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FOREWORD

WAR IS A REACTIVE BUSINESS, A COMPETITION WHOSE OUTCOME IS DEPENDENT not on some sort of absolute standard of excellence on the part of one side, but on the relative superiority of one side over another. It is this relationship—the dynamic between two opponents as each struggles to impose its will on the other—that should be at the heart of operational military history. But it rarely is. Military history, for all its massive progress in the past two or three decades, particularly in the English-speaking world, remains far too national—and even nationalistic—in its approach. If the serious study of military history as a self-contained subject has a significant agenda for the future, it is this—to be comparative.

For no war and no front is this injunction more important or more pressing than for the First World War and its Western Front. The cycle of action and reaction between two coalitions, which were remarkably similar in their military organizations and in the technologies they employed, produced a conflict that was not as static as suggested by the immobility of the trenches that dominated the character of the fighting. It has now become axiomatic that “modern war” was conceived and developed through the experience of this titanic fight and the lessons it bequeathed. But the military history on which such arguments rest continues to be lopsided. English-language historians, not just Britons but also Americans, Australians, Canadians, and New Zealanders, have done more than those writing in French and German to deepen our understanding of the conduct of operations on the Western Front. However, their research is too often written from the perspective of one side. It pays little or no attention to the sources available to the Germans, for what those tell us about German intentions, German reactions, or even German perspectives on British and French efforts.

This gap is all the more extraordinary because the German official history of the war on land, Der Weltkrieg, is not a rare set of volumes, at least for the war up to the spring of 1917—a point it had reached with Volume XII, published in 1939. By then the pace of its authors was quickening: the events of 1914 had taken six volumes, those of 1915 three, and those of 1916 two. Two more volumes appeared to take the story to November 1918. Being completed during the Second World War, Volumes XIII and XIV never gained wide circulation. Five hundred copies of each were reprinted in 1956 but did not sell out until 1975.

Such disappointing sales were indicative of two phenomena. First, the Second World War had made the study of the First World War deeply unfashionable throughout Europe—a trend that changed in Britain only after 1964, with the fiftieth anniversary of the war’s outbreak, and in Germany (if at all) only after 2004, with the ninetieth anniversary. Second, German military history after 1945, insofar as it survived at all, stepped away from the operational focus embraced by the General Staff historians of the Wilhelmine period, of which Der Weltkrieg was the final manifestation. This condition still pertains: operational military history struggles to acquire the respectability in German academic circles that it has now attained in the English-speaking world. The British official history has been reprinted; the German one has not been, despite the scarcity of Volumes XIII and XIV.

These two arguments may be sufficient explanations for the neglect of Der Weltkrieg by German historians in Germany, but they do not apply to English-speaking historians. Their reasons for not consulting Der Weltkrieg more frequently are, presumably, linguistic. For monoglot scholars, this translation will be a boon beyond measure. It has been fashionable to rubbish the work of the official historians of the First World War, whatever language they wrote in. Sir James Edmonds, whose labours on behalf of Britain were not completed until 1948, and who has been criticized by David French, Tim Travers, and Denis Winter—to cite three historians with very different perspectives—presided over an enterprise that may not conform to current expectations of historians but that nonetheless strove hard for objectivity. As Stephen Green has shown in Writing the Great War: Sir James Edmonds and the Official Histories 1915–1948 (2003), this was team writing avant la lettre. Draft narratives were compiled from the documents and then, in the search for balance, were circulated to the surviving participants for their comments. Edmonds’s creation could lay much greater claim to unbiased authority than could, say, Basil Liddell Hart’s The Real War, probably the most widely read one-volume account of the war in the English language between 1930 and 1964. Markus Pöhlmann has produced a study comparable to Green’s on the writing of Der Weltkrieg, to which this foreword (and the editors of the series) are heavily indebted. Kriegsgeschichte und Geschichtspolitik: der Erste Weltkrieg. Die amtliche deutsche Militärgeschichtsschreibung 1914–1956 (2002) shows us that the historians of the Reichsarchiv—the organization established in 1919 to produce the German official history—were as thorough in their construction of the operational story. The first head of the Reichsarchiv’s section for the collection of documents, Theodor Jochim, distinguished its work from that of academic historians, contending that “the events of the war, strategy and tactics can only be considered from a neutral, purely objective perspective which weighs things dispassionately and is independent of any ideology.”

The Nazis’ rise to power in 1933 would test this resolve. Volume IX was published in 1933 and so was the last to appear under the old regime. The president of the Reichsarchiv that year, Hans von Haeften, resisted flying the swastika flag over the office building. In 1934 the Reichsarchiv, which even though staffed by former army officers had thus far remained an independent body at least in name, was subordinated to the Wehrmacht. It has therefore been easy to condemn the later volumes of Der Weltkrieg as ideologically tainted. But this is both to exaggerate the impact of the Nazis on the writing of the history and at the same time to underplay a pre-existing issue whose roots date back not to Weimar but to Wilhelmine Germany.

After 1933, Jochim’s goal remained the guiding principle for the historians of the Wehrmacht, as it had been for those of the Reichsarchiv. Their careers had been formed under the Hohenzollerns, and their function within the army, as it had been for the historians of the Prussian General Staff, was not only to record but also to teach. Military history enabled officers of the future to learn from the examples of the past; they would not do so if mistakes committed by their predecessors were glossed over. Der Weltkrieg did not set out specifically to glorify the German soldier. His heroism in front-line combat had been the subject of a separate, more popular series edited by Georg Soldan, whose Schlachten des Weltkrieges covered individual battles in a run of thirty-six much slimmer volumes, the last of them published in 1930, three years before Hitler came to power. What did affect the writing of Der Weltkrieg was the course of Nazi foreign policy. The Reichsarchiv had established working relationships with the official historians of other powers, especially Britain. But when contacts with the Soviet Union, which had provided training areas for the Reichswehr in the late 1920s, were broken after 1933, the comparative input available for the earlier volumes began to wither. During the Second World War itself, Volume XIV—dealing with the events of 1918—was censored for fear of upsetting Rumania (Germany’s ally in the Second World War, if not in the First) and Bulgaria (an ally in both wars). These political pressures drove the German official historians even more toward a purely military narrative of events.

This focus on military history narrowly defined was a product not of Nazi rule but of a much older tradition in German military thought, to be found in the quarter-century before the outbreak of the First World War in the famous dispute between Hans Delbrück, professor of history in Berlin, and the military historians of the General Staff. Delbrück argued that Frederick the Great in the Seven Years’ War (1756–63) had adopted a strategy of attrition, designed to wear out the coalition of France, Austria, and Russia by manoeuvre; whereas the staff historians said that Frederick’s strategy was one of annihilation, using manoeuvre to seek battle. Both were right, because each was focusing on a different level of war. Delbrück was concerned to place war in its political context; the staff historians were considering the operational aspects, the relationship between strategy and tactics. So determined were the latter that the conduct of war could be separated from its political objectives that they could not even see the point of Delbrück’s argument. Aspects of the dispute with Delbrück lingered on after the war until his death in 1929. Delbrück was one of ten academics appointed to the historical commission to oversee the work of the Reichsarchiv, and the bulk of them favoured placing the war in its political context. They were not helped when the Foreign Ministry refused to cooperate, as it wanted to produce its own story, the better to rebut the terms of the Versailles Treaty of 1919. This suited the General Staff historians, who by 1923 had established virtual control over the entire project, convinced that they could produce an adequate history of the war that was almost exclusively military in its focus.

