system was adjusted to increase the
number of recruits serving near their home, its overall principles remained
the same.7

The social and national exemptions, combined with Russia’s relative in-
ability to track and catalog its vast population, meant the Russian state was
far less efficient in extracting military manpower than its European rivals.
In France, obsessed with Germany’s larger population, the proportion of
eligible youth inducted reached 84 percent in 1913. In Germany, by con-
trast, it was 53 percent, 29 percent in Austria, and only 20 percent in Rus-
sia. Russia’s peacetime army contained just under 2 percent of its male pop-
ulation, roughly half the norm for France or Germany. Russia’s large and
illiterate population, in combination with underdeveloped administration
in the countryside, meant that opolchenie who had been altogether excused
from military service at age twenty-one were difficult to find and conscript
when the regime needed additional manpower. This had fateful conse-
quences during the war.8

Once in the army, Russian soldiers were well-equipped and -fed. At the
most fundamental level, they ate better as soldiers than they had as peas-
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ants. The average Russian peasant ate perhaps a half-pound of meat a
week, while Russian soldiers received well over two pounds. Forty percent
of new conscripts reported that their first regular consumption of meat
came upon joining the army. During the war, Germans and Austrians
found Russian prisoners generally in good shape, and soldiers had enough
food to send excess to their families at home. The fundamental dynamic
over the war, though, was the steady reduction of meat, and the gradual
replacement of fresh meat by salted. The relatively large meat ration meant
that when massive numbers of peasants were inducted into the army, mil-
itary demands swelled to unsustainable levels. By 1915, the army’s con-
sumption of meat amounted to 60 percent of Russia’s total prewar con-
sumption. In 1916, demand was 3.6 million pounds of meat per day.9

Russian soldiers also possessed quality equipment. Their rifle, the
7.62mm Mosin-Nagant (1891 model) was certainly up to European stan-
dards. The basic machine gun was the venerable Maxim gun in its 1910
variant, and Russia went to war with about 4,000 machine guns in its ar-
senal. The Russian army also had fine artillery. The basic field gun was a
76mm 1902 model, only slightly inferior in rate of fire to the French 75mm
gun that set the world standard. Russia’s arsenal included a 1910 Schnei-
der 107mm field gun, a 1909 Krupp 122mm howitzer, a 1910 Schneider
122mm field gun, and a 1910 Schneider 152mm howitzer. The Soviet Union
continued to use all those systems through the interwar period and in some
cases through the Second World War. The Russian army did still have some
outdated systems lacking gun shields or mechanisms to minimize recoil,
including a trio of 1877 Krupp designs. In comparative terms, though, the
Russian army’s problem was not the quality of the systems it used, but
their quantity and particularly their type: at the outbreak of war, it had
6,200 76mm field guns, suitable for use against troops in open ground. It
was less well supplied with mortars and heavy artillery, systems better
suited to trench warfare and the destruction of fortifications and en-
trenchments. Frontline units had only 750 107mm, 122mm, and 152mm
guns in 1914. All the warring powers were short on howitzers and heavy
artillery for trench warfare, but Russia adapted more slowly than its op-
ponents once the need for specialized artillery became apparent.10

The Russian army fought in 1914 with tactics and training that were also
in line with the standards of the time, and even gave some regard to the
menace of modern firepower. No other European great power matched
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Russia’s experience in the Russo-Japanese War of maneuvering large for-
mations in an environment dominated by machine guns and artillery. In
the wake of the Russo-Japanese War, the Russian military recognized that
its doctrine had to change. Even with this experience, though, the Russians
had not yet fully grasped the lethality of the modern battlefield. Ongoing
debate meant that a new field service manual was not available until spring
1912. This new manual emphasized the importance of offensive action and
frontal assault, despite the growth in firepower that had made the battles
in Manchuria so deadly. The model of infantry battle in the 1912 manual
was of infantry moving forward in small groups under the cover of ar-
tillery, machine gun, and rifle fire to assemble at a final assault line 150 me-
ters from the enemy position. After sufficient fire by supporting units, an
infantry assault with the bayonet would take the objective. That said, the
manual was not blindly subservient to the frontal assault. Russian doctrine
emphasized the need for fire and movement, combining frontal attacks to
fix an enemy in place with simultaneous envelopments or flanking ma-
neuvers to complete the destruction of the enemy. The manual instructed
commanders to respect the power of modern weaponry, minimizing troop
movement in the open and maximizing the use of suppressive fire by
 artillery, machine guns, and rifles, while taking maximum advantage of
dispersion and terrain to reduce losses from defensive fire. Indeed, the Rus -
sian high command held before World War I that “attack against a well-
organized defensive position is hopeless.”11

The 1912 field manual was supplemented on the eve of war by a Feb-
ruary 1914 “Instruction for Infantry Action in Battle.” Continuing the em-
phasis on suppressing enemy positions by fire before storming them with
the bayonet, the manual also emphasized initiative, flexibility, and indi-
vidual judgment by small-unit commanders. Infantry attacks were to be
carried out not by dense columns of infantry, but instead by what the Rus-
sians termed “chains,” with individual infantrymen separated by two to
five paces. Frontal assaults on defensive positions had to accompanied by
flank attacks, and units had to remain dispersed. The 1914 manual, for ex-
ample, set the frontage of a divisional attack at 6–9 kilometers, compared
to a much narrower (and hence more dense) 3-kilometer frontage in the
1912 manual. Like earlier Russian manuals, this final 1914 instruction en-
visaged a battle divided into stages: an approach march to contact with the
enemy, the gradual achievement of fire superiority over the enemy by ac-
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cumulating a mass of riflemen, and a final attack with the bayonet to break
enemy resistance, followed by pursuit assisted by cavalry to complete the
victory. This emphasis on the bayonet continued despite its utter irrele-
vance to modern warfare: one Russian survey found that only 0.6 percent
of wounds came from sabers or bayonets.12

All this was similar to the doctrine of Russia’s European counterparts,
with minor differences in the relative emphasis on fire, bayonet charge, of-
fensive frontage, and pace of attack. The Germans, for example, had aban-
doned attacking in neat lines, based on the heavy casualties the British took
from defensive fire in the Boer War. After experimenting with open order
attack but fearing the inability of officers to maintain control, the Germans
decided on concentration. Like the Russians, the German army planned on
dispersing for the advance, assembling advancing troops on a firing line
several hundred yards away from the enemy, then charging. They also
stressed outflanking and encircling enemy positions as the most reliable
path to victory. Certainly Russian doctrine had flaws, but in overestimat-
ing the ability of infantry to cover open ground and deliver a close assault,
the Russians had ample company.13

Russian training had a regular yearly rhythm. New recruits spent their
first winter practicing the individual tasks of soldiering: mastering their
weapons, drill, and the basic skills of fieldcraft. They were taught pre-
dominantly by senior soldiers and noncommissioned officers, though the
War Ministry did try to increase officer participation before the war. By
summer, soldiers proceeded to training in small-unit tactics, and, finally,
large formations. Training put a great deal of emphasis on aimed rifle fire
at a distance, a practice that inflicted severe casualties in the early stages of
the war on enemy infantry moving in the open. Summer training con-
cluded with substantial maneuvers involving the forces of multiple mili-
tary districts. While Russian training was certainly adequate when carried
out as designed, troops suffered from constant distractions. Inadequate
barracks and poor funding meant that soldiers spent limited days of good
weather on construction or as hired agricultural labor.14

The Russian army at its lowest levels was organized around a square
structure: four squads (otdelenie) made up a platoon (vzvod); four platoons
formed a company (rot) of 226 men; four companies a battalion (batal’on)
of around 1,000 soldiers. Four battalions made up a regiment (polk) of 4,000
men and 80 officers. The regiment also possessed more specialized forma-
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tions, including an intelligence section, a machine gun company, and com-
munications personnel. A division (diviziia) contained four regiments along
with the addition of an integral artillery brigade. Altogether, a Russian in-
fantry division on paper contained some 21,000 men, making it somewhat
larger than its German or French counterparts. During the war, casualties
and illness meant that units were substantially smaller. Multiple divisions
made up a corps, and multiple corps an army. Prior to and during the
Russo-Japanese War of 1904–1905, the Russian army had a highly complex
structure with a bewildering variety of unit types, but a set of reforms be-
ginning in 1907 had simplified its organization.15

The Russian army was commanded and led by its officer corps, a group
of over 40,000 men. This group was going through a fundamental trans-
formation prior to the First World War. By comparison to other powers,
Russia relied less on its noncommissioned officers to provide low-level
leadership, a pattern that persisted into the Soviet Union and post-Soviet
Russia. Russia’s relatively simple social structure, with fewer lower- middle
and middle-class families to provide a pool of literate and educated man-
power, proved ill-suited to generating sufficient candidates for platoon
leaders and company sergeants. Instead, leadership was more the respon-
sibility of commissioned officers, who retained much of their noble ethos
even as the share of actual nobles declined. While the Russian nobility had
traditionally identified itself with the officer corps, and the officer corps
with the nobility, changes in the Russian army since the Great Reforms had
substantially altered the social makeup of the officer corps. While the tra-
ditional nobility still dominated the upper ranks of the prerevolutionary
army, half of Russia’s officers were nonnoble by 1911. The fundamental
mechanism of this transformation prior to World War I was education. Tra-
ditionally, officers had come through a number of cadet corps or through
the more aristocratic imperial Corps of Pages. By the start of World War I,
they came instead from a network of two- or three-year military schools.16

The war itself naturally produced a new flood of nonnobles into the offi-
cer ranks. In addition to the social transformation from noble to commoner,
the political outlook of the officer corps had been shaken by the Russo-
Japanese War and subsequent 1905 revolution. The experience of military
defeat at the hands of a non-European power previously deemed racially
inferior proved deeply traumatic for Russia’s officer corps. In April 1906,
the Higher Attestation Commission began to review the suitability of offi-

40 CHAPTER TWO

Stone_The Russian Army in the Great War  5/19/15  9:43 AM  Page 40



cers for high command. It purged the officer corps of superannuated or in-
competent personnel, cashiering 4,300 officers, including 337 generals, by
1908. In addition, the revolution’s political disruption shook even the holy
of holies of the Russian elites: the guards regiments. The Preobrazhenskii
regiment, dating back to Peter the Great, mutinied on 2 July 1906 and de-
manded redistribution of agricultural land in favor of the peasantry. To a
significant degree, the tsarist regime had taken its officer corps for granted,
presuming that dynastic ties, regimental solidarity, and the aristocratic core
of the officers would guarantee loyalty. That presumption proved mis-
taken.17

Building new sources of loyalty and cohesion was problematic. Russia
was an empire, with the Romanov dynasty as its uniting principle. Na-
tionalism was thus flawed as a means of strengthening the empire’s unity,
given its enormous ethnic diversity. Only a minority of Russia’s popula-
tion was ethnically Russian, and so a purely ethnic identity was fraught
with peril. Making the Russian people themselves central to the empire and
what it meant inevitably raised the question of whether those people ought
to govern themselves. Ethnicity was not the foremost concern of the Rus -
sian state, which generally viewed its population in social and religious
terms rather than ethnic. Orthodox Christianity was an important part of
officer education, but Orthodox faith and Russian nationality were not nec-
essary for full acceptance into the officer corps. Lutheran Baltic Germans,
for example, were a presence among the officer corps far out of proportion
to their share of the population. Catholic Poles, on the other hand, faced
systematic discrimination, with quotas limiting their number and a re-
quirement for special attestations of loyalty; Jews were essentially barred
from the officer corps altogether. The prewar officer corps did included a
substantial number of Muslims from Russia’s traditionally Muslim regions
in the Caucasus and Central Asia, totaling around 400 (with perhaps 30
generals). This group was not particularly Islamic in its outlook, as a career
spent in tsarist military schools and military service alongside Orthodox
Christians and Baltic German Lutherans produced a general de-emphasis
on personal religion in service life. Most prominent among Muslim officers
was the khan of Nakhichevan, who served with notable lack of success as
cavalry commander during the First Army’s invasion of East Prussia in
1914.18

The officers of European armies on the eve of World War I were gener-
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ally characterized by relative lack of intellectual engagement. Historically
aristocratic, the officer corps tended to acculturate those from other social
classes into its anti-intellectual ethos, with some exceptions in the more
technically demanding engineering and artillery branches. In Russia, the
officer corps saw itself as a conservative and apolitical body whose en-
gagement with politics was limited to uncritical support for the Romanov
dynasty. Seniority and political connections trumped education and com-
petence. The serious intellectual study of war was largely limited to Gen-
eral Staff officers, a small, self-conscious minority of the officer corps. Even
the training of this intellectual elite at the Nikolaev General Staff Academy
emphasized ancient history over the study of Russia’s recent conflicts.
Under Mikhail Dragomirov, director of the Nikolaev Academy from 1879
to 1889, the curriculum stressed the importance of morale over technology.
Though subsequent directors did much to improve and modernize the cur-
riculum, the inherent conservatism of the Romanov dynasty and its officer
corps proved a formidable deterrent to real change.19

Supreme command over Russia’s armed forces lay, as it always had,
with the tsar himself. Lacking a tradition of collective government, Russia
was ruled through ministers who held office at the pleasure of the tsar and
were individually responsible for their particular sphere. This had a per-
nicious influence on the making of policy, notably in the lack of coordina-
tion between the ministries of finance, foreign affairs, war, and the navy.
Policies were coherent only to the extent that individual ministers engaged
in mutual consultation and, particularly, that the tsar imposed coherence.
Tsar Nicholas II—intelligent, kind-hearted, but weak and indecisive—was
poorly suited to such a role. Strong coordination was the exception, not the
rule, despite efforts at instituting more centralized government after the
1905 revolution. Throughout the period before World War I, rationalization
and efficient organization were consistently at odds with traditionalism,
factionalism, and the whims of the tsar. All of Europe’s militaries, as par-
ticularly tradition-bound organizations, faced this problem, but the clash
between modernity and tradition was particularly acute in Russia.

The difficulty of rational policy was particularly clear in the ongoing
struggle (still unresolved in the Soviet Union and, indeed, Russia today)
between the relative power and authority of the war minister and the Gen-
eral Staff. Russia’s model was similar to Germany’s: that is, the War Min-
istry was responsible for day-to-day administration of the routine business
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of the army, including drafting, training, and feeding soldiers, procuring
equipment, and handling all the paperwork generated by millions of men.
The General Staff, by contrast, was much smaller but had a role equally im-
portant: the systematic planning in peacetime for the eventuality of war,
including plans for mobilizing soldiers from the civilian population, as-
sembling them into units, deploying them to the front, and deciding what
they should do once they got there. The basic principle of dividing re-
sponsibility was relatively clear, but making it work in practice was ex-
tremely complex. For example, plans for the next war, the purview of the
General Staff, should certainly be reflected in levels of manpower, pro-
curement of equipment, and troop training, all of which typically fell under
the war minister. How could policies be best coordinated, and who should
dictate policy to whom? One concrete and surprisingly difficult question
was whether the chief of the General Staff reported and answered directly
to the tsar, as in the German system, or was instead subordinate to the war
minister? Whatever precise form the division of responsibilities took, the
inevitable outcome was two separate and competing authorities inside the
army. If the chief of the General Staff was powerful (the German practice),
he tended to dominate. If he was not, the war minister’s authority hindered
the chief of staff’s effective preparation for war. When the war minister and
chief of the General Staff were both competent and worked well together,
the arrangement was manageable. The War Ministry handled conscription,
procurement, and general matters of day-to-day administration, while the
General Staff focused on war planning. In practice, the two spheres neces-
sarily impinged on one another. 