Their hopes rested on an illusion: Der Weltkrieg could not be apolitical. German officers—like those of many other armies—were wont to protest their political neutrality; Hans von Seeckt, the head of the surrogate General Staff between 1919 and 1926, provided a case in point. But both the German Army and its Chief of the General Staff had too great a professional role in forming German policy for that to be a deliverable aspiration. Germany had been united by war, and its subsequent history until 1945 was shaped by it. The focus on operations carried its own implications for the formulation of German strategy between 1870 and 1945: operational excellence came to be seen as the tool that could cut through Germany’s problems—its encircled position in Europe, its quantitative inferiority in the First World War, and its “humiliation” at Versailles in 1919. The presumption in the didactic purpose of Der Weltkrieg was that there was a perfect solution to the conundrums of operations: that strategy and even policy could be subordinated to the operational level of war and that a war conducted as the military experts thought it should be waged would produce the right outcome for Germany.

This approach to the conduct of war was challenged from two directions. The first rested—logically enough—on the denouement to the war. In the fighting of the last hundred days, from August to November 1918, the German Army had been driven back by the combined forces of Britain, France, and the United States. The army’s response to the charge that it had been defeated in the field was to deflect the blame to the home front. The so-called “stab in the back legend” argued that the allied blockade had starved the German people, who had then been subverted by revolutionary socialism. Germany had left the war because the German nation had proved too weak, but the Germany army had remained undefeated.

That argument, for all its contentiousness, rested on an essential truth—that a citizen army fighting a total war could not be artificially separated from the wider currents in its parent society. But even for those who believed that Germany had been stabbed in the back, the Germany Army still faced a second and more serious challenge to its belief that operational excellence could win a war. That challenge derived not from how the war had ended but from how it had begun. In 1914 the German Army was confronted with a war on two fronts—against France and Britain in the West and Russia in the East. Given the diminutive size of its army, Britain’s entry to the war had minimal implications for Germany’s operational calculations; but Britain’s other strengths—its navy, and its dominance of the world’s trading routes and financial markets—changed the economic calculus on which the war rested. Germany’s estimation of the military power of its principal ally, Austria-Hungary, was not flattering, and simple mathematics suggested from the outset that this was not a war that Germany could win. The Entente powers could field more men and could draw on the resources of much of the world to supply them. Moreover, the longer the war lasted, the more those assets would tell in a struggle with the Central Powers. The German General Staff recognized that a war between coalitions was likely to be protracted and that in those circumstances, Germany would struggle. It therefore had to win the war quickly in order to escape the relentless logic of its own strategic position. It would rely, then, on its operational excellence to win the war quickly, thereby pre-empting the strengths of the Entente powers that were arrayed against it. It would stress quality over quantity. It would rely on its staff work and its understanding of “strategic-tactical problems” to enable it to apply mass against the decisive point—that is, to concentrate superior forces at the right place and at the right time. The exploitation of time and space—the hardy perennials of military planning—would be the basis of Germany’s solution to the geopolitical conundrum confronting it at the outbreak of the First World War.

By mid-September 1914, Germany’s hopes had been thwarted. The French Army, fighting a defensive battle along a massive front stretching from Paris in the west, along the river Marne, round to Verdun in the east and then south to the Swiss border, had managed time and space better than the Germans. Joffre, their Commander-in-Chief, had been able to thin his line in the east and create a masse de manoeuvre for use in the west. Using railway lines to shuttle troops back to the area around Paris, he was able to hit the German right wing in its flank. The latter, which had swung through Belgium and into France from the north, was defeated in part by the very challenges of time and space that it had sought to surmount. The Germans’ First and Second Armies had to march too far too fast with inadequate supplies and across fractured communications, while simultaneously dropping off troops to hold the ground they had occupied in Belgium and northern France. As with Napoleon’s invasion of Russia in 1812, the seeds of the Germans’ defeat rested in part on the very ambition of what they were trying to do. But at the tactical level, it was the Battle of the Marne that confirmed the incipient operational collapse.

This book, which provides translations from the first three volumes of Der Weltkrieg, addresses the drama of the war’s opening weeks. In a sense, the German Army, once it had been defeated on the Marne, had already lost the war. Four more years of fighting may have been required in order to confirm that outcome, but the Battle of the Marne meant that Germany had not won the war in short order. Because it lacked the resources to win a long war, it could not—according to mathematical logic—win at all. But this was not an interpretation with which the German Army could be comfortable, either in 1914 itself or after 1918. Its press communiqués issued during the battle and in its immediate aftermath, between 6 and 16 September, presented the movements of First and Second Armies not as a retreat but as a manoeuvre to enable a fresh attack. As Karl Lange noted in Marneschlacht und deutsche Öffentlichkeit 1914–1939. Eine verdrängte Niederlage und ihre Folgen (1974), the German public was left to puzzle over how an apparently continuous advance had not produced victory.

After 1919 the German Army could not afford to explain what had happened in systemic terms. Geopolitically, the Treaty of Versailles had left the problems of how best to defend the Reich in a worse place than they had been in 1914. Once again the army looked to resolve political intractability through operational methods; thus it explained the outcome on the Marne by pinning the blame not on the army collectively but on the failures of individuals. By this interpretation, the army had been bequeathed a plan by Alfred von Schlieffen, Chief of the General Staff between 1891 and 1905, that would have guaranteed victory in short order if only it had been carried out as its creator had intended. The reason it had not been was the product neither of the scale of the problem nor of the performance of the French Army, but of individual weakness. The commander of the First Army, the forceful Alexander von Kluck, was blamed for exposing his flank to a thrust from Paris as he pushed south across the Marne. As he turned to face west, he had opened a gap between his right and the Germany Second Army, commanded by Karl von Bülow. The latter took the initial decision to withdraw, in an endeavour to close the gap, but this was communicated to the staff of First Army by Richard Hentsch. Hentsch, an intelligence officer on the staff of Oberste Heeresleitung I, had been sent by his superior (and Schlieffen’s successor as Chief of the General Staff), Helmuth von Moltke the Younger, to find out the situation along the front. Neither Hentsch nor Bülow knew Kluck’s situation when Second Army began its withdrawal, but it left Kluck with no option but to conform. All four were made to carry the burden of losing the battle and therefore, on one interpretation, the war. They sacrificed their own individual reputations, but the collective self-image of the German Army remained intact.