The period between the Russo-Japanese War and the First World War
was marked by repeated overhauls of Russian military administration. In
the immediate aftermath of the Russo-Japanese War, a new Main Direc-
torate of the General Staff was split off from Russia’s existing Main Staff
to handle war plans. While this made some sense, administrative ration-
ality was soon trumped by bureaucratic politics. Vladimir Sukhomlinov
became chief of staff at the end of 1908 and then war minister in early 1909,
replacing Aleksandr Rediger. Sukhomlinov’s talents lay primarily in the
good-humored glad-handing of court politics, making him an easy scape-
goat for more general problems of military administration. Sukhomlinov
shuffled through five chiefs of staff in six years, thereby assuring the weak-
ness of the General Staff and his own ascendancy as war minister. Sukhom-
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linov dominated the Russian army before World War I, but his evident po-
litical ambition and striking venality alienated the bulk of his subordinates,
who systematically destroyed his reputation after the war. Though
Sukhomlinov certainly had weaknesses and made mistakes, he did preside
over the systematic expansion of the Russian military, an expansion that
deeply alarmed Germany and Austria-Hungary.20

RUSSIAN WAR PLANS

Sukhomlinov’s positive influence on Russian military capacity was evident
in the changing nature of Russian plans for the next war.21 In the late 1800s,
Russian war plans had been fundamentally defensive. During the Great Re-
forms, Miliutin had been cautious, anxious to avoid war while engaged in
root and branch reorganization. Russia was in no position to open the next
war with an offensive against Germany or Austria-Hungary, so war plans
were fundamentally reactive. In the wake of the creation of the Dual, then
the Triple, Alliance, with the predominant force and greater speed of con-
centration that Germany and Austria-Hungary would enjoy, Russia had no
choice but to deploy its troops well back from its borders and develop a sys-
tem of fortresses. A series of assessments of Russian defenses and corre-
sponding war plans in 1880, 1883, 1887, and 1890 all came to essentially this
same conclusion. Nikolai Obruchev, chief of the main staff from 1881 to
1897, accepted that the initial Russian stance must be defensive, though he
yearned for some way of seizing the initiative. As a result, Russian planning
was never entirely passive, since it always incorporated an eventual move
to offensive action. Nonetheless, plans all began with Russian forces await-
ing attack rather than attacking. Russian planners generally anticipated con-
centrating against Austria-Hungary. Not only was the Habsburg army ob-
jectively weaker than the German, but the forests and swamps in the
northern sector of the front opposite the Germans would simplify a Rus sian
defense. This defensive mindset required fixed fortifications to defend
Poland, particularly against the Germans. Warsaw was shielded by its own
fortifications as well as major fortress complexes to the northwest at Mod-
lin and southeast at Dęblin. In addition, the Russians screened the East
Prussian frontier by a line of fortresses along the Biebrza and Narew rivers.22

Russian thinking changed very slowly. In 1899, War Minister Aleksei
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Kuropatkin informed Nicholas II that Russian railroads were so far behind
the German and Austrian that Russia’s potential foes could begin military
operations while the Russians were still in the midst of transporting troops
to the front (the Germans after twelve days of mobilization, the Austrians
after sixteen). Russia also faced terrible uncertainty in not knowing
whether German intent was to send its troops east against Russia or west
against France. The result was constant tension between pulling troops
back into Russia’s interior for security against the faster-mobilizing Ger-
mans and Austrians and needing forward deployment to assist Russia’s
ally France. Dragomirov was the chief partisan of a more aggressive stance
against Germany, but lacked backing from the rest of the high command.
In late 1902 and early 1903, the Main Staff prepared a new war plan, Sched-
ule 18, that put the weight of Russian forces squarely against Austria-
 Hungary, but still maintained a conservative approach. The Northwest-
ern Front’s two armies, the First and Second, were supported on their left
flank by the troops of the Warsaw garrison and had a primarily defensive
mission, counterattacking only if a German offensive into Russia offered
such an opportunity, or if German concentration against France left the
German eastern border unprotected. Under Schedule 18, the Southwestern
Front had three armies, the Third, Fourth, and Fifth, but was nonetheless
similarly intended for initial defensive operations, and a turn to the offen-
sive only if opportunity offered itself. Two additional armies, the Sixth and
Seventh, protected the Baltic coast and St. Petersburg.23

War with Japan took this considered choice of a passive, defensive strat-
egy in the west and made it a necessity. Russian war plans, never aggres-
sive, were even more conservative after the Russo-Japanese War. Of the
1,500 battalions intended for war in the west, a fifth were transferred to the
Far East. The toll on Russian stocks of ammunition was even greater. Until
Russia’s armed forces were in better condition, any European war would
therefore require a defensive posture. In early 1909, Nicholas II approved
a new variant of Schedule 18. It remained conservative, planning for Rus -
sian forces along the western frontier (five armies and a separate corps at
Odessa) to observe and absorb any German and Austrian movements, de-
laying offensive action until well after the outbreak of hostilities once the
precise nature of Austro-German plans had become clear.24 Real reform
after the Russo-Japanese War was slow. At the end of 1906, War Minister
Aleksandr Rediger proposed an overhaul of Russia’s military, reducing
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peacetime manpower but improving quality through better training and
preparation. The expense of the measures (2,000 million rubles in one-time
expenses and 144 million annually after that), combined with Russia’s
empty treasury, ensured the proposal went nowhere, along with a series of
other unfunded reforms. In summer 1908, Chief of Staff Fyodor Palitsyn
and his subordinate Mikhail Alekseev produced a massive “Report on
Measures for Defense of the State.” The report was long on recommenda-
tions for expanding and improving fortresses, building roads and railroads,
and adding artillery and machine guns throughout the Russian army, but
short on detailing the concrete financial realities of those commitments. In-
deed, they declared that “it would be mistaken to derive our planned
measures from available monies and financial considerations.”25

Prospects were, however, improving after 1908. Humiliation during the
Bosnian crisis had underlined the importance of military reform. Aleksandr
Guchkov, leader of the moderately conservative Octobrist Party in the
Duma, saw military reform as an issue that could mobilize and unite pop-
ular opinion and reconcile Russian society with the tsarist regime, though
at the cost of pointed criticism of the failings of the military reconstruction
in the wake of the Russo-Japanese War. Guchkov saw military power as an
essential element of any foreign policy worthy of the name. He could also
rely on the tacit support of substantial reforming elements in the Russian
army itself, dissatisfied like he was with official neglect of military reform.
On 9 June 1908, in response to the Russian government proposal of a mil-
itary budget, Guchkov lambasted the tsar’s regime for its utter failure to
think through the needs of Russian defense. Russia’s powerlessness in the
wake of Austria’s annexation of Bosnia-Herzegovina only confirmed
Guchkov’s attack. Austrian reticence alone had prevented a crushing de-
feat of Serbia and with it all Russian hopes for influence in the Balkans.26

The change in Russian military capability did not result primarily from
dramatic increases in spending, but instead from general economic growth
and more efficient use of available resources. Russian military spending
from 1907 through 1913 ranged between 4.0 and 5.4 percent of net national
product. This expenditure, while high in absolute terms, was far below the
European average in both per capita terms, given Russia’s large popula-
tion, and spending per soldier, given Russia’s heavier reliance on its stand-
ing army as opposed to reserves mobilized in wartime. The problem was
worsened by Nicholas II’s irrational insistence on prioritizing the replace-
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ment of the capital ships lost in the Russo-Japanese War, diverting scarce
resources from the service of Russia’s real security needs. The result was
that Russia’s soldiers had fewer guns and less ammunition than their ri-
vals in the years before the war and went to fight in 1914 with serious short-
ages of equipment. Even so, Russian capabilities and the railroad network
that sustained mobilization were improving steadily.27

As Russian military capability recovered from the Russo-Japanese War,
and the German danger in the west outweighed the Japanese danger in the
east, Russian plans became more aggressive. Nicholas approved Sukhom-
linov’s new Schedule 19 in July 1910, increasing the armies on the West-
ern Front from five to seven, by upgrading corps and garrison troops ded-
icated to defense of the far north (St. Petersburg) and far south (Odessa)
to the status of full armies. It allowed for more initiative and clearly
 emphasized war against Germany (four armies) as opposed to Austria-
 Hungary (only one). These plans were supported by a reorganization that
split officers and men from existing regiments to form the core of new re-
serve regiments, providing approximately 500 additional battalions at mo-
bilization. The move to more aggressive planning remained limited: strat-
egy was more ambitious but deployments were more cautious. Russian
formations mobilized to locations substantially further east than under
Schedule 18. Much of the Polish salient was left undefended, as Russian
plans foresaw allowing the fortress complexes of central Poland to bear the
burden of defense. In 1910, the Duma allocated over 700 million rubles in
extraordinary expenditures on defense, well over half of which went to-
ward the improvement of fortresses in Poland: fixed positions and im-
movable artillery that would prove almost entirely useless during the war.
This raised an important question at the time: why devote four armies
against Germany when those four armies would mobilize and deploy well
behind the Polish salient and in no position to undertake meaningful of-
fensive action against Germany, while at the same time investing heavily
in static defenses? Part of the answer is a general overestimation of the
value of fortifications among European military thinkers. Sukhomlinov
tried with only mixed success to reduce Russian dependence on fortifica-
tions at the expense of field forces, but Russia was not alone in devoting a
staggering amount of money and artillery to fortifications. From 1907 to
1909, 47 percent of extraordinary credits voted in Italy went toward forti-
fications, to which Austria responded with an ambitious building program
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of its own in 1911. The French in 1914 devoted over 30 percent of their army
budget to fortification, and even the offensive-minded Germans on the eve
of war spent 21 percent.28

In keeping with this book’s general emphasis on contingency, it is worth
emphasizing the late and sudden Russian switch to an offensive war plan.
Had it begun at any point between 1880 and 1912, European war would
have seen Russian troops deploying well back from the frontier and await-
ing events, not making the aggressive incursion into East Prussia that ac-
tually took place in 1914. While military capability was improving, the po-
litical implications of Schedule 19—its conservative deployments that
abandoned the defense of Russia’s borderlands—were disturbing to many
in Russia’s high command, who wanted a more aggressive stance. Given
Poland’s history of rebellion against Russian rule, abandoning sections of
Poland without a fight might make it impossible to bring those territories
under control again. Alliance politics played a key role as well. In a sum-
mer 1911 visit to Russia, the French chief of staff, Auguste Dubail, pres-
sured the Russians to commit to a major offensive against Germany as
quickly as possible on the outbreak of war to divert German forces that
might otherwise be pushing toward Paris. The Russians had to admit an
offensive was still beyond their capability. A year later, in summer 1912,
Chief of Staff Yakov Zhilinskii could assure the French of a Russian ad-
vance into Germany fifteen days after the start of mobilization. The prom-
ise of such an action was not a particularly new development: the 1892
Franco-Russian military convention had committed Russia, in the event of
an attack on France, to attack Germany with “all available forces,” speci-
fied in the Russian case as 700–800,000 men, with such speed as to ensure
that Germany would have to fight simultaneously on both fronts. Zhilin-
skii’s declaration in 1912 put a more specific timetable on the Russian com-
mitment, but did not change its essence. What was new was that Russian
plans and improving rail network could make that commitment a reality.29

In 1912, Russian planning shifted to become predominantly offensive
for the first time in decades. A number of proposals for revisions of Rus -
sian war plans were circulating within the army, and at the start of 1912,
under pressure from military district commanders who wished to take ad-
vantage of the geographical advantage offered by the Polish salient, Quar-
termaster-General Danilov argued for a reorientation of Russian war plans
to move quickly to the offensive against Germany and Austria-Hungary.
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The relationship with Britain and France seemed stronger, and the re-
building of the Russian army after the Russo-Japanese War gave the high
command increasing confidence. Germany’s westward orientation would
leave a short but invaluable window of opportunity for the Russian army
to attack an undefended German eastern border. This would require push-
ing Russian units over the frontier before mobilization was complete, but
for Danilov this risk was worth taking. Alekseev, now stationed at Kiev,
saw Russia’s chief interests as lying in the Balkans, and the terrain of Gali-
cia as more favorable for action. Accordingly, he argued for an offensive
focus on Austria.30

The result was a major conference on 21 February 1912 by the chiefs of
staff of Russia’s military districts to resolve the debate over Russia’s main
effort in the event of war. On whether to direct Russia’s limited resources
against Austria or Germany, the answer was “both.” As assembled by the
General Staff in spring 1912, Russia’s war plan included two variants.
Under the more likely case of a German push west into France, the new de-
fault Schedule 19A (for “Austria”) projected sending two armies against
German East Prussia and three armies, later expanded to four armies, into
Austrian Galicia. Despite the letter “A” indicating its primary direction
against Austria, the war plan nonetheless envisaged the Northwestern
Front crossing the German border to occupy East Prussia. The variant
schedule 19G (for “Germany”), never fully developed, allocated the North-
western Front three armies for the invasion of East Prussia, while the
Southwestern would have two defending against Austria in Galicia.31

Though Schedule 19A was a violation of the military principle of massing
effort at the most important point, and Russia would possess only a slight
advantage in each theater and a decisive advantage nowhere, there was
logic behind the Russian policy. For strategic reasons Russia had no choice
but to engage in some offensive action against Germany. A clash between
Germany and France without any outside intervention would likely lead
to French defeat, and Russia could not hope to stand against the combined
forces of Germany and Austria alone. Second, Russia’s concrete foreign pol-
icy aims had far more to do with Austria’s position in the Balkans than with
any German territory.

On the very eve of war, the Russian state committed itself to a “Great
Program” intended to further strengthen the Russian army. As early as the
end of 1912, the General Staff had been developing plans for expansion
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over the period 1914–1917. These were given additional impetus by the
adoption of 1912 and 1913 German army laws that expanded German
forces. After lengthy political jockeying between Sukhomlinov, the Duma,
and Prime Minister Kokovtsov, the program finally became law after
Nicholas’ approval on 7 July 1914. Under its terms, the Russian peacetime
army was set to grow by over a third with the addition of 480,000 officers
and men. Roughly 40 percent of the new manpower would go toward new
formations, including two new corps and substantial expansion of fortress
garrisons in Poland. The remaining 60 percent of the increase would fill out
existing formations. The program also created new brigades, divisions, and
corps on Russia’s threatened frontiers. Russia’s cavalry was expanded by
the provision of standing cavalry attached to corps and divisions, in place
of newly mobilized units intended to join them in wartime. Artillery was
improved by the plan to break up Russia’s unwieldy eight-gun batteries
into more manageable six-gun units. At the same time, it substantially ex-
panded the heavy artillery attached to each corps, including a battery of
152mm howitzers and two batteries of 107mm guns. On full implementa-
tion, Russia’s field artillery would reach 8,358 guns. Engineering, aviation,
and railroad troops were also slated for reorganization and expansion.
Sadly, the delay in implementation of the law gave Russia the worst of both
worlds. Extended discussion of military expansion further alarmed Ger-
many and Austria-Hungary and increased their willingness to wage pre-
ventive war; delayed implementation meant that Russia went to war with-
out the appreciable benefits the program might have brought. To be sure,
the army did not wait on formal legislative approval to begin the Great Pro-
gram, but nonetheless only a small fraction of its provisions were in place
on the outbreak of war.32

THE GERMANS AND THE AUSTRIANS

The German army at the outbreak of war was built on a pattern roughly
similar to the Russian, though with some minor differences. A platoon of
80 men was the smallest independent unit. Three such platoons along with
support and command staff made a company of 259 men. Two twelve-
 company regiments of 3,000 men each made a brigade, two brigades (along
with a cavalry regiment of 600–700 men) made a division, and two divi-
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sions a corps. Together with its supporting elements, the corps included
some 40,000 men. The corps was a standing formation, with its divisions
serving under it over long periods of time, and included reconnaissance
aviation and a sixteen-gun battalion of 150mm howitzers. A typical Ger-
man division had seventy-two artillery pieces: fifty-four of the antiquated
FK 96 n.A and eighteen of a superb 105mm howitzer. Each regiment also
had a thirteenth machine gun company.33 The German system also differed
from the Russian system in that its reserve units were regarded as inde-
pendent formations, assumed to be able to act on the same basis as others.
This was quite different from the Russian or Austrian approach, which saw
reserves as inherently less effective, intended for use on secondary fronts,
as garrison troops, as replacements for losses, or to fill out and expand
larger units alongside a core of regular troops.34

The Germans’ greatest advantage was in training and organization. Its
officer corps, though not particularly gifted at grand strategy, was superb
at operations and tactics. Well-trained and encouraged to use their inde-
pendent judgment, officers combined discipline and flexibility. Essentially
universal literacy and linguistic homogeneity gave the German army a key
advantage by comparison to the Austrians or the Russians. High levels of
education and a well-developed industrial economy also meant that Ger-
many had a large population of men with experience of low-level man-
agement and leadership to form an effective corps of noncommissioned of-
ficers. Throughout the war on the Eastern Front, the German army was able
to act and react to changing circumstances far faster than its Russian coun-
terpart.

The Habsburg military was substantially more complex, reflecting the
nature of the multinational Austro-Hungarian Empire itself. Its army was
faced by a substantial array of handicaps in its efforts to fight a modern war
effectively. The Habsburg federal system, with a whole range of institutions
divided between its Austrian and Hungarian halves, hindered the effective
coordination of policy. Most specifically, the Habsburg army actually con-
sisted of three separate forces. As part of a far-reaching 1867 compromise
between the two halves of the empire, a new structure for the armed forces
was established in 1868: the regular army was the “imperial and royal
army” (k.u.k. Armee) reflecting the Habsburg monarch’s dual status as em-
peror of Austria and king of Hungary. This was supplemented by two sep-
arate reserve or militia forces: the Austrian Landwehr and the Hungarian
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Honvéd. The Habsburg high command was not happy with the resulting
division, but the empire’s delicate ethnic balance meant that politics
trumped military efficiency. Decades of chronic underfunding, and an em-
phasis on static fortifications over artillery modernization, meant that Aus-
tria-Hungary had an artillery park that was smaller and older than any
other Great Power. Poor funding meant not only that equipment was
skimped on, but also that each annual intake of conscripts could take in
only a fraction of the available manpower for training. In the early 1900s
this amounted to only 100,000 men, increased in 1910 to 126,000 and in 1912
to 181,000.35

Ethnic tensions also played a role in Habsburg inability to fight a major
war, though this is easy to overstate. In the wake of the military defeat and
political disintegration of 1918, German-speaking elites had a clear incen-
tive to point to Hungarian and Slav disloyalty as the Habsburg Empire’s
downfall. Conversely, once Austria-Hungary had disintegrated into a host
of national states, new nationalist elites had a similar incentive to down-
play prior loyalty to the dynasty, though those sentiments had clearly ex-
isted. Ironically, while the South Slavs were the heart of resistance to con-
scription in the first decades after the compromise, it was the West Slavs
(particularly Czechs) who were perceived during the war itself as disloyal,
liable to surrender or desert to the Russians. The command and control dif-
ficulties introduced by a dozen nationalities and languages were real and
severe, as were the political fights over language of command in ethnically
mixed units. Ethnic Germans made up three-quarters of the officer corps,
but only one-quarter of the soldiers were competent in German. That said,
active efforts to destroy and break up the Habsburg Empire arose only
quite late in World War I, and it is easy to overstate the impact of ethnic fac-
tors on Habsburg effectiveness. While Hungarian nationalist sensibilities
had been a constant source of tension before the war, eventually turning
the Honvéd from a militia into something more like a Hungarian national
army, during the war itself the Honvéd fought loyally, acquitting itself as
well as any section of the army. Just as in Russia in 1914, Austrian mobi-
lization went well, with draft dodging and nationalist resistance to the war
remaining limited within quite acceptable bounds. There were, however,
cases of mass disloyalty: in April 1915, a Czech regiment deserted en masse
to the Russians.36
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The war on the Eastern Front began with two massive clashes in separate
theaters. In the northern theater, two Russian armies—the First and Sec-
ond—invaded East Prussia against a defense conducted by the German
Eighth Army. In the southern theater, four Russian armies—the Fourth,
Fifth, Third, and Eighth—collided in a vast meeting engagement with three
Austro-Hungarian armies—the Fourth, First, and Third, supported by two
additional task forces—across the open plains of Galicia. Each army and
corps attempted to outflank and encircle its opponent. Two additional
Russian armies, the Sixth and Seventh, protected the newly renamed Rus -
sian capital Petrograd and the Black Sea coast at Odessa in the south.
Judged by the number of troops involved, Galicia was by far the more sig-
nificant theater. Austria-Hungary was the foe with which Russia had the
greatest clash of interests: in effect, the enemy Russia wanted to fight. Nev-
ertheless, Russia’s initial victory in Galicia has been eclipsed by its initial
defeat in East Prussia. Part of this is deliberate propaganda: Paul von Hin-
denburg and Erich Ludendorff, who obtained near total control of the Ger-
man war effort by war’s end, established their reputations as ostensible
military geniuses in the battle for East Prussia, and assiduously promoted
their achievements during the war and after. In addition, East Prussia had
more significance to the broader war outside the Eastern Front itself. The
battle for Galicia, whether decisive Russian victory or catastrophic defeat,
was unlikely to affect the immediate course of war elsewhere. East Prus-
sia, by contrast, had everything to do with what happened in the west. Ger-
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many needed every man it could spare for the drive on Paris, and its ef-
fort to destroy the French army before Russian mobilization was complete;
rapid Russian victory in East Prussia would mean failure at Paris and
doom Germany to a two-front war; quick Russian defeat might allow Ger-
many’s gamble to succeed.