As a result, the German Army’s belief that operational remedies could do duty for a broader conception of strategy survived the defeats of both 1914 and 1918. This would later underpin the intellectual foundations (if intellectual is not too grand a word) of Germany’s victory in France in 1940. This also meant that the contents of the six volumes of Der Weltkrieg devoted to 1914—especially the first three—were the source of considerable controversy. No other phase of the war would attract so much debate in the 1920s, and for no other phase would the dispute be as personalized. Wilhelm Groener, who figures in Der Weltkrieg’s pages as the head of the Railway Section of the General Staff, and who was the Weimar government’s Minister of War between 1928 and 1932, wrote two volumes to show how Schlieffen had pointed Moltke “on the path to victory in the battle of Germany against an enormous superiority in numbers.” Moltke became the scapegoat for the defeat at the Marne both in September 1914, when he was replaced by Erich von Falkenhayn, the Prussian Minister of War, and in Der Weltkrieg.

For the German Army the defeat in the west was redeemed by victory in the east. This, too, was personalized. It has been argued that Der Weltkrieg was written to glorify Paul von Hindenburg and (especially) Erich Ludendorff, just as it has been said (wrongly, as Andrew Green shows) that Edmonds used the British official history to defend Douglas Haig. Hindenburg and Ludendorff were given the credit for the Russian defeat at Tannenberg in East Prussia in late August 1914. Wolfgang Foerster, who in 1934 became the director of the Forschungsanstalt für Kriegs- und Heeresgeschichte, as the Reichsarchiv was now called, treated the victory at Tannenberg as a “model battle” on par with the great German victories of Leipzig in 1813 and Sedan in 1870. The lesson from all three cases was that the use of envelopment as an operational method had led to a decisive victory. So the real influence on Foerster’s argument was not so much Ludendorff as Schlieffen. In 1921, Foerster had published Graf Schlieffen und der Weltkrieg, a book designed to show how Schlieffen’s legacy had shaped Germany’s conduct of the war. However, the combination of Ludendorff’s right-wing radicalism and his mental instability increasingly alienated him from his former colleagues on the General Staff in general and from the Reichsarchiv in particular. The authors employed on Der Weltkrieg never subjected Hindenburg and Ludendorff to the sort of psychological profiling that they accorded to their predecessors, Moltke and Falkenhayn, although in 1952, Foerster published an independent study of Ludendorff’s “psychological state in the final stages of the First World War,” Der Feldherr Ludendorff im Unglück.

Most of the papers that went into the writing of Der Weltkrieg were destroyed in 1945, when the Royal Air Force bombed the depository in which the Prussian military archives were stored. That is the single most compelling reason for according the utmost seriousness to this book. Unlike the official histories of the other major belligerents of the First World War, that of Germany can never be written again, at least not from a comparable primary source base. However, the military papers of the other states of imperial Germany have survived, and so have collections of private papers belonging to those involved in the writing of Der Weltkrieg. Most important, the papers that were still the subject of active investigation by official historians were kept elsewhere and so were not destroyed in 1945. Having been stored in Potsdam during the Cold War, they have now been united with the military archives in Freiburg. From these it is clear that many facets of Germany’s war effort other than the operational level of its conduct interested the Reichsarchiv and its successors. Although the volumes of Der Weltkrieg are Eurocentric, theatres outside Europe were covered briefly and were due to be the subject of individual studies. Ludwig Boell’s monumental history of the East African campaign, completed in 1944, was effectively recreated by its author after the war and then privately published. Most weighty were the projected volumes on the economic history of the war, of which only the first, prewar volumes ever appeared.

Mark Humphries, John Maker, and translator Wilhelm J. Kiesselbach are to be congratulated on a major achievement. The opening weeks of the First World War marked the moment when Napoleonic visions of war, of manoeuvre resulting in decisive battle—the goal of so much staff college teaching and of so many planning expectations—crashed to the ground. Conceived on a scale unparalleled in the history of war, and sustained by armies too big to be themselves sustained, those hopes and intentions collapsed under their own logistical weight. Truly mass armies could not manoeuvre as easily in practice as in theory. The trench warfare that followed is well known, but in so many respects the long haul from late 1914 to late 1918 cannot match the drama of this story, which was played out at speed and across so much of Europe. The big opening battles prompted their participants to write their memoirs in the interwar years in a way that the later battles did not, and they became the wheel on which the reputations of senior commanders were made as well as broken. Never again would the Western Front provide such an obvious opportunity for the exercise of higher command. This phase of the First World War is above all the one that demands that we take operational military history seriously.

Hew Strachan

Chichele Professor of the History of War

University of Oxford
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Travelling, obtaining copies of the German official history, and arranging translations, was costly. Both editors therefore owe the following organizations and people a great debt of gratitude. Alexander Freund, the Chair in German-Canadian Studies at the University of Winnipeg, and the Spletzer Family Foundation provided a generous grant for translation, materials acquisition, and travel in 2007 that continues to support the series. The bulk of the funding, though, has come from the LCMSDS, which has paid for the translations in this volume; the trips taken by Mark Humphries and Geoff Keelan to the U.S. Army War College in Carlisle, PA, to copy existing translations from the 1930s; and the software necessary to turn hundreds of typewritten paper pages into editable text. Faculty professional development funds and a research grant from Memorial University of Newfoundland also allowed Dr. Humphries to aquire important texts related to the field that were not in the university library and to purchase equipment that was used in the production of this volume. This book really could not have happened without the assistance of either organization.

Our families and friends have been the only casualties in this endeavour, having been forced to discuss the finer points of the translation process and Germany in the First World War ad nauseam now for more than five years—longer than the Great War itself. Mark wants to thank his partner Lianne Leddy, a fellow historian, for her understanding and patience. John would like to thank his parents and siblings for their love and support. He also thanks his wife Tammy for her inestimable patience, understanding, and willingness to listen attentively to the minutiae of this project. He also thanks his daughter Imogen—her inspirational zest for life is a reminder that sometimes it really is all about the ABCs.

Penultimately, Mr. Kiesselbach has been generous enough to devote considerable time and energy to this project. His dedication has been unwavering, and his generosity, translation skill, and interpretive competence have allowed us to continue this work despite cramped budgets. Readers will note that his name now appears on the cover of this edition as translator whereas it was absent last time (although his contributions were explained in the text). While the editorial process has not changed, this addition recognizes Mr. Kiesselbach’s growing comfort with the difficult source material (at least in terms of turning it into recognizable English) and the sheer quality of his initial translations. Most of all, though, it is necessary to acknowledge that without Wilhelm’s skillful translations, there would be no volume before you today!

Last, but most important, this project and the editors owe Terry Copp, the director of LCMSDS and Professor Emeritus at Wilfrid Laurier University, more than can be expressed. Terry has been a tireless advocate for the project (and both editors’ careers), but he also believed in the editors’ vision and provided the time, research space, and financial assistance necessary to see the project through to completion. Terry is always there to lend an ear and to debate ideas great and small. He has pushed both of us to find the best evidence, to ask the most pertinent questions, and to be good historians striving for important things to say. While it is up to others to judge whether we have met his expectations, we have done our best to live up to his example. Again, as we noted in the last volume, this book and the series as a whole are dedicated to him for his work of inspiring Canadian students to study military history and pursue their academic endeavours.


INTRODUCTION

ON 14 APRIL 1945, A BRITISH BOMBER DROPPED SEVERAL FIVE-TON BOMBS OVER the Bauhausberg in Potsdam. They pierced the roof of the German national archive’s warehouse and fell through seven floors of documents, exploding in the basement. The combination of incendiary devices and high explosives melted the steel girders holding up the warehouse’s immense collection of books and papers. As the posts fell in, the building collapsed. Germany’s Great War records burned in the inferno.1

The quiet, tree-lined streets along the Teltow Canal had been home to the Reichsarchiv (Imperial German Archives) and its military historians since the autumn of 1919.2 In November of that year, officers from the Kriegsgeschichte des Großen Generalstabes (War History Section of the Great General Staff) transported the Reich’s war documents away from the political instability of the capital.3 They shepherded boatload after boatload of records—piled high on open barges—down the canal towards the former Reichskriegsschule, an imposing rectangular building crowned by a distinctive tower and set next to an elegant mansion that would become the Reichsarchiv warehouse.4 In these two buildings, Reichsarchiv historians—civilian in rank but officers by trade—toiled away for more than two decades on an official history of Germany’s war effort. By the spring of 1945 they had produced three series of books—two popular and one academic—and had assisted researchers working on hundreds of regimental histories and dozens of films.5 They guarded access to Germany’s war records and actively moulded an official memory of the war that would remain consistent in the shifting intellectual and political currents of interwar Germany. The results of their labour comprise the most comprehensive history of Germany’s military effort in the Great War and the only secondary source to be written with unfettered access to a long ago destroyed documentary record.

The April 1945 bombing raid destroyed the types of records that English-language historians are accustomed to using in their studies of the Great War. Nearly all gone are the war diaries, orders, operational plans, maps, ration cards, situation reports, and telegrams relating to the conflict. In the early 1990s it was revealed that some of the records housed in the historians’ offices in the Reich-skriegsschule had in fact survived. In August 1945 they were confiscated by the Soviet government, some eventually ending up in Moscow, others remaining in Potsdam. All were inaccessible to Western historians until they were returned to the Bundesarchiv in 1990. While this bloc of some 3,000 files and 50 boxes is of great importance, it is important to note that they do not replace the papers lost in April 1945. They are the working files of Germany’s official historians—that is, they are the files that were generated in the course of researching and writing the official histories.6 As Helmut Otto notes, they comprise “business documents, correspondence, research notes, studies, field reports, manuscript drafts, copies of corrected drafts, galley proofs, copies of documents from military and political authorities and agencies, excerpts from officer’s personal war diaries and writings with notes from the editors, and newspaper clippings.”7 As working papers they are partially digested history, closer to the raw materials than other secondary sources; but they are not a comprehensive primary archive, for they have already been subjected to various processes of selection and exclusion.8 Their greatest contribution has been to confirm the value of the official histories and the work of the Reichsarchiv historians.9

In its self-appointed aim, Der Weltkrieg is a generally accurate, academically rigorous, and straightforward account of military operations—at least in comparison with the other official histories of its day, which must serve as our basis of comparison. Reichsarchiv historians worked in teams focused on particular subject areas.10 They analyzed the available sources, identified gaps and contradictions, and solicited clarification from surviving participants. They worked with a precision and methodology that would be impossible for any single historian to duplicate. Their purposes, above all, were to provide lessons for future soldiers and to distil a historical meaning of the war for the German veterans who had actually fought in it. Both purposes required the pursuit of “truth” (an objective that no one would propose today, in this postmodern age), for it would have been counterproductive to intentionally mislead the reader. As a case in point, all information presented in the main text is taken directly from archival documents, whereas insights derived from personal diaries, memoirs, or correspondence with veterans are presented in footnotes, as are the sources for potentially contentious pieces of information. The reason for this approach was to red-flag parts of the narrative where personal bias and motivation might colour the analysis. Once satisfied that they “got the facts right,” these teams produced first-draft monographs, which senior historians later revised and condensed into a synthesized final text.11

In this narrative, the facts would be allowed to speak for themselves. The foreword to the 1925 edition of the series’ first volume reads as follows:

The work does not claim to present a picture of the operations and their consequences brought to perfection by criticism. Given the short amount of time which had elapsed since the events took place, this is not possible at present. These problems can only be solved when the personal papers of army commanders and combatants become available, when works of scholarship become more readily accessible, and when the archives of our erstwhile allies and adversaries are opened up. Therefore criticism had to be restrained, but all the clues necessary to evaluate the events have been presented here, with frankness and without reservation.12

If the intent of the Reichsarchiv was to create an impression of objectivity and frankness, then we must say that they succeeded—at least, that was the judgment of contemporary historians. “The military historians, who remain anonymous, deserve great credit for their splendid work,” wrote Alexander Johnson in a 1931 book review for Journal of Modern History. “They present their story in simple, readable language that will sustain the interest of the lay reader and with a degree of fact-finding objectivity which commends itself to the military reader and student.”13 This positive reading of Der Weltkrieg by a contemporary historian might surprise modern readers. Some recent writers have suggested that it was heavily influenced by the politics of National Socialism or that its language is too archaic and outmoded to be understood clearly today.14 But these criticisms are baseless. Nine of the series’ fourteen volumes were written and published before 1933, and even a cursory reading of the remaining five volumes reveals that they can hardly be dismissed en masse as Nazi propaganda.15 As the newly available files from the KGFA suggest, much of the research for these volumes was completed well before the outbreak of the Second World War. Furthermore, the language is no more archaic or outmoded than Edmonds’s history or that of other works of a similar vintage. As Hew Strachan points out: “The reluctance to use inter-war German histories on the grounds that they are tainted by Nazism is not only chronological nonsense … but also an absurd self-denying ordinance, given the destruction of the bulk of the German military archives in 1945. The Reichsarchiv historians saw material we can never see.”16

Any examination of Germany’s First World War must begin with the published work of these official historians—although it certainly cannot end there. Of the three sets of official histories that were produced between 1919 and 1945, the academic series (for lack of a better term) Der Weltkrieg, 1914 bis 1918 is the most comprehensive. The Weltkriegwerk, as it is also known, provides a narrative overview of the Great War spread across fourteen volumes published between 1925 and 1944.17 In form, Der Weltkrieg is typical of other national official histories of the period. It is a top-down military history of operations that rarely takes the narrative below the level of the infantry division. While focusing on German military operations on land, it presents summary chapters on naval and air operations, the economy, foreign policy, the political situation, and logistics. Like other official works of the period, it ignores the social and cultural history of the war. Its greatest strength and inherent flaw is its single-minded focus on military operations.

The material in this first volume of Germany’s Western Front is taken from Volumes I and III of Der Weltkrieg 1914 bis 1918: Die militärischen Operationen zu Land, authored anonymously by the Reichsarchiv historians and first published by E.S. Mittler und Sohn in 1925 and 1926.18 The current volume is the first of two parts on 1914, covering events from the outbreak of war to the eve of the Battle of the Marne. Of the fourteen volumes comprising Der Weltkrieg 1914 bis 1918, six cover the first five months of the war. Of these, the first is devoted to the period of planning and mobilization and the Battle of the Frontiers (28 June 1914 to 25 August 1914). The second covers events in East Prussia to the Battle of the Masurian Lakes (10 September 1914), while the third details the pursuit from the Sambre to the Marne (25 August to 4 September). The fourth volume examines the First Battle of the Marne and its immediate aftermath from 5 to 14 September. The fifth and sixth carry the narrative from 15 September to the end of the year.