The campaigns of 1914 differed substantially from those of later years.
First, their tempo was more rapid. Six months of war witnessed Russian
invasions of East Prussia and Galicia, an Austro-Hungarian attack out of
Galicia, two autumn German offensives against Warsaw, an Austro-
 Hungarian offensive in the Carpathians, and a German winter offensive in
Masuria, all in quick succession. Since unit density—the number of men
per mile of front—was lower than in the west, the fronts moved with great
speed. Neither side could sustain this pace, though, and the tempo of
events in subsequent years was more restrained. Second, the battles in the
east in 1914 were operationally distinct from later years as a result of lim-
ited manpower in a large space. The low unit density that made fronts mo-
bile was a product in part of the unalterable vastness in the east, but also
of the nature of mobilization. Because of its slow mobilization, the Russian
army began fighting with many of its troops still making their way to the
front. Nicholas had approved full mobilization on 31 July, but by the time
the first serious clashes took place in mid-August, only a fraction of Rus-
sia’s available forces had been moved to the front. Russia could deploy
only a third of the force to frontier zones after fifteen days and another third
by thirty days, forcing the Russian generals in East Prussia and Galicia to
go to war before their full complement of men was available.1 At the same
time, bungling by Conrad, the Austrian chief of staff, forced his troops to
spend much of the first month of the war shuttling between the Balkans
and Galicia. Finally, commanders were still thinking of war in Napoleonic
terms, with formations marching independently, then concentrating for
battle as compact masses. The fronts in 1914 were not continuous. Corps
and armies moved and fought as discrete and separate units, certainly by
comparison to later in the war. This is, of course, relative. No Napoleonic
army fought on a front of 100 kilometers, as armies in the east routinely
did. Nonetheless, commanders allowed substantial gaps between their di-
visions and their neighbors, with the spaces between covered by cavalry
or not at all. Huge sections of the Eastern Front were essentially unmanned
in the early days of the war—the western border of the Polish salient, for
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example. The fighting of 1914 thus took a unique shape, with commanders
on both sides constantly striving to find and turn their opponents’ open
flanks or move into gaps between separated enemy formations. Razgonov,
a colonel of the General Staff, wrote that “contemporary battle consists al-
most entirely of the struggle for flanks.”2 That was true in 1914, but by 1915
those open flanks had disappeared. 

Russian mobilization went unexpectedly smoothly. The experience of the
1905 Revolution had led many to expect draft dodging and general disor-
der. Instead, reservists were somber and subdued but compliant. There
were some draft riots, provoked either by mass consumption of alcohol as
a last hurrah or by soldiers’ breaking into liquor stores—one particularly
serious riot in Barnaul took more than a hundred lives. Like Western Eu-
rope, Russia witnessed outbursts of patriotic enthusiasm from middle- and
upper-class urban citizens, particularly large rallies in Palace Square in Pet-
rograd. Russia’s War Ministry was surprised by substantial numbers of vol-
unteers driven by patriotic enthusiasm, and the tsar had to specifically ap-
prove such unorthodox recruits. Despite the best efforts of Soviet historians
to find a nascent anti-war movement among Russian workers, what labor
disturbances did take place seem to have been drunken farewells rather
than protest against the war. Strikes abruptly ended with the announce-
ment of mobilization. What strikes did take place were sometimes moti-
vated by patriotism, as when locomotive workers in Kharkov struck in Au-
gust 1914, demanding the dismissal of German and Austrian shop
foremen. That enthusiasm had a much darker side: newly mobilized sol-
diers engaged in isolated pogroms against ethnic Germans or Jews. On bal-
ance, though, Russia’s conscripts marched to their assembly points in good
order with surprisingly little desertion. The Russian rail system moved
with remarkable efficiency to get those soldiers to the front lines, in accor-
dance with detailed schemes for the first two weeks of mobilization.3

The war required an overhaul of the machinery of Russian military com-
mand. Grand Duke Nikolai Nikolaevich, the son of Nicholas’s great uncle,
became the army’s supreme commander. Twelve years older than the tsar
and immensely tall, towering over his contemporaries, he fully looked the
part of a commander in chief. Prewar thinking had generally presumed
that the tsar, or perhaps the war minister, would step into this role.
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Nicholas, in yet another example of the indecisiveness and malleability that
marred his character, abandoned his prewar intent to command, convinced
by his ministers to avoid the direct responsibility for battlefield failure that
being commander in chief would entail. A long-time professional soldier,
the grand duke had a full military education and career that the tsar him-
self lacked. He was adored by his soldiers and the Russian peasantry, who
developed legends of his personal heroism in foiling German plots. This
acclaim created an unhealthy dynamic between the grand duke and the
tsar’s inner circle. Though Nikolai Nikolaevich was loyal to the regime, his
popularity raised suspicions, and the tsar himself had an uneasy relation-
ship with his elder but nominal inferior. In addition, Nikolai Nikolaevich
had real weaknesses as a commander. The grand duke lacked the work
ethic to manage the massive flow of information into and out of the high
command. As result, much of the actual business of the war fell to his
rather limited subordinates. Chief of Staff Nikolai Yanushkevich (a vicious
anti-Semite) had served exclusively in administrative roles and lacked field
experience. Quartermaster-General Yurii Danilov, responsible for planning
military operations, was more effective, taciturn but hard-working. Also,
despite the grand duke’s heroic image, he lacked physical and moral
courage, keeping himself away from the front lines and from wounded sol-
diers. Prone to nervousness and anxiety, he was ill-suited for the mental
strains of his position. He also suffered from poor relations with War Min-
ister Sukhomlinov, hindering coordination of the overall war effort. Tsar
Nicholas might have overcome this difficulty by an active role in enforcing
unified policy on his generals and ministers, but this was entirely outside
of the tsar’s character.4

As supreme commander, Nikolai Nikolaevich worked with and through
Stavka, the administrative and bureaucratic machine that controlled strat-
egy and operations. Once war began, the supreme commander and Stavka
established a command post in railroad cars at the junction town of Bara-
novichi in order to ease the burden of communications and reduce the dis-
traction of Petrograd society. The war minister and the War Ministry,
stripped of much of their personnel and authority, remained in Petrograd
to handle administrative tasks and supply the material needs of the front.
The War Ministry’s Main Directorate of the General Staff was gutted to pro-
vide the human material for Stavka. Yanushkevich, the prewar chief of the
General Staff, went to Stavka to head the grand duke’s staff. A substantial
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portion of the quartermaster-general section under Danilov went to Stavka
as well. The hollow shell of the General Staff, headed by the newly ap-
pointed Mikhail Beliaev, stayed in Petrograd and lost its planning respon-
sibilities, serving as a supply bureaucracy. It also handled the business of
conscription, training, and organizing troops into new formations. As the
colossal logistic demands of the war became clear, the separation of oper-
ational control at Stavka from supply management in Petrograd became in-
creasingly untenable. Stavka acquired greater control over supply with
time, growing to encompass major questions of the war economy in addi-
tion to the operational-strategic tasks that occupied it early in the war. De-
spite its responsibilities, Stavka remained remarkably small. Particularly
under Grand Duke Nikolai Nikolaevich, it was not marked by particular
urgency in its day-to-day work, and only numbered about sixty staffers to
command Russia’s war effort. It suffered from rudimentary communica-
tions facilities as well. By 1917, Stavka had grown to sixteen directorates
and three chancelleries, with 250 personnel (still remarkably small for the
demands on it). Even from the first days of the war, Stavka and the high
command in general bore a huge responsibility for administration. Rus sian
law gave the military authority over civil government in a belt of territory
behind the front lines, burdening Russia’s operational commands still fur-
ther. Russian officers, inexperienced in civil affairs, did not work well with
their civilian counterparts. In one case, a reserve praporshchik, the lowest of-
ficer rank in the army, threatened to shoot the governor of Lifland for ob-
jecting to the requisition of property.5

Though Nikolai Nikolaevich held command, Tsar Nicholas believed it
his duty to be close to the front, and so he joined Stavka at Baranovichi in
early autumn 1914 and spent much time there over the next year. Nicholas
was intensely psychologically dependent on his wife, Alexandra, and his
physical distance from her was a constant strain. Though he returned home
between his stints at Stavka, his absences meant he lacked a direct sense of
politics in the capital and of the growing resentment and disgust at the po-
litical and social antics of the Siberian holy man Grigorii Rasputin, who had
convinced Nicholas and Alexandra alike of his mystical powers. With
Alexandra alone in Petrograd, public suspicion of her German birth grew
steadily in conjunction with failures at the front. The very real war work
done by the royal daughters as nurses tending to wounded soldiers did
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nothing to alleviate the burgeoning sense that treachery reached into the
tsar’s household itself.6

Two Fronts served as the next link in the chain of command underneath
Stavka. Based on experience of the Russo-Japanese War, the Russian gov-
ernment recognized that modern warfare required a new link in the hier-
archy of military units, one that would fall between the individual armies
that made up the Russian army and Stavka at the center. This intermediate
formation, the Front, controlled two or more individual armies, up to a
half-dozen, depending on time and circumstance. In 1914, the Warsaw Mil-
itary District became the core of the Northwestern Front under Yakov
Zhilinskii, the Kiev Military District the core of the Southwestern Front
under Nikolai Ivanov. The headquarters of Russia’s internal military dis-
tricts became the headquarters of armies boarding trains to the front.7

EAST PRUSSIA: SETTING THE STAGE

Strategic calculations in the invasion of East Prussia were relatively clear
to both sides. Since German efforts would be focused in the west, East Prus-
sia would be defended by relatively small forces, intended not to defeat the
Russians but to delay Russian advance, counterattacking where possible,
in order to allow time for German victory in the west. The Russians in-
vaded East Prussia with two armies. The First Army under the command
of Pavel von Rennenkampf had three corps: the III, IV, and IX, along with
a substantial force of cavalry. The Second Army under Aleksandr Sam-
sonov had six corps: I, II, VI, XIII, XV, and XXIII, and a smaller cavalry
force. Both armies belonged to Zhilinskii’s overarching Northwestern
Front. Zhilinskii’s ostensible purpose was to provide the necessary coor-
dination for his two subordinate armies, though he proved quite incapable
of that task: stilted, formal, and devoid of leadership qualities. The mission
was clear: since Germany had sent the bulk of its forces west against
France, Russia had a moral and strategic obligation to its ally to move
against weak German defenses in the east as quickly as possible. Yanushke-
vich explained to Zhilinskii that his Northwestern Front would enjoy a
manpower advantage of at least two to one. “Bearing in mind,” Yanushke-
vich wrote, “that Germany declared war first against us and that France as
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an ally considered it her duty to support us against Germany, it is naturally
necessary under the same obligations of alliance, to support the French
when the main German blow is directed against them. That support must
be expressed by our quickest possible offensive against those German
forces remaining in East Prussia.”8

The defense of East Prussia lay with the German Eighth Army under
Max von Prittwitz. Prittwitz had four corps: the I, XVII, XX, and I Reserve,
plus a single cavalry division and a motley mixture of militia and garri-
son troops. Though precise figures are disputed, the Russians mustered
eighteen or nineteen infantry divisions, eight or nine cavalry divisions, and
1,100–1,200 guns between their two armies, with the Second Army sub-
stantially larger. By all quantitative measures, the German Eighth Army
was smaller than the Russian formations it faced, possessing fourteen in-
fantry divisions and 1,100 guns, though many were relatively immobile
and committed to fortifications. The Russians could thus expect an ad-
vantage of a little less than 3:2 in East Prussia.9 As a result, the Russians had
a substantial but not overwhelming advantage, but only if the First and
Second Armies could coordinate their actions effectively. The moral and
political imperative to defend German soil made it likely that Prittwitz
would have to split his forces to confront both Russian armies; Samsonov
and Rennenkampf thus had to stay close enough to provide mutual sup-
port, but not so close that Prittwitz could keep his forces concentrated.
Since Prittwitz could not hope to defeat either Russian army without con-
centrating, Samsonov and Rennenkampf needed to avoid being drawn into
decisive battle, instead fighting only to engage and entangle German forces
to allow time for the other army to move behind the Eighth Army and
thereby crush it between them. 

On 13 August, Zhilinskii outlined his plan of campaign. Rennenkampf’s
First Army would skirt the Masurian Lakes on their northern side, engage
elements of the German Eighth Army, cut them off from the fortress-city of
Königsberg to the west, and pin them in place. Samsonov’s Second Army
would push into East Prussia from the south, west of the Masurian Lakes,
and cut off the Eighth Army from escape to safety west of the Vistula.
Zhilinskii’s idea was that the Second Army would skirt closely around the
western edge of the Masurian Lakes, remaining close to Rennenkampf’s
First Army. Samsonov altered the plan to be more aggressive, shifting his
main blow west. This sacrificed mutual assistance with Rennenkampf in

60 CHAPTER THREE

Stone_The Russian Army in the Great War  5/19/15  9:43 AM  Page 60



favor of a deeper and more complete encirclement of the German Eighth
Army, cutting off retreat across the Vistula. It was an audacious gamble,
but one that carried with it the seeds of disaster. Zhilinskii’s strategy re-
quired a balance between caution and speed, not allowing the Germans
to win a decisive victory against one army by operational superiority but
moving quickly to catch Prittwitz’s Eighth Army between the Russians.
Unfortunately for the Russians, neither geography, personality, nor tech-
nology worked in their favor.10

The inherent weakness in the Russian plan was geographic. The Ma-
surian Lakes, lying at the hinge of the East Prussian border, divided the
frontier into an eastern and a southern sector, and imposed substantial dis-
tance between the two Russian armies. The armies took up too much space
for both to concentrate in the same sector, which would in any event allow
Prittwitz to keep his own army concentrated. As a result, Rennenkampf
and Samsonov were separated by the Masurian Lakes and the substantial
fortified district the Germans had emplaced around them. The two armies
could offer each other mutual support only after penetrating deeply into
East Prussia, around the lakes. This gave the Germans a chance, albeit a
small one, to defeat each Russian army in succession.

Steady and competent generalship was thus essential to the Russian in-
vasion. Rennenkampf and Samsonov both had combat experience: Ren-
nenkampf participated in the suppression of the Boxer Uprising in China
and in the Russo-Japanese War; Samsonov fought in the Russo-Turkish War
of 1877–1878 and the Russo-Japanese War. Peers recognized Rennenkampf
as dashing and brave, Samsonov as efficient and competent. In 1914,
though, neither Rennenkampf, Samsonov, nor Zhilinskii was up to his
tasks. This was not entirely their fault, for the nature of warfare was chang-
ing rapidly, and all armies in 1914 faced serious challenges of adjustment.
Samsonov’s mission was particularly difficult, for the southern sector of
the East Prussian frontier was ill-served by railways and roads. His troops
had to march for days after leaving their railheads to reach German terri-
tory and confront the Eighth Army, so reconnaissance and communications
were accordingly more difficult. A widely circulated myth claimed that
Rennenkampf and Samsonov shared a visceral hate for one another dating
back to a fight on a train platform in the Russo-Japanese War, but there is
little evidence to substantiate the story, and the physical and technical ob-
stacles to a coordinated Russian advance were serious enough. The three
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Russian commanders were at best average, but the situation they faced de-
manded better.