Given budgetary constraints and length requirements, it was necessary to be highly selective in choosing material for translation. This meant that not everything related to the Western Front could be included. The original volumes were organized chronologically by phases in the overall campaign: war planning; mobilization and deployment; the beginning of the advance; the battles of the frontiers; the pursuit; and the advance to the Marne. In each section the narrative was broken into subparts, usually beginning with an overview of the decision-making process of the German Supreme Command (Oberste Heeresleitung; OHL) and the orders issued for each new phase of the campaign. Subsequent chapters, usually organized by army, then recounted the specific events and operations on that sector of the front from the perspective of army and sometimes corps headquarters. Major engagements (such as the Battles of Mons, Neufchâteau, and St. Quentin) were dealt with in subsectioned narratives, usually one day (or part of a day) at a time. Some phases were bookended with an overview of the OHL’s role during that part of the campaign; at other places, this same function was accomplished in the chapter on the OHL beginning the next section of the text. Stand-alone chapters examined the role of the Railway Department; the sieges of Liège, Namur, and Maubeuge; and events to the rear of the army in Belgium. The first volume also presented a self-contained analytical review of the campaign to 26 August. Fortunately, each chapter of Der Weltkrieg is written to be self-contained—that is, each chapter presents a coherent and stand-alone narrative for a specific army, section of the front, or level of command. This has enabled us to choose to include or exclude chapters in their entirety while retaining the coherence of the whole. Where chapters have been omitted, a narrative summary with detailed excerpts has been included along with explanatory footnotes at necessary places in the text. These are presented in an italic typeface to differentiate them from original material.

In selecting material for translation, our objective was to maintain a coherent narrative of decision-making processes in the OHL, the relationship between the OHL and its advancing armies, decision making at the army level on the critical right wing, and events for those armies that faced the British and the French on the far German right. We thus chose to translate each chapter pertaining to planning, grand strategy, and the conduct of operations by the OHL. Each of these chapters deals with the entire front and provides internal summaries of events at each army headquarters as well as the OHL’s decision making and its interactions with commanders at the front. We have had to be more selective in our decisions to translate the operational narratives. To this end, we have translated all material relating to First, Second, and Third Armies in their entirety and, in places, material for Fourth Army (where the original text dealt with it and Third Army in a combined chapter). Regrettably, this means that the narrative of operations in Alsace, Lorraine, and the Ardennes has been omitted. But this does not mean that we have ignored the critical decision-making processes that spawned those operations—an issue of broader significance. Thanks to the original organizational structure of Der Weltkrieg, those processes have been preserved in each of the OHL chapters. Where necessary we have provided lengthy summaries of events on those fronts with extensive paginated translations of specific portions of the original text to supplement the narrative at the High Command. This means, for example, that the reader will be able to follow the decision making, reasoning, and orders that changed Sixth and Seventh Armies’ role in the campaign, but will have to look elsewhere for a description of the actual fighting during the French advance on the Saar and the German counteroffensive toward Nancy.19 We felt, given our English-language audience, that it was most essential to maintain a consistent operational narrative of events on the right wing while situating those operations in a wider context.20

This means we have imposed our own biases and assumptions on the texts, more so than in later volumes in the series. But we have tried to be as transparent as possible about this decision making. Those interested in reading these “missing” narratives in translation can visit or contact the U.S. Army War College in Carlisle, Pennsylvania, which holds a rough translation of the complete first volume of the German official history, much of which was used in the preparation of this volume; it alone runs to almost 1,000 manuscript pages.21 It should also be noted that the library at Carlisle holds dozens of other manuscript translations of many key German works from the interwar period—including those by Kuhl, Groener, Foerster, and others—that have not been translated elsewhere.22 Also, rough translations by Wilhelm Kiesselbach of material excluded from the third volume of Der Weltkrieg have been completed and are deposited with the Laurier Centre for Military Strategic and Disarmament Studies at Wilfrid Laurier University in Waterloo, Canada. For the 1916 and 1917–18 volumes of this series, we plan to return to the standard employed in the 1915 volume (the first one published)—that is, to translate all materials related to grand strategy, command-level decision making, and operations on the Western Front.

These tough editorial decisions have been necessary because the 1914 volumes of Der Weltkrieg amount to a massive 3,255 pages that cover only 151 days of the war—roughly 22 pages per day. According to Markus Pohlmann, the events of 1914 comprise 40 percent of the total length of the series.23 The remaining eight volumes, which detail operations in the years 1915 (21 percent), 1916 (15 percent), 1917 (13 percent), and 1918 (11 percent), are all significantly more “condensed,” if we may use that word.24 This is understandable because, for many former German General Staff officers, the opening campaign was the only one of critical significance, for it alone held promise of a complete German victory. When he assumed the position of head of the OHL in September 1914, Falkenhayn himself admitted that once the Battle of the Marne was lost, Germany had no plan for a great and decisive victory, nor any real hope of achieving one.25 So, if the official history was intended to distil the lessons taught by experience for those who fought the war and for future German soldiers, the series’ main task was to address the critical period when German war plans were laid, implemented, and failed. The first volumes of the series were thus organized around two key questions: Why did the German war plans fail? And who or what was responsible for that failure? To understand how Der Weltkrieg’s authors went about answering these political and culturally sensitive questions, we must place them in a larger historical context, for the official history is not a stand-alone text; rather, it is part of a larger debate about Germany’s foreign relations and the role of the military in German society.

The debate of the 1920s had its long beginning in a controversy involving German soldiers and civilian intellectuals.26 In 1879, civilian historian Hans Delbrück challenged professional German soldiers on the General Staff and in the Kriegsakademie who held that the key to victory in any war lay in pursuing a strategy of annihilation in battle (Niederwerfungsstrategie or Vernichtungsstrategie).27 As Robert Foley argues, standard German military thinking was based on a conventional reading of Clausewitz’s On War and followed the Napoleonic tradition of using the army to destroy an enemy’s ability to make war, thus placing the state in a position to dictate rather than negotiate peace.28 Soldiers argued that this had been the successful strategy used by German generals from Frederick the Great to Moltke the Elder, and they based their own operational planning on it. 29 But Delbrück, a university professor from outside the military establishment, questioned whether an annihilation strategy was always desirable. In his analysis, such a position was based on flawed historical thinking. He argued that Frederick the Great had in fact sought to minimize large-scale fighting during the Seven Years’ War and that instead he had tried to defeat Austria in a number of smaller engagements, waiting—through attrition—until they were ready to negotiate peace.30 Delbrück even claimed that Clausewitz had reached the same conclusion; and that he had planned to rewrite On War to better balance these two strategic options—annihilation or attrition (Ermattungsstrategie)—but died of cholera before he could do so.31 Attrition, said Delbrück, was the real lesson taught by history. While the argument may have been historical and largely academic, Delbrück’s challenge was unusual in Imperial Germany, for it amounted to a critique of the professional competence of the most important institution in the Reich; moreover, it had implications for contemporary war planning.32 In preparing for future wars, should Germany bank on annihilation or attrition? In engaging in a very public debate, the German military clearly staked its reputation on annihilation.33