Prittwitz was competent, and time would show the German troops at
his disposal were sufficient to defend the frontier, but he suffered from a
critical weakness of nerve. His chief of staff, Georg von Waldersee, was not
much better. Prittwitz was blessed, though, in a talented staff officer, Lieu-
tenant-Colonel Max Hoffmann, who joined the Eighth Army at the out-
break of war and was destined for bigger and better things. Hoffmann had
extensive experience in Russia and in Russian affairs. Prittwitz’s basic plan,
despite his later cracking under pressure, was essentially sound. He un-
derstood that his only hope was an active defense. Passively waiting meant
disaster; only offensive action could bring success. He accordingly left his
XX Corps to defend East Prussia’s southern frontier alone against Sam-
sonov’s entire Second Army, concentrating the rest of his troops in the east
against Rennenkampf.11

THE EASTERN FRONTIER: RENNENKAMPF’S FIRST ARMY 

Small-scale skirmishes between cavalry patrols and border guards had
begun from the first days of the war. On 12 August, Zhilinskii ordered Ren-
nenkampf to cross the border on 17 August. In keeping with the need for
maximum speed, Rennenkampf did not wait for completion of mobiliza-
tion or full harmonization of his communications and supplies. The whole
point of Rennenkampf’s invasion was, in operational terms, to engage the
Eighth Army on Prussia’s eastern frontier and, in strategic terms, to force
the German high command to reduce the pressure on France. Both goals
depended on speed. Rennenkampf sent his three infantry corps across the
border in line from north to the south: the XX, III, and IV. He kept his cav-
alry on both flanks to screen against possible counterattacks. One cavalry
division under Vasilii Gurko protected the left (southern) flank of the Rus -
sian advance; a much stronger cavalry corps under the Khan of Nakhichi -
van had a more ambitious mission: to sweep north around Stallupönen and
Gumbinnen, the first two towns on the Russian route into East Prussia, on
a deep raid aimed at the more substantial city of Insterburg. Despite Rus-
sia’s overwhelming advantage in cavalry, the Khan accomplished remark-
ably little. Zhilinskii had outlined the importance of using cavalry aggres-
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sively “to screen and hide from the enemy the movements of our corps,
garrison the most important points, seize river crossings for us, and wreak
havoc deep in the rear, in order to disrupt railroad transportation.” Thanks
to the Khan’s desultory pursuit, this simply did not happen.12

Prittwitz intended to defend the line of the Angrapa River, 40 kilome-
ters inside the German border. First sending forward his I Corps under the
aggressive and ambitious Hermann von François, and following that on 14
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August with the balance of his troops, Prittwitz expected to hold his
ground and allow the Russians to commit themselves. He was wrong-
footed by his own subordinate. On his own initiative, François advanced
his I Corps east to meet the Russians head on. At Stallupönen on 17 Au-
gust, he blundered into the Russian III Corps, commanded by the experi-
enced General Staff officer Nikolai Yepanchin, producing a head-on colli-
sion between two fresh formations eager for a fight. Three Russian
divisions concentrated on Francois’s 1st Division, but Yepanchin never
managed to coordinate an attack that might have destroyed it. In fierce
fighting, both sides rushed reinforcements to the sound of the guns, and
both took heavy losses. Newly arriving German troops caught the flank
of the Russian 27th Division and mauled it badly, inflicting 3,000 casual-
ties, but François’s single corps was heavily outnumbered and in imminent
danger, facing an entire Russian army. François’s reckless advance had left
both his flanks unprotected, with any German reinforcements well behind
him. Faced with advancing Russians threatening to envelop him from both
sides, he had no choice but to withdraw back west toward the rest of the
Eighth Army. The fight at Stallupönen could have been an even worse dis-
aster had the strong cavalry formation on the Russian right flank properly
flanked the German left to cut off retreat. Rennenkampf told the Khan of
Nakhichevan that his performance had been “completely unsatisfactory”
and ordered him to “in the future be more energetic and mobile.”13

Yepanchin’s III Corps was slow to pursue after the hard fighting at
Stallupönen, only following François late on 18 August. The first clash had
done equal harm to both sides, but left Russians in possession of the field
and the Germans in retreat. Heartened by this initial victory, Ren-
nenkampf’s First Army pushed cautiously further into East Prussia, aim-
ing to force the Angrapa River, separate Prittwitz’s troops from Königsberg
to their north, and hammer the German Eighth Army back onto the anvil
of Samsonov’s Second Army, now crossing the southern border of East
Prussia. At the same time, three of Prittwitz’s corps (from north to south,
the I, XVII, and I Reserve) had reorganized after the withdrawal from
Stallupönen, and now moved east to meet the advancing Russians for a
second trial of strength. 

The result was another bloody meeting engagement as the two armies
collided just inside the East Prussia border, between Stallupönen and
Gumbinnen.14 On 19 August, the Khan of Nakhichevan’s cavalry corps on
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the Russian far right met an advancing Landwehr brigade, sending the in-
experienced Germans fleeing back in disarray and stripping the German
left of its protection. More aggressive action by the Khan could either have
pushed west toward the important crossroads at Insterburg or alternatively
turned south to fall on the flank of the three German corps in line at
Gumbinnen. The Khan did neither, withdrawing his own cavalry to rest
and resupply, losing the vital contact with German forces that might have
provided Rennenkampf with a sense of what he faced. François had with-
drawn to Gumbinnen, east of the Angrapa River and still in front of the
main German defensive line. Spoiling for a fight, he convinced Prittwitz to
attack again. Accepting that a passive defense would give Samsonov’s Sec-
ond Army more time to cut off his line of retreat, Prittwitz saw no choice
but to attack. The German plan was for François to engage the Russians
with a frontal attack directly east, while at the same time a collection of mis-
matched garrison troops and reservists formed an improvised strike force
to outflank the Russians on the north and August von Mackensen’s XVII
Corps outflanked them from the south. Overconfident after beating back
the Germans in the initial skirmishes, Rennenkampf’s divisions moved for-
ward without particular attention to maintaining a continuous front and
coordinating their advance.

The German I and XVII Corps attacked the advancing Russian XX and
III Corps at dawn on 20 August. Taking advantage of the poorly aligned
Russian advance, the German I Corps first hammered the leading Rus sian
28th Infantry Division with artillery, then followed with infantry attacks
from multiple directions. Despite the terrible pounding the 28th Division
took, German attackers suffered nearly as much from Russian fire as they
left their field fortifications. Farmhouses and stands of trees provided
ample cover for defending Russians. Just as at Stallupönen, firepower took
soldiers and commanders by surprise in its capacity to inflict losses, and
the Russians continued to give as good as they got. Francois’s men made
steady but expensive progress against the XX Corps on the Russian right.
Mackensen, commanding the XVII Corps on the German right, thought he
spotted an opportunity. To his left, the German I Corps was locked in com-
bat with the Russian 28th Division. All reports, including badly mistaken
aerial reconnaissance, told him that the Russians in front of him were press-
ing north and northwest against the I Corps, presenting him their vulner-
able left flank. Supported by the I Reserve Corps to his own right, Mack-
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ensen drove forward into what he expected to be empty space, hoping to
cut off the Russian XX Corps’s escape route back into the Russian heart-
land. Mackensen, who proved later in the war to be a supremely talented
operational commander, was badly mistaken. His aerial observers had
missed a full Russian corps, Yepanchin’s III Corps, lying directly in his
path. Convinced in his ability to break through behind the Russian XX
Corps, and unclear on just how many Russian divisions he faced, Mack-
ensen’s corps pressed forward against ferocious resistance, took terrible
losses, and went reeling into retreat, leaving at least a thousand prisoners
in Russian hands. Mackensen had no help from the German I Reserve
Corps on his right. As it pushed forward, it was caught by a flank attack
from a Russian division and brigade of the IV Corps at Gołdap, halting its
forward movement and forcing it to turn south against this new threat.15

In this confused sequence of flank attacks that were subsequently them-
selves outflanked, the German emphasis on operational initiative and ag-
gression had played them false. Misjudging the lethality of Russian ar-
tillery and machine gun fire, German troops had blundered forward into
devastating fire. Mackensen had lost a third of his corps in the first days
of fighting. By the afternoon of 20 August, his troops of the XVII Corps lost
their vaunted discipline and cohesion and fled in disorder, though the
Russian 28th Division did precisely the same in the opposite direction. But
the situations of the two sides were very different; Rennenkampf’s troops,
outside of the 28th Division, remained in good order and ready to advance;
Prittwitz had two broken and exhausted corps, the I and XVII, incapable
of renewed offensive action. By the night of the 20th, Prittwitz grasped the
seriousness of his situation. His plan to first defeat Rennenkampf and then
turn on Samsonov was disintegrating, while his subordinate François, see-
ing only the 28th Division retreating in disorder in front of him, was con-
vinced victory was at hand despite the terrible losses the German attack-
ers had taken.

Rennenkampf had a rare opportunity, for German troops in panicked
flight were a rare occurrence. Pleased in his soldiers’ ability to outfight the
Germans, but discomfited by the slaughter and chaos of the fighting
around Gumbinnen, he gave his troops two days to rest and reorganize be-
fore resuming the pursuit west past the Angrapa River. Despite his supe-
riority in cavalry, he did not use them to track German movements or ha-
rass the retreating enemy. When he finally began the chase on 23 August,
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his troops advanced into empty space, with no Germans to be found. He
kept his cavalry close at hand, tied to his slow-moving infantry. They met
only the most scattered resistance as they advanced, continually monitored
by German aircraft. Rennenkampf told Zhilinskii as late as 26 August,
when Samsonov’s Second Army was already marching into a trap, that
“we still do not have any information as to where the defeated formations
of the German I and XVII Corps have fled,” that “our cavalry have not to
this time uncovered the direction of retreat of the main German forces.”16

As a result, Rennenkampf could not answer the most important question:
where had the German Eighth Army gone?

Facing defeat, Prittwitz had lost his nerve. Already badly outnumbered,
and with the Russian First Army pushing him back steadily west, Prittwitz
could not bear the news of Samsonov’s Second Army invading East Prus-
sia from the south on 20 August. Good intelligence actually worked against
him. Aerial reconnaissance and radio intelligence alike informed Prittwitz
of the Russian Second Army approaching his southern flank and threat-
ening to cut off his escape west across the Vistula. He gave up hope of hold-
ing East Prussia. In a panic, he prepared full evacuation and told Moltke
late on 20 August that he could not defend anywhere east of the Vistula,
abandoning East Prussia to Russian occupation. Such a withdrawal would
have led inexorably to German military and political disaster. Hoffmann
recalled later with the benefit of hindsight that he argued strenuously that
Prittwitz should not abandon hope. Though Gumbinnen had been a tem-
porary setback, Hoffmann was confident there was time to pull formations
away from the east to deal with Samsonov’s invasion from the south. In
any event, retreating beyond the Vistula and regrouping to attack Sam-
sonov’s invading army both began with the same action: pulling the Ger-
man corps facing Rennenkampf out of line and moving them west, a step
Prittwitz began immediately. Though Prittwitz did rally his courage and
work to salvage the situation, the damage to his reputation and Moltke’s
trust had been done. Moltke decided that Prittwitz had lost his effective-
ness as a commander. Prittwitz had to be replaced, but most of Germany’s
effective generals on active duty were fully engaged on the Western Front.17

Moltke’s choice for command of the Eighth Army fell on two men whose
subsequent wartime careers would grow from their victory in this first
campaign. Erich Ludendorff was the brains. Fresh off spectacular successes
in the Belgian campaign, he was tapped by Moltke on 22 August to serve
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as chief of staff for the Eighth Army. Ludendorff had a brilliant tactical and
operational mind, a quality that made him perfect for salvaging East Prus-
sia. His flaws were equally marked. Personally abrasive, he lacked strate-
gic and political judgment, which ultimately did terrible harm to Ger-
many’s war effort. A son of respectable German gentry, his social stock was
sufficiently bourgeois that he lacked the gravitas to command the defense
of the Junker heartland of East Prussia. Thus the public face of the Eighth
Army would be not Ludendorff, but Paul von Hindenburg. Hindenburg
had enjoyed a distinguished but not spectacular career in the Prussian
Army. He had done well enough be considered in 1906 for chief of the Gen-
eral Staff, the post that eventually went to Moltke. Though Hindenburg
had retired in 1911, he was brought back for his calm and unflappability.
When Prittwitz panicked, Hindenburg’s solid presence was needed to
steady the Eighth Army and prepare a defense.18

The German forces were in far better condition to resist the Russian in-
vasion than Hindenburg and Ludendorff could have dreamed. Prittwitz’s
momentary panic had dissipated quickly. German troops facing Ren-
nenkampf had withdrawn just enough to disengage from their slower
Russian pursuers, and thus could be shifted to deal with the threat from
the south. A more vigorous Russian pursuit could have entangled the Ger-
man divisions and held them at the eastern border, but Rennenkampf re-
mained passive. The new German plan, begun under Prittwitz, developed
by Hoffmann, and then endorsed by Hindenburg and Ludendorff, was to
leave only a token screening force of a single cavalry division facing Ren-
nenkampf. The rest of the Eighth Army would move by road and rail 21–25
August to meet the unsuspecting Samsonov’s invasion. Ludendorff had ar-
rived at a similar plan independently before arriving in East Prussia, and
let Hoffmann proceed. The German I Corps had the farthest to go, shift-
ing by train and foot from the northern end of the line facing Rennenkampf
to the far western flank of German defenses in the south. The XVII and I
Reserve Corps did not have as far to go but lacked the luxury of rails,
marching southwest behind the Masurian Lakes to put themselves in po-
sition to hammer the advancing Samsonov’s right flank. The gamble was
predicated on Rennenkampf’s failing to take advantage of the flimsy de-
fenses the Germans left in front of him; he did not disappoint. The ques-
tion now was whether Samsonov and his Second Army would fall into the
German trap.
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THE SOUTHERN FRONTIER: SAMSONOV’S
SECOND ARMY DESTROYED AT TANNENBERG

As the German defenders of East Prussia regrouped to meet the threat from
the south, Samsonov’s Second Army marched north in ignorance. His
forces took longer to reach German territory than the First Army had. De-
ploying further from the border, and ill-served by poor frontier roads, his
army began its advance on 17 August, the same day the First Army crossed
into East Prussia. Samsonov only reached the border on 20 August. Though
his troops suffered in the summer heat, Samsonov had real mass at his dis-
posal. In line from west to east on a broad front, his main body contained
four full army corps: I, XV, XIII, and VI. Two additional corps were poorly
deployed and unable to bring their full weight to bear: the XXIII Corps was
split, protecting the distant approaches to his left and right wings. The II
Corps was even further to Samsonov’s right, at the eastern edge of the Ma-
surian Lakes to screen the German garrison at Giżycko. In the event of cri-
sis, this would leave an entire corps too far east to help Samsonov and too
far south to help Rennenkampf. His divisions were also undersupplied and
undermanned due to the need to invade East Prussia as quickly as possi-
ble. Nonetheless, Samsonov still crossed the border with the four corps in
his main force opposed by only one, the German XX.19

Samsonov was pushed to haste. Zhilinskii had read the results of the
fighting at Gumbinnen as a decisive German defeat, and believed Prittwitz
was abandoning East Prussia entirely. Throughout the march into East
Prussia he urged Samsonov to greater speed, and on 23 August, told Sam-
sonov that “the enemy has left only insignificant forces in front of you” and
ordered him to “attack energetically” in order to “meet the enemy retreat-
ing before Rennenkempf and cut off the German retreat to the Vistula.”20

Though Samsonov could not get more speed out of his exhausted troops
and overstretched supply lines, he concurred with Zhilinskii on the direc-
tion of his offensive, shifting his advance west, away from Rennenkampf’s
First Army, to prevent German escape. His mission then was not to be cau-
tious but to push north as quickly as possible to put his army squarely
across the Eighth Army’s line of retreat. 

Even though Samsonov’s advance was slow, the movement of three Ger-
man corps to Samsonov’s flanks took time. The German XX Corps had to
delay Samsonov just long enough to prevent the Russians from penetrat-
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ing deep into East Prussia and catching the moving German columns
stretched out along railroad and forest tracks. As Samsonov’s divisions ad-
vanced through marshes and forests, they fought several sharp and bloody
engagements with elements of the XX Corps, each of which drew Sam-
sonov still further forward into the German noose he could not see tight-
ening around his army. The XX Corps conducted a fighting withdrawal
north, enticing Samsonov into visions of a general German retreat and
leading him to press on. In his haste to cut off Prittwitz’s path to the Vis-
tula, Samsonov allowed his army to spread itself thin.

Hindenburg and Ludendorff then benefited from a stroke of luck, fa-
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voring as always the well-prepared. Late on 24 August, a listening post at
Königsberg picked up radio intercepts, then delivered by motorcycle to
Hindenburg and Ludendorff, that gave them a rough idea of Russian po-
sitions. By the morning of 25 August, additional signals intelligence, sup-
ported by aerial reconnaissance, confirmed that Rennenkampf’s First Army
was continuing its leisurely pursuit, giving the Germans valuable time to
deal with Samsonov. German victory against the more numerous Russian
enemy depended absolutely on the ability to accumulate information
quickly and act on it decisively. Though German aircraft went over-
whelmingly to the Western Front (thirty of thirty-three flights), those few
aircraft in the east were disproportionately important. In the east, the Ger-
mans had four field aviation sections and four fortress aviation sections,
for a total of forty aircraft. In addition, the Eighth Army had two old diri-
gibles, one of which was so antiquated that the addition of a radio set
weighed it down to the point of ineffectiveness. Nonetheless, these limited
assets proved effective and important in tracking Rennenkampf’s pursuit
after Gumbinnen, and Samsonov’s broad and uncoordinated advance.
Throughout August, German aviators provided a steady stream of infor-
mation. As Hindenburg himself noted, “without the airmen no Tannen-
berg.”21

Much was made in retrospect of poor Russian radio security, that the
Russians stupidly broadcast en clair (i.e., without encoding their messages)
and thus handed the details of their operations to the Germans. Certainly
it is true that as the First and Second Armies moved away from their rail-
heads into the lakes and woods of East Prussia, messengers became in-
creasingly unhelpful. The Russians could not string telephones laterally, as
they were constantly moving forward. Any telephone connection would
thus have to run backward from the advancing corps and army head-
quarters through trackless terrain, but the Second Army possessed only 350
miles of wire. Since division commands lacked radios, corps headquarters
used their scarce wire to maintain those connections, forcing the use of
radio for communications between corps and with Samsonov at Second
Army headquarters. The chaos of mobilization meant that ciphers and keys
were poorly distributed. Combined with the pressure of time and the de-
lays imposed by ciphering and deciphering, sending messages en clair was
a natural expedient. As John Ferris has remarked, “before 1914, no Euro-
pean army came fully to terms with the cryptological consequences of the
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radio age, because none of them expected wireless to be used routinely in
war.” Furthermore, armies defending their home soil had the luxury of
using existing land networks; it was only armies crossing into foreign ter-
ritory that had to rely on messengers and radio. The same German Army
that benefited from Russian messages en clair in East Prussia sent at least
fifty messages en clair to be intercepted and used by the British and the
French on the Western Front in the fall of 1914.22 The Russians thus were at
fault for broadcasting without codes or ciphers, but it was a fault they
shared with other armies, and a fault dictated by objective circumstances.
Less excusable, though, was Russian failure to employ its available means
to get a better picture of what the Eighth Army was doing. Hindenburg and
Ludendorff used their small number of aircraft effectively. Zhilinskii, Sam-
sonov, and Rennenkampf, despite having one of the largest air forces in the
world at their disposal, failed to spot the Germans’ redeployment. Ren-
nenkampf enjoyed an enormous cavalry force that neither disrupted the
Germans with deep attacks behind their lines nor provided adequate in-
telligence of the Eighth Army’s withdrawal.23

By 26 August, all German forces were in place: the I and XX Corps
poised on Samsonov’s left flank, the XVII and I Reserve on his right. Sam-
sonov continued to push blindly forward, heading for the town of Olsztyn
on the main railroad line running down the spine of East Prussia. His
troops skirmished at intervals with German troops as they stumbled into
contact. Relying too heavily on Zhilinskii’s incorrect information that Ren-
nenkampf had broken the Germans, leaving no chance of their further re-
sistance, Samsonov did not expect anything like the trap he found. The de-
tached Russian VI Corps on Samsonov’s right collided with the German
XVII and I Reserve Corps. These Germans, worn out from the fighting
around Gumbinnen and their days of march, did not press the VI Corps
hard. The VI Corps, by contrast, now experienced its first combat and its
enthusiastic officers leapt to attack, only to learn the power of machine
guns and artillery. Outflanked in the confusing morass of lakes and forests,
and finally recognizing that he was outmanned, the commander of the VI
Corps had to retreat southward by the night of the 26th. Samsonov’s right
flank was, as a result, entirely uncovered, and German aviation detected
the gap between the retreating VI Corps and Samsonov’s main body fur-
ther to the west. Leaving a small force to screen the VI Corps at Szczytno,
the German XVII and I Reserve Corps were now free to continue their
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forced march southwest to turn Samsonov’s right flank. Poor communi-
cations meant that Samsonov was ignorant of the VI Corps’s retreat and
the developing threat on his right.

At the same time, the German I Corps, having completed its redeploy-
ment to the western flank of Samsonov’s army, launched probing attacks
on the Russian I Corps, positioned on Samsonov’s left flank. Though the
Germans pushed the Russians out of a number of towns and villages, not
achieving any substantial breakthrough, the result was nonetheless fateful.
Samsonov’s left wing was anchored in place by those German fixing at-
tacks, but his center kept advancing. Just as the German XVII and I Reserve
Corps were bearing down from the east, Samsonov’s XV and XIII Corps in
his center and on his right continued to push deeper into East Prussia. To
make matters worse, the XIII Corps, the easternmost of those two corps,
separated itself from the XV Corps on 26 and 27 August by stretching north
to Olsztyn, a pointless feat in the midst of the threatened destruction of an
entire Russian army. By 26 August, Samsonov was well aware of the two
German corps on his left flank, but nonetheless continued to press his cen-
ter forward. Russia’s commander in chief pushed him to do exactly that:
Grand Duke Nikolai Nikolaevich declared to the Northwestern Front that
“the foremost task of the First and Second Armies is to finish as soon as
possible with East Prussia.” Any halt to Samsonov’s offensive north was
“extremely undesirable.”24 Only an unusually perceptive general with
great moral courage could have halted the Second Army’s seemingly vic-
torious march north; Samsonov lacked both qualities. Thus the XV and XIII
Corps pushed on to Olsztyn, stretching their connections to the corps on
Samsonov’s left, the I and XXIII, to the breaking point. Samsonov, incred-
ibly, still remained ignorant of the defeat of the VI Corps that he believed
was shielding his right.25

Samsonov’s right flank was already exposed by the retreat of the VI
Corps; his left flank was next. Under the continuing pressure from
François’s German I Corps, the Russian I Corps, protecting Samsonov’s
left, finally broke and withdrew south away from the rest of the Second
Army. This opened a gap through which François’s infantry raced toward
Nidzica to cut off Russian retreat. The Russian position rapidly disinte-
grated as Samsonov’s troops lost their cohesion and ceased acting as a sin-
gle unit. Samsonov himself contributed to the muddled communications
and general chaos. Zhilinskii had “categorically demanded” that Sam-
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sonov maintain constant communication with the Northwestern Front. On
28 August, incredibly, Samsonov instead broke his telegraph connection
with Zhilinskii. Seemingly convinced that nothing could replace his phys-
ical presence at the key point of the battle, he went to personally lead the
fight of the XIII and XV Corps at Olsztyn.26 Four German corps closed a
ring around Samsonov, probing for gaps to further slice his pocketed di-
visions. The German I Corps from the west and the XVII Corps from the
east rushed to shut any route of escape by sending small flying columns to
seize towns and crossroads. Samsonov and three Russian corps, the XXIII,
XV, and XIII, still did not know the absolute desperation of their position.
Zhilinskii had a somewhat better understanding, ordering the Second
Army to retreat while simultaneously urging Rennenkampf to press for-
ward quickly to Samsonov’s assistance. Both orders came much too late.
Only on the morning of 28 August did Samsonov realize the true condition
of his army, when he finally received word that his eastern shield, the VI
Corps, was in fact miles to the southeast and retreating at top speed. His
ability to reverse course and withdraw south himself, however, was dis-
appearing. Decisive action on Samsonov’s part to turn all available forces
south and southwest, where the German ring was nowhere near complete,
might still have extracted the bulk of his men though abandoning any hope
of the conquest of East Prussia. Samsonov delayed making that decision,
and each hour that passed cost him men, ammunition, and reserves. Only
by late on 28 August did he finally give the order to withdraw, through a
confusing and difficult tangle of lakes, swamps, and forests quickly being
blocked by a German screen.

At this point, the endangered Russian divisions were hardly outnum-
bered by the Germans encircling them, and the eastern and western spear-
heads south of Samsonov only linked up on 29 August. Even then, only
small detachments blocked escape to the south. Two full Russian corps, the
I and the VI, were outside the thin German screen and could easily have
broken back through if their leadership had managed to rally. But the Rus-
sians were exhausted at this point by nearly two weeks of marching in the
summer heat and confused by the sounds of fighting in all directions. Lack-
ing effective wireless communication, the Russians could not either cor-
rectly evaluate their position or devise a strategy. Devoid of decisive lead-
ership, the encircled divisions lost any semblance of order and
disintegrated into a mob, incapable of serious resistance. Retreat south took
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them into thick forests that broke their cohesion even further. They lost any
capacity to fight the German units that sliced their shrinking pocket into
smaller and smaller chunks and compelled Russian soldiers to surrender
by the thousands. Over 29 and 30 August, with the surviving I and VI
Corps far to the southwest and southeast and in no condition to bring re-
lief, cohesion and chain of command disappeared. Isolated pockets of Rus -
sian soldiers continued to fight, either as intact units or as scratch collec-
tions of troops, but could not escape destruction. Hindenburg reported
victory to the Kaiser on 29 August; on 30 August, Samsonov rode away
from his staff officers and shot himself. Nikolai Martos, commander of the
Russian XV Corps, was captured the same day and Nikolai Kliuev of the
XIII Corps the next. This last day of August marked the end of organized
Russian resistance. Zhilinskii had spurred Rennenkampf to greater speed
on 27 August, when Samsonov’s army was already falling apart. Zhilin-
skii’s calls continued until the afternoon of 29 August, when they suddenly
were canceled in the belief that Samsonov was retreating south and thus
needed no relief. Rennenkampf told his corps commanders at noon on 29
August to halt their pursuit, for “the Second Army has withdrawn to its
initial positions on the border.” It had not; it had been annihilated.27

The sacrifices that Rennenkampf’s and Samsonov’s soldiers had made
were not pointless. As they did not destroy the Eighth Army or occupy East
Prussia, the Russian plan in that sense failed, but all the powers fell short
in their initial hopes. As S. L. A. Marshall wrote, “All four of the Conti-
nental powers suffered delusions; all tried at the same time to swing for a
knockout blow; all four failed.”28 More importantly, the Russian invasion
of East Prussia did make the German high command weaken its drive on
Paris in order to shore up German defenses in the east. Russian troops on
German soil had galvanized public opinion. Wilhelm Düwel, a Social De-
mocrat and not inclined to take the kaiser’s word at face value, nonethe-
less warned of “semi-barbarians, who scorch, murder, loot, who shoot at
Samaritans, who vandalize medical stations, and spare neither women not
the injured.” Rumors of Russian atrocities drove refugees west toward
safety and required immediate action. Hans von Plessen, military aide to
Kaiser Wilhelm, wrote in his diary “East Prussia . . . occupied by the enemy!
The Russians burn and pillage everything!—We must make haste to fin-
ish up in the West as quickly as possible in order to come to the rescue of
the East.”29 The result was that two corps, the Guard Reserve and XI Corps
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with a cavalry division, went east on 26 August. Too late to have any effect
on the invasion of East Prussia, they did weaken the German drive on
Paris, a close-run affair where the presence or absence of two corps might
have made a difference.30

Tannenberg was unquestionably a major defeat for the Russians, but its
significance is easy to overstate. The cost to the Russian war effort was the
devastation of the Second Army, the total destruction of two corps (XV and
XIII) and partial destruction of another (XXIII) out of thirty-seven corps in
the Russian order of battle, and the loss of 50–70,000 casualties and 92,000
prisoners of war. Foreign Minister Sazonov told an American correspon-
dent that Russia had lost 165,000 men in three days.31 Of Samsonov’s orig-
inal corps, however, the I and VI remained largely intact in defensive po-
sitions along the Narew River, along with substantial remnants of the XXIII
Corps; the II Corps was now part of Rennenkampf’s First Army. Thus half
of the Second Army remained to screen the northern approaches to War-
saw against the very real chance that the Eighth Army might press south
into Poland to relieve Germany’s hard-pressed Austrian allies. Austria-
Hungary begged Germany for such a step, hoping for a German attack on
Warsaw or Siedlce. The German high command had no such intention, not
while Rennenkampf’s First Army still remained on German soil. Even
while the remnants of Samsonov’s shattered divisions were being mopped
up, the German high command ordered Hindenburg to clear East Prussia
in preparation for a later offensive south into Poland.

RENNENKAMPF’S FIRST ARMY EXPELLED 
FROM EAST PRUSSIA

While Rennenkampf’s First Army remained on German territory, the ini-
tial East Prussian campaign was not complete. Half of Samsonov’s army
had been destroyed; his surviving corps had withdrawn back across the
border to regroup. Rennenkampf, however, was still inching west into East
Prussia, and now faced Hindenburg’s Eighth Army alone. At Zhilinskii’s
urging, Rennenkampf had sent his cavalry ranging ahead toward the pock-
eted Samsonov. At the same time, Zhilinskii had sabotaged this rescue ef-
fort by instructing Rennenkampf to divert troops to screen Königsberg,
whose garrison was utterly irrelevant to the campaign. In any event, the
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cavalry sent to Samsonov’s relief were withdrawn by the end of August
when Samsonov’s destruction became clear.32

The ongoing mobilization of reserves on both sides was already begin-
ning to change the nature of the war, only weeks into the fighting. The ini-
tial battles in East Prussia had been fought by formations that had been
forced to fight with open flanks, since the density of manpower and wide
spaces of East European terrain meant that there were simply not enough
units to maintain continuous fronts. The Russian mobilization system was
beginning to tap into the country’s colossal human reserves, though, cre-
ating an entire new army, the Tenth (made up of the I Turkestan, II Cauca-
sus, III Siberian, and XXII Corps), to cover the gap between the remnants
of the Second Army to the west and the First Army to the north. As the
names of its corps suggest, the new army drew from far-flung corners of
the Russian Empire. In addition, Rennenkampf’s forces had been filled out
by the earlier addition of the II Corps and the newly arrived XXVI Corps
as well. By early September, Rennenkampf’s army held a line stretching
approximately eighty kilometers from just east of Königsberg south to the
northern fringes of the Masurian Lakes. Rennenkampf had seemingly an-
chored both ends of his position. If the Germans were going to expel him,
Rennenkampf reasoned, they would have to do it by a frontal assault, not
by outflanking him and forcing a retreat. Zhilinskii badgered Ren-
nenkampf to renew his offensive west into East Prussia. After his own fight
and Samsonov’s defeat, Rennenkampf had no stomach for more blood, and
was content to remain on the defensive. He told Zhilinskii that any offen-
sive would require a paired offensive west of the Masurian Lakes over the
ground Samsonov had covered, a requirement that guaranteed substantial
delay, until mid or late September at the earliest.

Rennenkampf then waited to see what Hindenburg and his Eighth Army
would do. Leaving only a token force to screen the southern border of East
Prussia against the reorganizing Second Army, Hindenburg sent the rest of
his troops—an impressive five corps—east against the First Army. Hinden-
burg had (from north to south) the Guards Reserve, I Reserve, XI, XX, and
XVII Corps. In purely numerical terms, the situation was fairly even, for
Rennenkampf likewise had five corps: XXVI, XX, III, IV, and II. Both sides
had just over 200 infantry battalions and roughly a thousand guns. That
quantitative equality concealed a deep qualitative difference. Rennenkampf
had already shown remarkable passivity, heightened by Samsonov’s dire
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fate. The Russian soldiers, heartened by their early victories over the Ger-
mans at Stallupönen and Gumbinnen, had now been disheartened by Ger-
man triumph. In addition, Rennenkampf’s defensive line was not so secure
as it seemed. At its far southern end, the Germans had an extensive fortified
complex at Giżycko, a natural base for any attempt to turn Rennenkampf’s
left flank. Still preoccupied with Königsberg, Rennenkampf had shifted
troops to the northern end of his line. This left a long stretch of his left flank
held by the II Corps, asked to defend a much greater frontage than the rest
of Rennenkampf’s corps. It was precisely here that Hindenburg and Lu-
dendorff intended to infiltrate their reinforced XVII Corps through the Ma-
surian Lakes, and on emerging from them, to break through the defending
II Corps and roll up the Russian line from south to north.

German probing attacks on 7 September revealed that the chief exit from
the lakes was held by only a single Russian division, the 43rd Infantry of
the II Corps. A full-scale assault on 8 September forced the 43rd to with-
draw, and on the next day Hindenburg used fixing attacks all along the line
to engage Rennenkampf’s First Army and hold it in place while the Ger-
man XVII and I Corps along with some of the scarce German cavalry
emerged from the Masurian Lakes and broke into the Russian rear. Rec-
ognizing his danger, Rennenkampf threw the 54th and 72nd divisions from
his reserves into the breach on his left. At the same time, he pulled the XX
Corps from the northern end of his line opposite Königsberg, dispatching
it south to create additional reserves if those proved necessary.

They proved exceedingly necessary. German spearheads raced north be-
hind the Russian line, threatening the First Army with a second Tannen-
berg. Here, at least, Rennenkampf’s timidity proved an asset. Recogniz-
ing his danger, he ordered withdrawal on 9 September, declaring to his
army that “the enemy has turned the left flank of our army, and the Tenth
Army cannot help us.”33 He hoped to pull his troops east, particularly his
left flank, before they were cut off and annihilated. All along the line on
10 September, German troops moved into energetic pursuit as the Rus sian
withdrawal became general. Key to the Russian retreat was their escape
route—one good road stretching from Königsberg through Insterburg,
Gumbinnen, and finally Kaunas. While Russian infantry and cavalry might
withdraw overland, vital artillery and supplies would fall into German
hands without that road back to Kaunas. German flanking forces from the
south fanned out as they pushed north to cut the road. Unable to mount a
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coherent defense, Rennenkampf threw regiment after regiment piecemeal
in front of the flanking Germans to slow their attack and allow the bulk of
his army time to escape east. The momentum of the vast German right
hook slowed as exhausted troops simply could not maintain the pace of
their pursuit. 

Rennenkampf continued to retreat on 11 September, withdrawing to a
line almost precisely where his troops had won Russia’s first victory at
Stallupönen, three weeks and an era before. The Russians managed to tem-
porarily outdistance their German pursuers, and so established a new de-
fensive line in relative safety. As the First Army regrouped, Zhilinskii
briefly entertained thoughts of ordering them back on the offensive, before
the total exhaustion of his human material made him accept reality. The
Russian withdrawal halted only briefly to give soldiers a scant few hours
rest before continuing east out of East Prussia onto Russian territory. The
First Army halted temporarily in mid-September on a line 30–40 kilome-
ters inside the Russian border, before finally withdrawing still further be-
hind the protection of the Nieman River.

The rebuilding and recriminations began as soon as the Russians had
been expelled from East Prussia. With Samsonov dead and the Second
Army gutted, Sergei Sheideman, previously commander of the II Corps,
was appointed the Second Army’s new commander and began its recon-
struction. Vasilii Flug commanded a new Tenth Army, created at the junc-
tion between the First and Second Armies southeast of the Masurian Lakes.
More serious repercussions followed for those responsible for the East
Prussian debacle. Zhilinskii blamed Rennenkampf for Russian failure,
telling Stavka that “Rennenkampf pays more attention to the safety of his
staff than to commanding the army, which has been completely neglected.”
He accused Rennenkampf of “losing his head” and abandoning his post.
The accusations did not work, and Grand Duke Nikolai Nikolaevich lost
confidence in Zhilinskii, not Rennenkampf. He kept Rennenkampf in place
but on 16 September dismissed Zhilinskii as head of the Northwestern
Front and replaced him with Nikolai Ruzskii, a General Staff officer and
previously commander of the Third Army in Galicia. While Zhilinskii’s
leadership had been ill-conceived and indecisive, it is difficult to argue that
Rennenkampf’s had been any better. Nonetheless, he remained in place
as commander of the First Army, though Yanushkevich and others re-
mained deeply suspicious of his honesty and his nerve.34
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Rennenkampf’s retreat, presaging a much greater retreat in summer
1915, was itself a military feat of a sort, and a triumph in the negative sense
that it avoided disaster. The operation was undoubtedly a defeat. His army
had retreated nearly 200 kilometers in two weeks, and his army had lost
80,000 killed, wounded, or captured along with 150 guns, making the com-
bined losses of the First and Second Armies close to 250,000 men.35 The fact
remains, though, that Rennenkampf’s army withdrew intact despite the
difficult circumstances under which it fought. While many of his soldiers
were lost, the units they belonged to did survive to fight another day. The
fact that few of Rennenkampf’s artillery pieces were lost to the enemy in-
deed suggests that the Russians withdrew in relatively good order. The bat-
tle for East Prussia had begun with great hopes but ended in disaster.
Though they suffered a demoralizing defeat, the Russians were simulta-
neously engaged in an ever-larger struggle with Austria-Hungary for the
plains of Galicia in the south, a struggle in which the Russians acquitted
themselves much better.
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In historical literature and popular consciousness, the campaign for East
Prussia unjustly overshadowed the simultaneous struggles between Aus-
tria-Hungary and Russia in Galicia. By comparison with East Prussia, the
battles in Galicia in 1914 involved more Russians: four armies instead of
two, and double the number of component corps. They fought against
more troops of the Central Powers: at first three and then four Austrian
armies, instead of one German. They fought a war that the Russian state
actually wanted to fight for a concrete political objective—hegemony in the
Balkans—long a Russian priority. The campaign ended in substantial Russ-
ian victory. By all standards aside from the attention paid by subsequent
historians, the Galician battles loom far larger than those for East Prussia.
Despite this, the Galician campaign has received substantially less atten-
tion. Tannenberg benefited from the retroactive efforts at self-promotion of
three of its key participants on the German side: Hindenburg, Ludendorff,
and Hoffmann. The Galician campaign lacked any glorious victory and suf-
fered from a dearth of those willing and able to promote their accomplish-
ments to English-speaking audiences after the war. 