In its planning for a war on two fronts in the decades before the Great War, the German General Staff clung to its chosen strategy. The end result was popularly known as the Schlieffen Plan.34 While this plan—its origins, ideas, purpose, and very existence—has been the subject of much controversy in recent years, at a basic level, German strategy aimed to bring about a great battle in the West, one that would destroy France’s ability to make war through a sweeping envelopment in a single campaign lasting no more than forty days.35 It was a tantalizingly simple solution (in principle) to Germany’s strategic need to fight France and Russia simultaneously and to defeat one of its two enemies quickly. It was built upon more than 150 years of German military tradition, and while Schlieffen may or may not have intended his 1905 memorandum to act as an actual operations plan, the basic idea that it described formed the basis of Moltke the Younger’s operations plan in the summer of 1914.36 Its failure proved catastrophic for Germany and the General Staff, which was dismantled in 1919 by the Treaty of Versailles.

For Delbrück, the failure of the annihilation strategy confirmed the correctness of his own position. Germany, he argued, should have defended in the West while attacking in the East. By holding its ground against France (and avoiding a violation of Belgian neutrality altogether) while eliminating Russia in the East, Germany would have found it possible to negotiate peace in the West.37 This would have eliminated the threat to German security—namely, the Franco-Russian alliance—and accomplished the war’s political objectives.38 The prewar debate over annihilation versus attrition continued in this vein, although its focus shifted from the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries to German planning between 1871 and 1914.39

Former officers of the German General Staff who survived the war rallied to defend their 1914 plan and the strategic assumptions on which it was based. In a series of memoirs and retrospective analyses, various figures—including Hermann von Kuhl (First Army’s Chief of Staff),40 Wolfgang Foerster (head of the Reichsarchiv),41 Wilhelm Groener (head of the OHL’s Railway Section in 1914),42 and Gerhard Tappen (head of the OHL’s Operations Section in 1914)43—sought to explain why the German General Staff’s plan had failed, but they did so in ways that attempted to confirm the basic strategy’s validity. In separate works—sometimes analytically rigorous, sometimes polemical—details gradually were made public about Count Alfred von Schlieffen’s final 1905 memorandum, or Denkschrift, which members of the new “Schlieffen School” claimed represented the apogee of the revered German general’s thinking.44 Most of their works argued that an originally brilliant plan had been altered, adulterated, then poorly implemented by Moltke the Younger.45 In blaming the Chief of the General Staff for the failure, the former members of the German General Staff were attempting to prove that annihilation had been a sound strategy and that the man entrusted with implementing it had been the wrong person for the job.46

When the first volume of Der Weltkrieg appeared in 1925, it delivered an important and weighty salvo in an already heated war of reputations. Some of the former officers who published their own works in favour of the “annihilation school” were simultaneously engaged in writing the official history (like Foerster) or reading draft chapters for comment (like Groener).47 As the product of a historical team largely staffed by former members of the Great General Staff, Volume I must be read critically and with a view toward the historical and historiographical contexts in which it was produced. But its provenance does not negate its worth. Like any piece of history, readers must be mindful of how sources were selected, interpreted through an inevitable process of emphasis and suppression, and shaped by the assumptions and goals of individual historians. But as Foerster wrote in the original foreword to this volume, the goal of the series was to provide an authoritative account of how planning took place, how those plans were implemented, and why certain decisions were taken. The Reichsarchiv’s task was to present the war as it happened in the best tradition of Leopold von Ranke; it was up to readers to draw their own conclusions.

We discussed the limitations of this type of approach in the extended introduction to the 1915 volume of this series. Suffice it to say here that such an unattainable goal would—quite rightly—never be proposed today.48 Nevertheless, while the portrait of prewar planning and operations presented in Der Weltkrieg might not be wholly objective, it does present a complete narrative constructed from documents that are now long gone. It is also far more detached than many of its critics have suggested.49

Given the magnitude of the historical controversy surrounding German war planning in 1925 (and given, as well, the careers of those involved in its preparation), one might expect Der Weltkrieg to simply reiterate the arguments of the great general’s entourage and Moltke’s detractors. But here the 1905 Schlieffen memorandum is not actually presented as a final plan of operations; rather, it is portrayed as an operative idea that, in a general way, presented the only feasible solution to Germany’s strategic dilemma while presenting an operational argument for the augmentation of the German Army—a point that lends credence to Terence Zuber’s argument that the Schlieffen Plan was never intended to be the final operative solution to the two-front problem. Moltke’s modifications are portrayed as necessary and reasoned elaborations on the basic operative principle that Schlieffen devised in 1905. The Reichsarchiv historians write:

Count Schlieffen’s successor, General Helmuth von Moltke the Younger, had to take the revival of Russian strength into account and, therefore, to again contend with the possibility and eventually the certainty that war would have to be waged on multiple fronts. Therefore he could not look upon Schlieffen’s inspired plan of operations as a strict set of rules, but only as a supporting guide, especially because at first the forces it required could not be raised in full.50

It is also clear from the final German war plan for 1914–15, summarized briefly in the text, that Moltke retained the basic operative principle and sought to implement a plan derived from it in the summer of 1914. That plan read:

The main forces of the German Army are to advance through Belgium and Luxembourg into France. The advance should be thought of—if the available information about the French deployment is correct—as a wheel with the pivot fixed on Thionville–Metz. The right wing of the army will set the standard for the progress of the wheel. The movement of the inner armies will be adjusted so that the coherence of the whole and contact with Thionville–Metz are not lost. The protection of the left flank of this main force is to be taken over by the fortresses at Thionville and Metz and those parts of the army which are to form up southeast of Metz.51

Clearly, in the estimation of the Reichsarchiv historians, not only did Moltke retain the ability to modify the plan and to shift its emphasis, but it was also necessary and right for him to do so.

The historians then turned their attention to explaining why Moltke’s plan failed. Unlike the analytical, fast-paced narrative of the first part of the book, the subsequent prose is slow, declarative, and halting. Each round of intelligence, each decision taken, and each order given or countermanded is presented to the reader as it happened. Pages of text are often devoted to plans that were later cancelled or nullified by a surprise enemy movement or by a call for help from a neighbouring corps or army. Rarely are these analyzed or dissected in the main text. Each chapter of the main body is instead intended to be read as an archival summary—as a chronological distillation of the war diaries, intelligence assessments, operational orders, and reports as they appeared in the record. In places, these are supplemented by excerpts from private diaries and correspondence with Reichsarchiv historians and by explanatory notes. Errors and omissions in the historical record are noted where appropriate by the original authors. While one needs to resist the urge to accept such reports purely at face value, it is clear that the inconsistencies and lack of clarity inherent in any large body of historical records produced by hundreds of actors have been left intact for the reader. At times this can become confusing, especially when the same events are interpreted differently at various army headquarters and by the OHL. Rarely do the authors pass judgment overtly on who was “correct” and who was “in error,” except in brief analytical paragraphs and “review” chapters.