Galicia was also horrifically bloody. Rather than the brilliant maneuvers
of East Prussia, Galicia degenerated into a grotesque slugging match. The
campaign was a perfect storm of elements to create a slaughterhouse. The
terrain was flat and open, allowing mass armies to maneuver and clash.
Unlike East Prussia, where the Germans absorbed Russian offensives and
then counterattacked to restore the status quo, both sides in Galicia
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planned massive offensives into enemy territory, but had not yet learned
how deadly it was for men to move in the open within range of modern ar-
tillery, machine guns, and rifles. Conrad was dazzled by his dream of a
great drive north by his First and Fourth Armies to link up with the Ger-
mans (who had informed him on 3 August that they were not coming) to
cut off Russia’s Polish salient. Blinded by visions of victory, he discounted
the possibility of a Russian attack from the east smashing into the flank of
any drive his armies made to the north. Nikolai Ivanov, commander of the
Southwestern Front, planned a concentric attack on Austrian Galicia by
four armies converging on L’viv. When the armies collided, at least a hun-
dred thousand men died in a month of fighting, leaving the Russians badly
bloodied but the Austrian army shattered.

The Russian-Austrian frontier in Galicia formed a great arc from north to
east, bowed toward Russia. While there was considerable high ground in-
side the Austrian frontier, the border itself lay on flat and relatively open
terrain, leaving great scope for generals to plan vast maneuvers. Russian
communications in the territory behind the frontier were relatively good;
a series of major towns lay in a semicircle along a railroad that paralleled
the frontier, stretching from Dęblin in the north around clockwise through
Lublin, Chełm, Kovel, Lutsk, Rovno, and finally Kamyanets-Podilsky in
the east. Austrian communications were not quite so good: the Carpathian
mountains ran roughly east–west across the southern boundary of Galicia.
As a result, Austrian railroads from Galicia ran west toward Krakow, not
south through the mountains. The border itself was not well served by rail;
upon debarking, both armies would have substantial marching to reach
enemy territory. 

Conrad’s plans for the upcoming conflict in Galicia were both deceptive
and deceived. The Austrians had initiated staff conversations with the Ger-
mans in 1909 to nail down the precise intentions of both sides, but the
clearly divergent interests of the alliance partners meant that paper assur-
ances were quite different from actual intent. From the German point of
view, Austria’s Serbian enemy was at best a side show. Complete Austrian
victory in Serbia meant nothing if it allowed Russian armies to march to
Berlin. The German General Staff thus wanted a full Austrian commitment
against Russia to relieve pressure on the German eastern border. Based in
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part on German assurances, Austria-Hungary by contrast anticipated a
German offensive out of East Prussia to occupy the Russians, not merely
an active defense. Both sides were duly disappointed; Conrad’s visceral ha-
tred of the Serbs made Serbia a priority; Germany’s wholehearted com-
mitment to an all-out drive on Paris made an offensive out of East Prussia
unthinkable.

In subsequent histories, Conrad has suffered a great deal of highly jus-
tified criticism for his inability to think clearly about the Habsburg Em-
pire’s strategic problems. In his defense, though, Austria-Hungary’s geo-
graphical position made strategic decisions extremely complex. Conrad
had to plan for mobilization under a host of contingencies, including a lo-
calized war against Serbia and a more general European conflict. To cope
with this uncertainty, Conrad intended to commit to the Russian frontier
a set portion of his mobilized forces: A-Staffel, of twenty-eight infantry
and ten cavalry divisions. A smaller force of eight infantry divisions—
 Minimalgruppe Balkan—was dedicated to dealing with Serbia, where it
provided at best rough parity with the eleven divisions of the Serbian army.
B-Staffel, a swing force of twelve infantry and one cavalry division, was
scheduled for mobilization and deployment in either direction depending
on circumstances, allowing overwhelming force against Serbia or sub-
stantially reinforcing the armies invading Russia.1

This contingency planning was a reasonable approach to a difficult
problem, but Conrad’s management was so vacillating and incompetent as
to defy belief. The Austrian plan required clear thinking and decisive ac-
tion about where B-Staffel should go: south to Serbia or northeast to Gali-
cia. As the July crisis raced toward war, Conrad had to choose. Once the
decision was made, any change would produce chaos, since the railway
timetables were not amenable to improvisation or alteration. On 25 July,
Conrad mobilized Minimalgruppe Balkan against Serbia, and waited to see
the proper course for A-Staffel and B-Staffel. All signs pointed to imminent
Russian intervention, and simple strategic calculation told the same story.
If Conrad mobilized B-Staffel against Russia without need, Serbia was in
no position to threaten Austria and could be crushed at leisure. If B-Staffel
went to Serbia, however, Russia threatened the capture of major parts of
Austrian territory with the most serious consequences. Despite concrete
evidence of Russian preparation for mobilization against Austria from 27
to 30 July, Conrad permitted B-Staffel to begin moving south on 30 July. He
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did not attempt to reverse B-Staffel’s pointless journey to the Serbian front
until 6 August, at which point those troops had to finish their deployment
to Serbia, then reboard their trains for the slow journey back north to fight
the Russians in Galicia. Whether Conrad was motivated by deep denial of
Russia’s intent to enter the war or by a visceral desire to punish Serbia no
matter what the cost, his policies are impossible to regard as rational. 

Likewise puzzling is the precise deployment of A-Staffel in Galicia. Con-
trary to previous Austrian war plans, Conrad’s armies mobilized well back
from the Russian border. Conrad’s grand strategy envisaged a vast pincer
closing north out of Galicia in conjunction with Germany, so deploying his
divisions well south of the border makes little sense. In addition, Russia’s
relatively slow mobilization meant that the military balance would steadily
turn against the Austrians over time, underlining the importance of act-
ing quickly. Conrad’s actions may be explained by the betrayal of his war
plans to the Russians by the Austrian counterintelligence officer Colonel
Alfred Redl, compelling revisions of previous plans. In any event, Conrad’s
actions meant his troops were exhausted by their march to the frontier and
that the Russians had time to adjust their own plans to the unexpected Aus-
trian mobilization.

Conrad’s dithering and the odyssey of the Austrian B-Staffel meant that
the Austrian offensive across the Russian border lacked any numerical ad-
vantage. In opposition to Russia’s four armies it initially had only three,
shielded on their flanks by two scratch formations equivalent to under-
strength armies. Conrad’s chief striking force pushing north from Galicia
into Russian Poland was made up of two armies, the First Army under Vik-
tor Dankl to the left and the Fourth Army under Moritz von Auffenberg
to the right. They deployed in a line stretching from the Vistula River to
their west to L’viv to their east. They were protected on their left by the
Kummer Group, an understrength army of territorial militia, on the far
bank of the Vistula. On their right, another task force under Archduke
Joseph Ferdinand, detached from the Austrian Third Army, protected the
bend of the Austrian line. Conrad envisaged attacking north toward Lublin
and Kovel. Success would cut Russia’s lateral railroad line behind the fron-
tier, and if all went well, enable a further push north to sever Warsaw from
the rest of Russia. Conrad mistakenly expected that the Germans would
join a pincer movement toward Warsaw by attacking south out of East
Prussia. To the east, the Austrian Third Army, later reinforced by the Sec-
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ond Army when B-Staffel arrived from its detour to Serbia, defended Gali-
cia against Russian assault. 

Ivanov, commanding Russia’s Southwestern Front, lacked the aristocratic
background and bearing of much of the tsar’s high command. A simple and
straightforward man, with an enormous square-cut beard enhancing his
peasant image, he had a war plan equally devoid of subtlety. His plan was
based on Redl’s information, which predicted a relatively aggressive Aus-
trian deployment close to the border. As a result, the Russian plan envis-
aged all four armies converging in a relatively shallow envelopment of
L’viv. Conrad’s deployment was also substantially further west than the
Russians expected, so Russia’s plans had its armies converging on empty
space. Conrad’s odd deployments thus worked to his advantage, at least
initially. In addition, the Russians expected, contrary to Conrad’s actual
plan, that the weight of the Austrian army would be directed east, rather
than north. As a result, the two Russian armies in the east, Nikolai Ruzskii’s
Third and Aleksei Brusilov’s Eighth, were substantially stronger than the
two armies in the north, Anton Zal’tsa’s Fourth and Pavel Pleve’s Fifth. In
effect, the Russian and Austrian allocation of forces were complementary:
the Russian northern wing (sixteen to seventeen infantry divisions) was
weaker than its eastern wing (twenty-two divisions); the Austrian eastern
wing was weaker than its northern. The ground was prepared for offensives
that moved like a revolving door—the larger Austrian armies pushing north
out of Galicia with the larger Russian armies advancing west into Galicia.2

Under pressure from the French to hasten Russian offensives, even
though Russian advances in Galicia could have only the most indirect ef-
fect on events in the West, on 14 August Yanushkevich ordered the South-
western Front to attack before its mobilization was complete. On 19 Au-
gust, the two Russian armies on the east side of the Galician salient (the
Third to the north, the Eighth to the south) moved across the Austrian bor-
der. Russian divisions advanced without fully prepared support systems
in their rear and with many troops still en route to the front. Moving
roughly in parallel, they drove forward against the cavalry screens of Aus-
trian defenders, the Austrian Third Army to the north and the Kövess task
force (an understrength army) to the south. The Austrians took advantage
of four rivers flowing north to south as defensive lines: three tributaries of
the Dniestr (the Seret, the Zolota Lipa, and the Gnila Lipa) and then the
Dniestr itself. 
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THE NORTHERN THEATER

The bloody battles for Galicia began in the north.3 On the northern side of
the Galician salient, the two Russian armies (Fourth to the west, Fifth to the
east) began to move on 23 August. The Fifth Army, like the Third Army to
its southeast, aimed at L’viv; the Fourth Army marched south parallel to
and west of the Fifth, advancing toward the fortress of Przemyśl on the
upper San River. The Russian Fourth Army was therefore on a collision
course with the Austrian First; one headed south to Przemyśl, the other
north to Lublin. Similarly, the Russian Fifth Army was set to brush past the
Austrian Fourth. The Austrians were advancing north to Chełm just to the
west of where the Russians were moving south toward L’viv. The stage was
set for a massive meeting engagement in open terrain. The Russian right
flanks were exposed as a result of their converging attack on L’viv, but
Stavka had noted as early as 22 August that the Russian plan was relying
on outdated intelligence. Yanushkevich told Ivanov that “it is possible that
the Austrians as a result of caution have deployed the bulk of their forces
further west than we had presumed. In that case, the path of our offensive
. . . will not correspond to the situation.” Ivanov, Yanushkevich suggested,
should modify his orders accordingly.4 The notice came too late, though,
for Russian deployment was already essentially complete. The path of ad-
vance was, however, redirected slightly to the west to better account for the
Austrians’ real position. 

Dankl’s Austrian First Army collided with the Russian Fourth Army,
weakest of the Russian armies in Galicia. The Fourth Army was initially
commanded by seventy-year-old Anton Zal’tsа, whose physical and men-
tal faculties were long past handling the strain. As the battle began, he was
replaced by the younger and more capable Aleksei Evert, a stern discipli-
narian and cautious commander. Evert’s army, made up (from west to east)
of the XIV, XVI, and Grenadier Corps, was deployed on a 60-kilometer
front advancing south from Lublin. Evert was shorthanded, as his XX
Corps had been transferred to Rennenkampf’s First Army prior to the bat-
tle. Though Dankl likewise had three corps (the I, V, and X), overall Aus-
trian manpower was much greater: approximately 230,000 men to Evert’s
110,000. Both armies moved behind cavalry screens, whose initial clashes
fixed the approximate locations of both formations as the mass of the two
armies slowly converged. Dankl’s divisions stretched in front of an
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east–west belt of forests north of the Tanew River, centered on the small
town of Kraśnik. The two armies’ infantry first clashed on 23 August.
Dankl concentrated his forces on his left wing, forcing the Russian right,
the XIV Corps, to bear the brunt of the first day’s fighting. Unable to sus-
tain the punishment and in imminent danger of being encircled on its right,
the XIV Corps withdrew north, exposing and endangering the other two
Russian corps to its left. Feeling the painful absence of the XX Corps,
Evert’s two remaining corps could not sustain Austrian pressure, and on
24 August also retreated northeast toward Lublin, only stabilizing the line
on 27 and 28 August with local counterattacks that halted the Austrian ad-
vance. Stavka transferred reinforcements from the Third Army along with
the XVIII Corps from Warsaw to shore up the Fourth Army’s position and
protect its right flank against encirclement by Austrian forces operating on
the opposite, western bank of the Vistula River. By 28 and 29 August it was
clear the Russian lines were holding, but there was no room to retreat with-
out surrendering vital ground. Key road and rail links ran east–west
through Lublin, and Austrian capture of the city would cripple Russian
ability to shift troops around the theater.

While the Russian Fourth Army was forced into a steady withdrawal,
it maintained its cohesion and was never threatened with defeat in detail.
The Russian Fifth Army to its east found itself in much greater danger. Its
commander, Pavel Pleve, though he appeared old and sickly, was mentally
sharp and maintained calm in the face of extraordinary pressure. Pleve’s
150,000 soldiers (from west to east, the XXV, XIX, V, and XVII Corps) were
matched against roughly 250,000 in von Auffenberg’s Fourth Army (II, IX,
VI, and XIV Corps). The clash began only days after the similar collision to
the west, but Pleve allowed dangerous gaps to form between the corps
under his command. Unlike Evert’s Fourth Army, which advanced while
keeping its constituent corps in close contact, Pleve’s four corps advanced
as individual compact masses, leaving wide spaces between them as a re-
sult of the broader frontage he had to cover. On 25 August, the South-
western Front ordered Pleve to relieve the pressure on the embattled Rus -
sian Fourth Army by attacking the right (eastern) flank of the Austrian
troops engaging them. The Austrian Fourth Army was spread as widely as
Pleve’s Fifth, but its advantage in manpower gave it a substantial edge in
the game of feeling for gaps in the line to find and turn enemy flanks.

Pleve’s move south became a wild and confusing melee. Since the bat-
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tered Russian Fourth Army was already in retreat to his west, Pleve’s task
was to send his right wing southwest in order to cover the gap left by the
Russian Fourth Army’s withdrawal. Evert’s retreat, combined with poor
coordination between Evert and Pleve, left a gap between the two armies,
a gap that opened the way to the important railroad line running east from
Lublin. As Pleve moved to cover the breach, his divisions collided on 26
August with Auffenberg’s main force as well as the far right wing of
Dankl’s. Pleve’s force on his far western wing, the Russian XXV Corps,
fought in isolation for two days before finally breaking and retreating on
27 August. As it withdrew, it failed to maintain contact with the XIX Corps
to its east, opening another gap. This left the exposed right flank of XIX
Corps protected only by Cossack cavalry. The XIX Corps met the Austrian
VI Corps head on in frontal attacks, but its position quickly became un-
tenable as divisions of the Austrian II and newly arrived IX Corps began
to move around the open western flank created by loss of contact with the
XXV Corps. It also had to withdraw north to Komarów on 27 August. By
the next day, the XIX Corps’s right flank was bending back dangerously
under Austrian pressure, and the entire corps was in danger of being en-
veloped and destroyed. 

Pleve’s two westernmost corps, the XXV and the XIX, were now either in
full retreat or in danger of imminent destruction. He tried to rally the XXV
Corps to attack south into the gap between the Austrian First and Fourth
Armies, but its half-hearted efforts made no progress. He attempted to
wheel his two remaining corps, the V and XVII, to the west to strike the east-
ern flank of the Austrian advance north, but the XVII Corps was too far east
to bring any force to bear. To make matters worse, while strung out on its
march west to come to the assistance of the rest of the Fifth Army, the XVII
Corps was itself struck on its southern flank by the advancing Austrian XIV
Corps and badly mauled, losing several dozen guns and 5,000 prisoners.
The V Corps, however, proved much more successful. Close enough to the
embattled XIX Corps to bring meaningful aid, the V Corps struck the east-
ern flank of the Austrian divisions engaging the XIX Corps, smashing the
Austrian 15th Division almost as badly as the Russian XVII Corps had suf-
fered. While the V Corps had temporarily salvaged the Russian position,
the Fifth Army’s overall situation was still grave, broken into two widely
separated fragments. The Russian northern wing arcing around Galicia no
longer presented any semblance of a coherent formation. The Fourth Army
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had dug in before Lublin, the isolated XXV Corps to its east had retreated,
and the remaining corps of the Fifth Army, the XIX, V, and XVII, were hud-
dled together in a defensive salient centered around Komarów. The nu-
merical superiority of the Austrian First and Fourth Armies now threatened
the Russians with encirclement, defeat in detail, and annihilation, especially
as an Austrian task force of three infantry divisions under Archduke Joseph
Ferdinand began to encircle the Russian enclave from the southeast. Tem-
porarily unified under the authority of the XVII Corps’s commander Pyotr
Yakovlev, the XIX, V, and XVII Corps held out for two days, 29 and 30 Au-
gust, against the combined assaults of four Austrian corps. As the Austrian
assault worked its way around both flanks of Yakovlev’s hard-pressed di-
visions, a second Tannenberg threatened. The other corps of the Fifth Army,
the XXV, was still in retreat north toward Chełm. But just as the Austrians
seemed on the verge of a crushing victory, one that could have meant the
abandonment of Poland and possibly even Russian exit from the war, cir-
cumstances changed with astounding rapidity.

The Austrians had fought hard and well, contrary to the general per-
ception of the Habsburg army’s performance in World War I, but there
were limits to Austrian reserves of men, supplies, and energy. The long ad-
vance and bloody fighting of the advance north into Russian Poland had
drained all those. As the Austrians moved north, their lines of supply and
communication became increasingly tenuous. Reinforcements flowed more
easily to the Russians than to the Austrians, who had now far outdistanced
the railheads from which supplies had to be hauled by wagons. A week of
desperate fighting meant that both sides were exhausted, but the physical
and mental strain was harder on the Austrians, who bore the burden of the
offensive and of fighting on foreign soil. The energy of Austrian assaults
began to fade. 