Nevertheless, through the presentation of select evidence, important patterns do emerge that, although subtle, represent specific analyses of cause and effect. For example, decision making at all levels was often predicated on an incomplete picture of not only the enemy’s situation but also the intentions and whereabouts of German units. Communications were impossibly bungled from the beginning: orders and counter-orders often took hours—sometimes days—to travel between units (if they made it at all). For the armies, which were often left to operate somewhat independently, aerial reconnaissance was far more essential to German decision making than the literature generally allows. At the same time, conflicts between aerial intelligence (a new technology) and reports from those on the ground were common, and those conflicts seem to have been exceedingly difficult for commanders at all levels to negotiate. But it was on the ground that the Germans had the most difficulty. It always appeared that they were on the verge of victory, but the advancing armies were slower than those retreating before them and they lacked any means to cut off paths of retreat or to strike into lines of communication. Decisions to turn an army, to exploit a potential opening on a flank, or to attempt to change a local success into a strategic victory, were repeatedly taken by commanders who had only a vague idea of their overall role in the OHL’s ever-changing plan. That is not to say that the narrative is unsympathetic to Moltke. The portrait that emerges is of a man at the helm of a well-oiled war machine, but one that is on autopilot and without any effective means of centralized control. That these are military lessons intended for a military audience is clear. Annihilation, Der Weltkrieg concludes by implication and weight of evidence, was indeed a sound strategy. It might have been implemented more effectively with the right technology, with more speed and precision, and with generals who could be trusted to act independently but collaboratively toward a clear and decisive operative aim. The implications of these conclusions for future German war planning in the interwar period are now clear.52


A NOTE ON THE TRANSLATION
AND SOURCES

THIS VOLUME OF GERMANY’S WESTERN FRONT HAS TWO PARTS. EACH CONSISTS of translated material from Volumes I and III of Der Weltkrieg, 1914 bis 1918: Die militärischen Operationen zu Lande.1 In this book, “Part I: The Battle of the Frontiers in the West,” is taken from Volume I, Die Grenzschlachten im Westen (originally published in 719 pages).2 We include translations of pages 3–78, 101–54, 179–88, 214–30, 255–62, 346–440, 505–36, 604–9, 639–63, and Appendix 2. “Part II: The Pursuit from the Sambre to the Marne” is drawn from Volume III, Der Marne-Feldzug: von der Sambre zur Marne (originally published in 427 pages), and includes translations of pages 3–13, 55–64, 105–254, 302–19, and 327–34.3 Part I was adapted by Mark Humphries and John Maker from anonymous translations completed at the U.S. Army War College in the 1930s and now held there in the library/archives at Carlisle, Pennsylvania. Part II was initially translated by Wilhelm J. Kiessel-bach (except for pages 357–90 of the present volume, The Battle of St. Quentin: Continuation and Conclusion of the Battle on 30 August, which is adapted from a translation by Captain C.L. Bolts for the War College) and then edited by Mark Humphries and John Maker.

In annotating the translated text, the editors have attempted to make themselves as unobtrusive as possible. We have not attempted to correct any errors of fact or interpretation (except for obvious typographical errors) from the German text and have instead tried to reproduce its content as faithfully to the original as possible. Where points in the original text require clarification for English-language readers, we have inserted explanations in footnotes. As this book includes both our own footnotes and those from the original texts, the editors’ comments are indicated by italics while original notes appear in normal typeface (all citations to other sources, both our own and those used by the Reichsarchiv authors, follow a conventional Chicago style with italicized titles and regular author and publication information). We have also felt it important to sometimes point the reader toward further sources. In doing so we have assumed a certain familiarity on the reader’s part with the events on the Western Front, especially in the British and to some extent French sectors, and thus our suggestions have tended to relate to those happenings on the other fronts or to the realm of grand strategy. It is assumed that besides these sources, readers will consult the standard works on Germany during the First World War, some of which are listed in a short bibliography pertaining to the events of 1914 at the end of this volume. This bibliography contains our suggestions for further reading, indicates the source base for our own notes, annotations, and the introduction, and the relevant sources listed in the original Quellennachweis from Volumes I, III, and IV. A larger, more comprehensive bibliography covering the war as a whole will accompany the final volume in this series.

Because we were unable to translate all the operational materials from the original volumes, we have also included lengthy translated excerpts and summary translations in footnotes and at the beginning of some chapters where appropriate. Where the original text referred to an untranslated portion of the volume in a footnote (as a cross-reference) we have included a partial, full, or summary translation. Otherwise, summary translations appear as introductions to specific sections of the text following their original sequence in the German volumes. The specific pagination of these sources is indicated via notes. In Part I, these have been adapted from the translations held at the US Army War College in Carlisle, PA. In Part II, they were adapted from translations originally completed by Wilhelm Kiesselbach, unless otherwise noted.

The utmost care has been taken in translating the German originals. The original texts are dense volumes, written in a technical form of German that at times makes effective—or at least elegant—translation difficult. The goal of the editors is to reproduce the meaning and form of the original German texts as closely as possible while still creating a text that is accessible to modern English readers and that conforms to accepted stylistic conventions. So in order to achieve greater clarity, some exceptionally long sentences have been broken up into two or more shorter ones, dates have been inserted where the text is unclear,4 and the names of units and people have been simplified (e.g., the use of ‘von’ has usually been dropped, except for stylistic variance, after the initial use, as have full ranks). Where such edits would alter the tone or meaning of the original text, the original phrasing or style has been retained even though it might be awkward to the modern English ear or even offensive. For example, the term “coloured troops” (farbigen Truppen) is repeatedly used in the German original to denote soldiers who today are most often collectively called “colonial troops.” As it would distort the cultural and political context in which the text was originally written to use the modern and less offensive term, we have chosen to translate the phrasing directly. The application of this general rule is followed throughout. Paragraphing, section breaks, and all original explanatory references remain unchanged although most cross-references to other points in the text have been omitted. German ranks and unique words such as Ersatz and Landwehr have also been retained in their original form, and all expressions of time have been converted to the twenty-four-hour clock, although they represent German time rather than French or British. Generally speaking, where the German names of cities and regions differ from those used in English, they have been translated. Many places in Europe have, of course, gone through several naming conventions since the Great War, and as a result the editors have decided to use the most common English name, not necessarily the most current.