More importantly, though, the Southwestern Front had begun its ad-
vance into Galicia before the completion of Russian mobilization. As the
fighting continued, more and more Russian battalions flowed in to bolster
the beleaguered Fourth and Fifth Armies, and these fresh and unbloodied
troops tilted the balance in Russia’s favor. On the right flank of the three
isolated corps of the Fifth Army clustered at Komarów, the XIX Corps was
close to its breaking point, opening the gate to complete encirclement,
when two Cossack cavalry divisions stormed into the rear of the attack-
ing Austrians, routing two divisions. Additional contingents flowed in to
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bolster the Fourth Army to the west, eventually giving it numerical supe-
riority even over the combined forces of the Austrian First Army and the
Kummer Group, which now crossed to the east bank of the Vistula to as-
sist in the attack on Lublin. Evert added the newly arrived XVIII Corps,
sent south from Warsaw, to shore up his right flank and the Guard Corps
to protect his left. When the balance between the two sides had shifted
enough, Dankl’s right flank began to cave in: his X Corps had to withdraw
on 2 September, followed by the rest of the Austrians. Though the Austri-
ans had advanced 100 kilometers, their offensive had never reached Lublin.
Advance units had managed to briefly cut the railroad east of the city at
Trawniki, but could not sustain themselves once the Austrian withdrawal
began.

Most importantly, the overarching Austrian strategic gamble had failed.
Conrad had counted on his strong northern wing achieving victory before
his weak eastern wing collapsed under the pressure of the Russian Third
and Eighth Armies. By the end of August, that wager had failed, and Aus-
trian attacks, carried out by exhausted troops, no longer brought success.
On 31 August, Austrian aerial reconnaissance spotted Russian troops from
the Third Army closing in behind the Austrian Fourth Army. The victori-
ous Austrian advance deep into Russian territory now threatened to be-
come a trap. Pleve did not realize this: on the night of 30–31 August, he
ordered his Fifth Army into retreat, but the exhausted Austrians were in no
condition to pursue. Indeed, the Austrian command was considering re-
treat as well. Withdrawing in relatively good order, the Russian Fifth Army
regrouped 50 kilometers behind its previous lines.

THE EASTERN THEATER

As already suggested, Conrad’s plan was a gamble: that success in the
north would be faster than failure in the east. That depended on the Aus-
trians holding off the Russian Third and Eighth Armies invading Galicia.5

The Austrian forces—the nine to ten infantry divisions of the Third Army
and the Kövess Group to its south—were far outnumbered by the Russians,
who deployed 350,000 men and more than twenty infantry divisions. As
evidence of Conrad’s strategic bankruptcy, an entire army was missing
from the Austrian defense of eastern Galicia. It had gone to Serbia as B-
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Staffel while Austria-Hungary faced a terrible threat from the Russians.
Eventually the Austrian Second Army would take the place of the Kövess
Group, and by the end of August six of its divisions arrived, though an-
other six were still entangled in the Balkans. 

From north to south, Ruzskii’s Third Army had the XXI, XI, IX, and X
Corps in a line stretching southeast from Lutsk, a line continued by
Brusilov’s Eighth Army with the VII, XII, VIII, and XXIV Corps. Since in
the eastern theater the Austrians remained on the defensive rather than ad-
vancing to contact, it took longer for serious fighting to begin. The Eighth
Army moved forward on 18 August, crossing the frontier on 20 August,
and the Third Army moved out on 19 August. Both advanced for a week
without serious opposition. The Third Army, slightly ahead of the Eighth,
made the first contact with the main Austrian forces on the Zolota Lipa
River around Złoczów, 60 kilometers east of L’viv. The three corps of the
Austrian Third Army—the XI, III, and XII—waited for the Russians to ad-
vance across the Galician plains, then attacked on a broad front in hopes of
catching the Russians on the march and poorly prepared for battle. The
Russians, however, were ready and present in overwhelming force, as
those three Austrian corps were engaging in frontal attacks against a full
six Russian corps: four from the Third Army and two from the northern
wing of the Eighth. Russian weight of numbers repelled Austrian attacks
on 26 August and sent all three Austrian corps reeling back toward L’viv.
Ruzskii was delighted with his troops’ performance, declaring to Stavka
that “our troops are ready to make any sacrifices, they strain to reach the
enemy, not even holding back from frontal assaults.”6 The Russian victory
might have been still more complete but for the caution of both Russian
army commanders. If the Eighth Army’s left wing had pushed forward
more aggressively around the southern extreme of the Austrian line, the
victory might have been complete. Both Russian armies were advancing
cautiously, and Brusilov, the Eighth Army’s talented commander, did not
wish to extend himself without knowing the precise nature of Austrian re-
sistance. Austrian reinforcements flowed in rapidly, and Conrad directed
the Austrian Second Army under Eduard von Böhm-Ermolli, newly ar-
rived from its long detour to Serbia, to shore up the Austrian Third Army’s
southern flank. 

After his initial victories, Ruzskii wanted to halt and regroup his Third
Army on the Gnila Lipa River before making a further push onward to
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L’viv. Southwestern Front Commander Ivanov and Stavka alike were skep-
tical of this suggestion, knowing the increasingly desperate situation of the
Fifth Army to the northwest. Ivanov initially agreed to Ruzskii’s request
for a pause on condition that active cavalry probes continue, but Stavka ve-
toed a halt altogether and insisted the Third Army continue toward L’viv,
shifting to the north to provide more indirect support to the hard-pressed
Fifth Army. Ivanov then ordered Ruzskii on 29 August to speed his ad-
vance to bring Pleve some assistance. Ruzskii complied, ordering a general
offensive for his Third Army on 30 August, but without full consideration
of the needs of the Russian northern wing. Fixated on his own advance,
Ruzskii responded with an advance directly west by the four corps of his
Third Army to steamroller Austrian resistance and take L’viv, ignoring the
needs of the Fifth Army to the northwest. 

When fighting began again on 29 August along the Gnila Lipa River,
the most intense combat took place in the center of the Russian advance
just east of L’viv, where the Austrian III and XII Corps, dug in to strong
defensive positions with ample artillery, came under the combined assault
of four Russian corps. Ivanov harangued Ruzskii and Brusilov to move
more quickly, putting the fate of the Fourth and Fifth armies in their
hands. By the next day, the Russians had smashed a 15-kilometer gap in
the XII Corps, through which a cavalry division raided Austrian supply
lines and harassed retreating soldiers. The XXI Corps on the far right of
the general Russian advance was north of L’viv by 2 September, thereby
creating a dual threat: either to turn south against L’viv or north to attack
the rear of the Austrian armies engaged against the Russian Fifth Army.
All along the line, Austrian counterattacks failed to stem the steady Rus -
sian advance. The Austrian position would have been even more disas-
trous but for the failure of Russian cavalry to exploit the breach in Aus-
trian lines in full force. On 31 August, the Austrian Third Army ordered
general withdrawal from the Gnila Lipa, though not yet abandoning L’viv
to Russian occupation. The Austrian Second Army pulled back as well,
abandoning Halych and destroying the bridges across the Dniestr River.
Though suffering heavy losses, the Austrians had managed to keep their
forces intact and in some order. Nonetheless, the Russian advance was re-
lentless, capturing outlying Austrian fortifications around L’viv on 2 Sep-
tember and taking L’viv itself the next day.

As a result, while the north still hung in the balance, the Austrian posi-

THE OPENING CAMPAIGNS: GALICIA, 1914 93

Stone_The Russian Army in the Great War  5/19/15  9:43 AM  Page 93



tion in the east was collapsing. The battle for Galicia then turned on
whether the Austrians could hold on long enough in the east to enable vic-
tory in the north. Ivanov stressed that “even the capture of L’viv cannot
compensate us for losing the battle in the north,”7 and so the highest pri-
ority for Ruzskii’s Third Army had to be pressing northwest to the relief of
the Fifth Army. Conrad belatedly recognized the danger of his situation.
Resentful at the lack of a German offensive into Poland but more conscious
of their own need, the Austrians appealed to Germany for aid, the first step
in a pernicious process that deprived the Habsburg Empire of its auton-
omy. Germany dispatched a task force of Landwehr divisions under Remus
von Woyrsch to prop up the faltering Austrian First Army. Shaken by the
loss of experienced officers in the first battles, the Habsburgs found that
German militia fought more effectively than Austrian first-line troops.
Abandoning hope of further advances in the north just as the Russians
were planning to renew their pressure there, Conrad rested his hopes on a
counterattack against the Russian troops advancing from the east. The re-
treat of Pleve’s Fifth Army gave the Austrian high command some room to
maneuver, and on 1 September, Conrad ordered the Fourth Army to turn
southeast, away from the beaten Russians, and to attack the Russian Third
Army at precisely the moment that army was moving northwest to attack
the Austrian Fourth. Conrad split the Austrian Fourth Army, screening the
Russian Fifth Army with two weak corps under Archduke Joseph Ferdi-
nand, while sending three corps south to attack the northern flank of the
advancing Russian Third Army.8

Thus, at the beginning of September, the northern sector had hit a tem-
porary lull. While the Austrian First Army was retreating south, the Aus-
trian Fourth Army had turned in place to move south against the north-
ern flank of the Russian Third Army. In the eastern sector, the Austrian
Third and Second Armies had been badly beaten and were temporarily in-
capable of halting to counterattack the pursuing Russian Third and Eighth
Armies. Sensing the possibility to annihilate the northern Austrian armies,
Ivanov ordered a general advance all along the Southwestern Front on 3
September. Stavka reorganized its troops in the north for greater flexibil-
ity, separating out the two westernmost corps from the Fourth Army to cre-
ate a new Ninth Army under Platon Lechitskii. Lechitskii, a priest’s son and
former seminarian, was down-to-earth, solid, and effective, uniquely re-
maining in command of his army, suffering neither promotion nor demo-
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tion, through 1917. It, along with the Fourth Army, was assigned to pursue
the Austrian First Army as it withdrew south. To make matters even more
complex, the Russian Fifth Army had been assigned to halt its own retreat
and instead pursue the Austrian Fourth Army as it moved southeast, fight-
ing its way through the screen erected by Joseph Ferdinand’s task force.

In essence, then, the renewed Russian offensive on 3-4 September re-
peated the pattern of the first offensive just over two weeks earlier: a con-
centric offensive by all the Southwestern Front’s armies, converging on the
Austrian fortress at Przemyśl. The difference, though, was that two weeks’
time had allowed Russian advantages in manpower to accumulate. Aus-
trian forces, smaller to begin with and drained by two weeks of bloody ma-
neuver warfare, were far less capable of resistance. On the northern wing,
Russian advantage in numbers (now roughly thirty-six divisions to twenty)
began to take its toll. The previous two weeks had also split Austrian forces
facing the Russian northern wing. The Austrian First Army occupied a con-
cave arc directed toward Lublin and its Russian defenders; the Austrian
Fourth Army to the east had focused on trying to encircle and destroy the
Russian Fifth Army before being ordered to the southeast. As a result, a gap
of almost 50 kilometers had opened between the right flank of the Austrian
First Army and the left flank of the Austrian Fourth. Such gaps had almost
destroyed Pleve’s Fifth Army just weeks before; now the Austrians were
faced with the prospect of destruction. Ivanov threw four corps into that
gap to isolate the two Austrian armies and defeat them in detail. 

On 4 September the Austrian X Corps, stationed at the gap between the
Austrian First and Fourth Armies, began to collapse. Assailed from the
front by repeated assaults and outflanked by the XXV Corps moving into
the space separating it from the Fourth Army far to its east, beleaguered
Austrians surrendered in substantial numbers or withdrew quickly south.
Despite the developing crisis on its eastern flank, the Austrian First Army
continued to hold elsewhere, repulsing frontal assaults from the Ninth and
Fourth Army. If the Russians continued to push into the gap in Austrian
defenses, though, that stand could at best be temporary. With the Austrian
X Corps broken, the Russian Fourth Army on 7 September hammered the
next unit in the Austrian line, the V Corps, which still stubbornly held its
ground in the face of overwhelming Russian artillery and weight of num-
bers. Timely reinforcements by the German Landwehr of von Woyrsch’s task
force stiffened the Austrian line. Even at this early point in the war, the rel-
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ative worth of the two Central Powers was clearly established: small num-
bers of German militia commanded by a general nearly seventy years old
made an enormous difference in the combat effectiveness of Austrian for-
mations, staving off complete Austrian collapse.

While the Russian Ninth and Fourth Armies had struggled desperately
to defend Lublin and then push the Austrians back across the frontier,
Pleve’s Fifth Army, occupying the hinge of the Russian line, remained re-
markably passive after narrowly escaping envelopment and annihilation
in the battles around Komarów. As a result, when the Austrian Fourth
Army split in two, leaving a task force under Joseph Ferdinand to delay
Russian advance while the bulk of the Fourth Army moved south to deal
with the crisis at L’viv, the Russian Fifth Army failed to take advantage of
the opportunity. Instead, it crept south in slow pursuit of Joseph Ferdinand.
By 7 September, though, rest and resupply put it in a position to move de-
cisively either west to smash the right flank of the Austrian First Army or
south to avenge its near destruction by attacking the Austrian Fourth.
Given this opportunity, Ivanov split the difference, sending the XXV Corps
west to assist the Ninth and Fourth Armies, and the rest of Fifth Army and
the XIX, V and XVII Corps, along with cavalry, south to the aid of the Rus -
sian Third Army.

Through the early days of September, the combined forces of the Rus -
sian Ninth and Fourth Armies on the western wing of the enormous arc
stretching through Galicia pushed steadily south and southwest in pursuit
of the Austrian First Army. The Austrians held their positions in relatively
good order, bolstered by a steady flow of reinforcements. Given the slow
Russian progress, on 8 September Evert suggested a halt to rest and reor-
ganize, a proposal that Ivanov endorsed on condition that the Ninth and
Fourth Armies surrender some divisions to more active fronts. Unwilling
to do that, Lechitskii and Evert renewed their attacks, and on 9 September
the combined weight of their armies finally broke the Austrian First Army.
Independent attacks finally smashed through stubbornly defended Aus-
trian positions south of Lublin, forcing rapid retreat that abandoned ar-
tillery and thousands of prisoners. The Ninth and Fourth Armies moved
to full pursuit the next day. The Fifth Army’s XXV Corps, earlier detached
to outflank the Austrian First Army from the east, now forced the disor-
ganized Austrian retreat to move southwest rather than directly south. This
withdrawal thus meant the First Army’s retreat put increasing distance be-
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tween itself and the three embattled Austrian armies further east. The other
Austrian armies in the theater were now entirely open to Russian attack
from the north, a vulnerability that would prove crucial to the outcome of
the battles in the eastern sector.

In the east, Ruzskii’s Third Army had moved northwest, seeking battle
with the Austrian Fourth Army; the Fourth Army had moved southeast to
meet it. On 5 September, elements on Ruzskii’s right wing began to meet
Austrian resistance, and by the next day the two armies were fully engaged
all along their front in the wooded terrain north and west of L’viv. The
bloody and vicious fighting centered around the village of Rava-Ruska,
where the advancing Russians hammered at the Austrian center. The Aus-
trian Fourth Army countered by trying to work its right flank around the
Russian left to wedge troops into the junction between the Third Army and
the Eighth Army to its south. If successful, this could break through to L’viv
and divide the two Russian armies. Two separate developments ended this
threat. On 7 September, the Russian XXI Corps on the Third Army’s right
wing pushed forward toward a link-up with the left wing of the Fifth Army,
strengthening the threat to collapse both Joseph Ferdinand’s task force and
the Austrian Fourth Army: the two Russian armies were close to crushing
the Austrians between them. At the same time, the developing crisis on the
Third Army’s left forced its neighboring armies to rush to its aid. From the
Eighth Army to the south, Brusilov sent his VII and VIII Corps north to
smash into the southern flank of the developing Austrian breach in Russian
lines. To the north, the Fifth Army’s two eastern corps, the V and XVII,
pressed south hard against the stop-gap defense of Joseph Ferdinand’s task
force, striving to drive it back into the rear of the Austrian forces hammer-
ing away at Ruzskii’s Third Army. The developing battle had spread north
and south along the front from its center at Rava-Ruska, drawing more and
more elements from both armies into the confused fighting.

Despite the net of Russian armies closing around his troops in eastern
Galicia, Conrad was not yet prepared to abandon hope of victory. He or-
dered all three of his armies, the Fourth, Third, and Second, to launch a
combined drive on L’viv on 9 and 10 September, regardless of their deteri-
orating situation. Though the Fourth Army’s attacks stalled, this desperate
attempt to salvage a lost battle came remarkably close to success in an un-
expected sector. While the Austrian Third Army still pressed hard to rip
open the junction between the Russian Third and Eighth Armies, the Aus-
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trian Second Army, a marginal element at the far southern extreme of the
Austrian line as a result of its late deployment from the Balkans, now fi-
nally made its weight felt. As the far southern anchor of the Russian line,
the XXIV Corps of Brusilov’s Eighth Army suffered the full force of an at-
tack by the Austrian Second Army on 9 September, forcing it to retreat sev-
eral miles and thereby bending back the southern fringe of the Russian line.
Brusilov reported that his army was “in an extremely difficult position in
view of the threatened envelopment from the left and a sharp attack into
the gap between itself and Ruzskii’s Third Army.”9 The further Brusilov’s
left wing retreated, the more the way lay open for the Austrian Second
Army, operating at the southern end of the fighting, to push north to L’viv
and roll up the Eighth. Brusilov’s troops fought stubbornly and desperately
to keep the Russian left wing from breaking: could they hold until the Aus-
trian Fourth Army finally gave way?

Ignoring the growing Austrian crisis in the north—the Austrian Fourth
Army was hopelessly entangled in the ferocious fighting around Rava-
Ruska while the First Army on its left was in rapid retreat homeward—the
Austrian high command continued to hope for decisive victory. Only on 11
September did the hopelessness of the Austrian position become clear. The
Russian Fifth Army was slowly but relentlessly pushing south, driving
Joseph Ferdinand’s task force in front of it and caving in the northern flank
of the Austrian Fourth Army. Even though Ivanov noted the “difficult po-
sition created by extended and stubborn fighting on the front of General
Ruzskii’s army and especially General Brusilov’s” and the “exhaustion of
our troops created by uninterrupted marching and extending battles,” the
Austrians were in far worse shape. On that afternoon Conrad gave the
order for general retreat.10 He told his troops to withdraw west to the San
River, anchored on the south by the Przemyśl fortress, followed by further
withdrawal west to Krakow, retreating first across the Wisłoka River be-
fore finally halting before the Dunajec River. Russian pursuit across the San
was slowed by rains and the resulting high water, allowing the Austrian
army to gain distance on the Russians and reestablish a defensive position.
They left behind horrific losses. The struggle around Rava-Ruska in the
center of the Russian Third Army line was particularly intense. One Amer-
ican reporter described “stepping from shell hole to shell hole, each sur-
rounded by strips of blue uniform, fingers, bones, and bits of humanity
blown to pieces by high explosive shells.”11
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After almost three weeks of bloody warfare, Russian pursuit was slow
and desultory.12 The exhausted troops of the Russian left—the Third and
Eighth Armies and elements of the Fifth Army—were wholly unable to
manage an active pursuit of the beaten Austrians. Nonetheless, an impor-
tant opportunity was missed. The slow Russian pursuit allowed the trans-
fer of German forces from East Prussia to redeploy as a new German Ninth
Army in the region north of Krakow, on the west bank of the Vistula. This
halted any potential Russian advance along the north bank of the Vistula
toward the vital industrial region of Silesia, and laid the groundwork for
a subsequent German offensive against Warsaw, discussed in the next
chapter. South of the Vistula, the slow Russian pursuit was equally fateful.
The four Austrian armies that had fought and lost in Galicia withdrew west
into a steadily narrowing space between the Vistula to the north and the
Carpathians to the south. Russian cavalry had outdistanced the Austrians
on the north side of the Vistula, but proved unable to cross back south be-
hind them and complete the battle of annihilation. The Austrian flight was
so rapid that it often outdistanced even Russian cavalry. Russian cavalry
pursued the Austrians all the way to the eastern bank of the Dunajec, but
they lacked mass and heavy artillery. As a result, Russian horsemen could
only harass the Austrian retreat, not force them to battle and destroy the
disorganized and demoralized force. In addition, the Russian command,
both at the Southwestern Front and at Stavka, feared overreaching in pur-
suit of the Austrians as Russian supply lines lengthened and the Austrian
retreat neared substantial fortress complexes. The Austrian retreat swept
past the Przemyśl fortress, leaving its garrison to be besieged by the Rus-
sians. As late as the end of September, only the Russian Ninth Army, just
south of the Vistula, was nearing Austrian positions. The remainder of the
Southwestern Front—the Fourth, Fifth, Third, and Eighth Armies—was
still advancing slowly, in no hurry to repeat the experience they had just
gone through.

The Galician campaign was an undoubted Russian victory, though
achieved at great cost. The Russians had seized Galicia and inflicted hor-
rific losses on the Austrians, albeit at enormous expense to themselves. Pre-
cise casualty figures are impossible to determine, but the Austrians likely
lost in the neighborhood of 400,000 killed, wounded, or captured in the first
month of the war, of which 100,000 were prisoners in Russian hands. That
casualty total amounted to half the men who began the campaign. By the
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winter of 1914–1915, Austrian casualties had climbed to nearly one million.
As losses were particularly heavy in the vital infantry divisions and among
junior officers, the cumulative effect was to destroy the bulk of the prewar
fighting force, and leave the Austrian army scrambling to rebuild its ex-
perience and professionalism for the rest of the war. It shared this challenge
with Russia and the rest of the countries at war, but Austria was hit par-
ticularly hard and particularly early.13 In less than a month of fighting, it
was clear to all parties at war that they faced a test on a scale greater than
any in living memory.
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After the battles in the north in East Prussia and in the south in Galicia, the
fighting on the Eastern Front shifted to Poland, which was a political as
much as a military battlefield. With Poland divided between Prussia, Rus-
sia, and the Austrian Empire at the end of the eighteenth century, the Pol-
ish people were a potentially useful force if their collective loyalty could be
won to one of the warring parties. The ferocious battles of the first weeks
of war had raged before the tortuous process of inter-Allied negotiations
could begin. Quickly, though, the Entente powers worked out plans for
what the world would look like once the war was won. Russia had a series
of priorities, including the fate of the Turkish straits. As of the late summer
and early fall of 1914, however, the Ottoman Empire had not yet joined the
war, so the key question for Russia to negotiate with its allies was the fate
of Poland. As early as August 1914, Grand Duke Nikolai Nikolaevich had
issued a manifesto promising a unified Poland that upon victory would be
“free in faith, speech, and self-government” but “under the scepter of the
Russian tsar.” While the promise of autonomy and full rights for the Pol-
ish language and the Catholic Church was an improvement on prewar
Russian practice, it was far from full independence, promising instead
something like Finland’s status: self-government within the Russian Em-
pire. Russian officials undermined the Grand Duke’s proclamation as soon
as he made it. While Northwestern Front commander, Zhilinskii prohib-
ited Polish flags and the Polish national anthem, and Governor-General A.
O. Essen told Polish elites that the grand duke’s manifesto clearly could not
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mean what it said. Indeed, Tsar Nicholas’s inner circle regarded the mani-
festo as a transparent ploy by the grand duke to raise his own standing.
The Allies were also disquieted. By envisaging a Poland including territory
from Germany and Austria-Hungary, the Russian declaration complicated
any hope of a separate peace that might detach the Habsburgs from Ger-
many. The same was true of Russia’s offer to Bucharest later that autumn
that Habsburg Transylvania would be a fair price for Romania’s joining the
allies. But Britain and France had far greater priorities than the fate of
Poland, and so deferred to Russia on Eastern European questions. On 5
September 1914, Britain, France, and Russia signed the Pact of London,
committing themselves to cooperating in the determination of war aims
and peace terms and to rejecting any separate peace. Though often hard-
pressed, the Russian Empire would hold to this commitment through its
final collapse.1

The Central Powers were formulating war aims as well. The German
government’s September Program, a think-piece discussing potential goals,
envisaged Russia stripped of its non-Russian periphery and opened to Ger-
man economic exploitation. Austria-Hungary had little interest in Rus sian
territory and looked elsewhere for its rewards, including the annexation of
Serbia (thus worsening its minorities problem). To match the Russian bid
for Polish loyalty, the Austrians proposed in 1915 an autonomous Poland
with a Habsburg monarch. As junior partners to the Germans, though, the
Austrians had to defer to Berlin’s desires for Poland as a political and eco-
nomic satellite. Over the course of the war, the Austrian bargaining posi-
tion grew steadily worse, and by 1917 Germany envisaged a Poland fully
integrated into a German economic empire, and Austria-Hungary with
only slightly more independence.

FOCUS SHIFTS TO CENTRAL POLAND

Despite the seeming threat that the enormous Polish salient seemed to pre -
sent to Germany, both warring sides left that sector relatively unmanned
during the late summer of 1914. The geography of the Polish salient cre-
ated an odd no-man’s land. The border between Russia and Germany
marked a vast arc stretching west. The Vistula was a rough mirror image
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of that: the river flowed east through Krakow, turned north at Sandomierz
toward Warsaw, turned west again north of Warsaw where it met the Narew,
then flowed northwest into the Baltic. The territory between the western
curve of the Russo-German border and the eastern curve of the Vistula was
largely devoid of troops. The Russians feared that any strike west out of
the Polish salient toward Berlin would be vulnerable to counterattack from
north and south, and relied on the array of fortresses stretching northeast
from Warsaw for protection against German attacks on Poland. The Vistula
south of Warsaw, however, was relatively unguarded. In response, though,
the Russians prepared for future operations against Berlin by organizing
Lechitskii’s Ninth Army at Warsaw. In August and September, Russian
troops generally stayed behind the protection of Poland’s fortresses and
the Vistula River, sending only relatively small formations, mostly cavalry,
to cover Poland west of the Vistula. The Germans, clear enough on the gen-
eral pattern of Russian deployments, concentrated their defenses against
Russia in East Prussia, leaving the Polish border in front of Berlin covered
by only a third-rate corps of Landwehr militia. As a result, the ground be-
tween Warsaw and Berlin was oddly empty for the first two months of the
war, though over the autumn the Russians built up their garrisons and mo-
bile formations in the region.2

The demilitarization of central Poland changed after the initial fighting
for East Prussia and Galicia. Both sides then focused on central Poland,
west of the Vistula, as the new theater of operations. German calculations
changed when the failure of the Schlieffen Plan in the west became appar-
ent. Quick victory against France was no longer possible, so shifting re-
sources east to attempt quick victory against Russia became much more at-
tractive. A rapid capture of Warsaw might bring Polish opinion solidly
behind the Central Powers and convince the Russians to come to terms.
The exposed position of Russian Poland meant the German high command
had several options: an attack from the north, where Hindenburg and Lu-
dendorff’s Eighth Army had just crushed Samsonov’s Second Army and
could descend on Warsaw; from the northwest, where German troops
could attack up the Vistula River, using the river itself as protection for their
left flank while pushing toward Warsaw; or from the southwest, concen-
trating around Krakow and pushing northeast, focusing on the Vistula
south of Warsaw. Finally, an Austro-German offensive from Krakow that
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drove east along the south bank of the Vistula rather then northeast on the
river’s north bank offered the prospect of liberating the besieged Austrian
garrison at Przemyśl.3

After expelling Rennenkampf from East Prussia, Hindenburg and Lu-
dendorff had no desire for the moment to pursue his retreating First Army
east past the Nieman River toward Vilnius and further into Russia’s end-
less depths. Another possibility was more tempting: driving south through
the gap where Samsonov’s Second Army had once been, crossing the
Narew River and thereby cutting off Warsaw and the Polish salient. The
two were eager to follow up their triumph over the Second Army with a
march on Warsaw. They were then unhappy to find from German head-
quarters in mid-September that they were to halt all plans for forcing the
Narew and moving south. Instead, they had to release two corps to be
transported around the vast bulge of the Polish salient for a new concen-
tration at Krakow in order to support the hard-pressed Austrians. Given
authority over this newly formed Ninth Army in addition to his Eighth,
Hindenburg argued hard for operations to continue in the north, but again
found himself forced for political reasons to operate in support of the Aus-
trians. Hindenburg was dealing with a new master. Germany’s Chief of the
General Staff Helmuth von Moltke had broken under the strain of com-
mand and been replaced by Erich von Falkenhayn, more coldly rational
than Moltke. From Falkenhayn’s point-of-view, failure to stem the Austrian
retreat in Galicia would mean a Russian invasion of the vital industrial re-
gion of Silesia and possible Austrian collapse. This produced a new plan:
rather than provide indirect support to Austria by invading Poland from
the north, German troops shifted counterclockwise around the Polish
salient to attack toward Warsaw from the southwest.

As a result, while the three Russian armies around the perimeter of East
Prussia—the remnants of the Second, the Tenth, and the First—withdrew
away from the frontier, a weak German Eighth Army was left in East Prus-
sia. In just under two weeks, Hindenburg and Ludendorff took most of the
Eighth Army’s formations out of East Prussia for the new Ninth Army be-
tween Częstochowa and Krakow. The Ninth Army was given five corps
and intended to operate in conjunction with Dankl’s Austrian First Army,
regrouping after the Galicia battles. The plan was a drive along the north-
ern bank of the Vistula to cross the river south of Warsaw, breaking in be-
tween that vital communications center and the bulk of the Southwestern
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Front to its south. By the end of September, the new offensive was ready.
The Austrians would assist the Germans by pushing back east against their
Russian pursuers south of the Vistula.

Russian calculations had changed as well. While the Germans were cre-
ating the new Ninth Army in central Poland, the Russians were preparing
their own attack in the same theater. A 22 September Stavka conference at
Chełm between Grand Duke Nikolai and the Front commanders Nikolai
Ruzskii and Nikolai Ivanov agreed on the likelihood of an attack on the
Polish salient from the west, based on intelligence of German concentra-
tions west of the Vistula. Russian intelligence had detected the German
shift from East Prussia to Silesia. While German operational efficiency
could transport masses of men and supplies with great speed, it was im-
possible to conceal movement on such a scale.4 The Russian high command
came to a consensus to cease pursuing the Austrians south of the Vistula
and instead to shore up Russian defenses in central Poland. On 23 Sep-
tember Evert’s Fourth Army was ordered to halt its crossing of the San
River, and instead move north to Dęblin on the Vistula. The rest of the
Southwestern Front’s armies were instructed to halt their pursuit of the re-
treating Austrians and instead dig in to defensible positions. On 25 Sep-
tember, Yanushkevich confirmed a massive German buildup west of the
Vistula, and urged concentration on the central Vistula to parry any po-
tential attack. The Southwestern Front, having beaten the Austrians in Gali-
cia, had three choices on how to proceed: force its way through the
Carpathian mountain passes to its south to move into Hungary, attack west
through Krakow into Silesia with its vital coal mines, or halt its advance
west out of Galicia and instead redeploy north to counter the German
threat. The first two options seemed unattractive. If the Southwestern Front
continued to push west along the southern bank of the Vistula, or instead
turned south into the Carpathians, it would be vulnerable to an attack from
the north by the new German concentration. “Would not it make sense,”
Yanushkevich argued, “to give the armies of the Southwestern Front new
tasks, ones that would put them face-to-face with the main body of the
enemy?”5

Yanushkevich’s question illustrated a growing offensive spirit. The
mood of the Russian commanders was an odd mixture of excitement and
dread: the possibility of a decisive offensive west out of central Poland to-
ward Berlin, along with the fear of the massive German assault on Warsaw
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that Russian intelligence had detected. In a second meeting at Chełm be-
tween Grand Duke Nikolai and Ivanov on 26 September, the two men
agreed on not simply defending the central Vistula but preparing an of-
fensive. Nikolai Nikolaevich ordered on 28 September that “the general
task of the armies of both Fronts . . . is to prepare to go on the offensive from
the middle Vistula . . . for a deep strike into Germany.” That would require
as much as three full armies from the Southwestern Front, and a wholesale
reorganization, pulling one or more armies from south of the Vistula and
transferring them to the middle Vistula south of Warsaw.6 Lechitskii’s
Ninth Army, which had advanced far west along the southern bank of the
Vistula, was ordered to backtrack. It moved east on 28 September in order
to prepare for an offensive from the middle Vistula, and was in place by 3
October. The Fifth Army, preparing to continue along the southern bank of
the Vistula toward Krakow, was likewise ordered back toward Dęblin on
29 September. The Third and Eighth Armies were left to hold the south-
ern fringe of the Russian line, with the Third assigned the siege of Prze-
myśl.7

One problem was the continuing weakness of Russia’s Northwestern
Front in the wake of the East Prussian disaster. Ruzskii, the newly ap-
pointed commander of the Northwestern Front, displayed an odd mixture
of confidence and anxiety for neither the first nor the last time. He was
nervous about just how many Germans were lurking in East Prussia, and
wanted the western extreme of his sector, the reconstituted Second Army,
pulled back east toward safety deeper inside Russia. While providing for
his own security, this would open up Warsaw to attack from the north and
make any major offensive out of the Polish salient into Silesia extremely
vulnerable. Stavka rejected his proposal, and after repeated requests finally
ordered Ruzskii on 1 October, over his reservations, to shift the Second
Army toward Warsaw in order to support the Southwestern Front. At the
same time, though, Ruzskii was confident enough to plan an offensive on
the Nieman to restore the East Prussian frontier. On 28 September, Ren-
nenkampf’s First Army, supported by Flug’s Tenth Army to its south, at-
tacked across the Niemen to recapture lost ground. Though the attack was
slow and cautious, Flug was pleased with its initial successes, and wanted
to pursue the Germans opposite him more aggressively. When Ruzskii or-
dered a halt, Flug carried out an ambitious night attack anyway, which
compelled German withdrawal and generally restored the prewar frontier.
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The heavy losses Russian forces suffered during this advance, however, left
Ruzskii but no choice but to withdraw his armies again, meaning that great
loss of life (50 percent casualties in some regiments) had achieved almost
nothing. Ruzskii dismissed Flug as commander of the Tenth Army, replac-
ing him with Faddei Sivers, a veteran General Staff officer.

In retrospect, Russian thinking in late September 1914, culminating in
an ambitious plan for attacks in central Poland and requiring massive re-
organization of Russian deployments, is difficult to evaluate as anything
other than a substantial misreading of Russian offensive capabilities. In any
event, Russian offensive preparations were preempted by something far
more substantial: the German attack on Warsaw.

THE GERMAN DRIVE ON WARSAW

The German-Austrian offensive against Warsaw from the southwest un-
folded in stages, with the Vistula River forming a natural dividing line.8

North of the Vistula, Hindenburg’s new Ninth Army, assisted by the Aus-
trian I Corps on its right flank, pushed ahead on 28 September against a
half-dozen Russian cavalry divisions stationed west of the Vistula to mon-
itor German movements and provide early warning of any action. Ivanov,
acting with extraordinary caution, held his armies on the eastern bank of
the Vistula. He refused to expand the limited bridgeheads the Russians
held on the west bank of the river, particularly at Dęblin, where General
Aleksei Evert pushed hard for permission to move the bulk of his Fourth
Army to the western bank to meet the oncoming Germans. Hindenburg’s
divisions curved northeast, following the bend of the Vistula and ap-
proaching Warsaw from the south. The three Russian armies defending the
Vistula—the Second Army at Warsaw, then the Fifth and Fourth to its
south, barely had time to deploy their divisions across to the western bank
of the river before being hit by the eight corps that Hindenburg had as-
sembled for his attack, and were forced into quick but orderly retreat back
to the Russian side of the Vistula.

Hindenburg’s offensive had quick success in pushing the Russians back
to the Vistula, but then ran into serious trouble in developing that initial
tactical victory into more lasting strategic success. The Russians retained
two large and important bridgeheads on the western bank of the Vistula:
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