The actual process of translation and proofing is a lengthy and difficult one, especially when working from translations that were, for the first part of this book, completed in the 1930s. For the second part, the editors were most fortunate to have worked with a skilled translator with a native knowledge of German and, most importantly, a deep technical understanding of military terminology and the conventions of military writing: Wilhelm J. Kiesselbach. Mr. Kiesselbach is a professional translator who served in the U.S. Army during the early 1960s in Germany, where he acted as the translator and interpreter for Seventh U.S. Army. The typescript translations from Carlisle and Mr. Kiesselbach’s work were both treated as initial translations and, where appropriate, were carefully proofed against the original German by Mark Humphries, who also did some translating of footnotes, some small sections of text, charts, and maps. He also made corrections to the initial drafts where necessary. These first-draft translations were then reworked by both editors so as to maintain a consistent, readable style. These penultimate drafts were then re-examined by Dr. Humphries against the original where necessary and finalized for copy editing by WLU Press. The copy-edited draft was then read carefully to ensure that the meaning or nuance of the translation remained unaffected by an otherwise necessary and skilful edit. Any errors in the text nevertheless remain our responsibility, and we would welcome suggestions for improvement.


PART I

The Battle of the
Frontiers in the West


I

INTRODUCTION

The Two-Front War and Comparison of Strengths

Among the nations of Europe, Germany has always been most exposed to the danger of war because of its location at the centre of the continent. This has been proved over centuries of European history. The old German Empire had to repeatedly defend itself against attacks simultaneously from the East and the West and it is no coincidence that during the last Turkish assault on Vienna, Strasbourg was taken by Louis XIV. Only too often have Germany’s neighbours quarrelled and scrambled for power on German soil itself. The Thirty Years’ War was fought on German land, endured by a country that was exhausted and impotent.1

Even after Otto von Bismarck founded the Empire, ending the infirmity and disunity of the past, the realities of Germany’s geographical location remained unchanged. Henceforth three Great Powers and five smaller states were to be the continental neighbours of the new Empire. Thus the peacetime advantages of Germany’s Central European location would become disadvantageous as the Empire became embroiled in continental politics; it would be even more so in the event of war. From the start, it was doubtful whether the Imperial government would be able to alleviate these dangers, and they gave Bismarck many sleepless nights. They only grew more oppressive as the Empire developed into a densely populated nation compelled to trade with the other industrial states.

Although the possibility of war with France never vanished after the founding of the Empire, sometimes it appeared possible that the enormous Russian Empire would simultaneously become an adversary at the Empire’s back. In such a case, Germany would have to face the extremely difficult task of being compelled to fight in both the East and the West on two fronts separated by about 1,000 kilometres. Moreover, the Empire’s 900 kilometre eastern border lacked natural defences. This meant that the areas east of the Vistula River would be gravely threatened during a Russian invasion while the Oder River would have to form the first natural line of defence. Berlin itself was only 300 kilometres from the eastern border and less than 100 kilometres from the Oder. In the West, only the Rhine afforded an effective line of defence. If it became necessary to retreat to it, large areas of the best land populated by pure Germans (kerndeutscher) would be left unprotected. Natural defences against maritime attack were afforded by the difficulties of navigating the North Sea coastline. However, the Baltic coast—four times as long—would be defenceless in many spots against large-scale enemy landings. No other Great Power, except Austria-Hungary, which was protected by high mountain walls along long stretches of its frontiers, found itself in a similarly unfavourable defensive position.

As long as treaties failed to safeguard against political and economic warfare, Germany could only protect itself from the disadvantages engendered by its geographical location with strong armed forces. Therefore the German Empire found itself compelled to direct great attention and capital toward making preparations for war. The urgency of these preparations became most evident to the overwhelming majority of Germans during the years before the outbreak of war, when even our adversaries acknowledged their necessity. None other than future British Prime Minister David Lloyd George expressed this opinion repeatedly in public. As late as 1 January 1914 he told a reporter from the Daily Chronicle:

The German Army is a vital necessity, not only for the survival of the German Empire, but also for the life and autonomy of the German people. Germany is surrounded by other nations each of which possess an army nearly as strong as that of Germany. We forget that we insist upon maintaining a naval superiority of 60 percent over Germany while it does not even approach this superiority against France despite having to reckon with Russia on its eastern border.2

Responsibility for defending Imperial territory lay in the hands of the Kaiser in his capacity as Federal Commander-in-Chief (Bundesfeldherr).3 A special adviser or an Imperial official competent in all questions of national defence was available to him for this great and difficult task.

Within the Imperial armed forces, the army was of primary significance due to its strength and importance. The peculiar historical development of the army and the Empire’s federal constitution meant that outsiders perceived this branch of the armed forces to be unlike the armies of most of the other great military powers. The Royal Prussian—which amounted to almost three quarters of the entire strength of the force and included contingents of the other federal states—the Royal Bavarian, Royal Saxon, and Royal Württemberg Armies existed more or less independently in peace.4 Although this created a complicated command structure, it did not hamper the uniformity of the force’s organization, training, and, eventually, employment in wartime. Next in importance to the army was the Imperial Navy, and after the acquisition of colonies, an Imperial Protection Force (Kaiserlichen Schutztruppen) was formed. As Supreme Warlord (Oberster Kriegsherr) the Kaiser personally commanded these branches of the armed forces; in the case of Bavaria this was true only during wartime.

There was no central office to deal with general questions concerning the army, navy, and colonial forces. Even within the army and navy, responsibility was distributed among several offices and centres of control that worked independently of one another, though they reported directly and independently to the Kaiser. While the Prussian Minister of War was responsible for supplying the land forces, preparations for their deployment and the command of operations in wartime were left in the hands of the Chief of General Staff of the Prussian Army. At the same time, the Army Inspectors (Armee-Inspekteure), the commanding generals responsible for training, and other authorities reported directly to the Kaiser in his role as the King of Prussia or to the Kings of Bavaria, Saxony, and Württemberg. Conditions were similar in the navy. Cooperation between these numerous independent offices and command authorities could not be secured without friction, but the organization was successful inasmuch as the German armed forces could not be considered inferior to those of any other country with respect to their uniformity and cohesion.

The tasks assigned to the Chief of the General Staff of the Prussian Army, and the prestige that the position garnered under General Field Marshal Count von Moltke, secured the General Staff Chief an influence far beyond his immediate sphere of authority.5 This influence, however, was insufficient for him to unilaterally determine the strength of the armed forces or to deal with the range of other requirements related to national defence. These matters were instead in the hands with the Prussian Minister of War, who had to negotiate with the war ministers of the other federal states, the Imperial Chancellor, the Chancellor of the Exchequer (Reichsschatzamtes), the Bundesrat, and the Reichstag. In addition, appointments to the army’s higher ranks remained a special matter of Imperial concern for which the Chief of the Military Cabinet had sole authority.

In peacetime, one of the foremost tasks of the Chief of the General Staff was to examine how the army’s power could be most effectively applied at the outbreak of war. War plans had to be brought into line with the political situation. Accordingly, the most unfavourable case had to be reckoned with.

Upon the defeat of France in the war of 1870–71, while Moltke stood on the summit of victory, he said: “The most dangerous test which the new German Empire might have to undergo would be a simultaneous war with Russia and France, and … the possibility of such a combination cannot be denied. In time it will be wise to ponder our means of defence.”6 In contemplating this possibility, the Field Marshal assumed that Austria-Hungary would be an ally to Germany, without, however, counting upon them to take an immediate and decisive part in the fighting. In view of the superiority of the German Army at that time, if such a war came, Moltke planned to take the offensive in both the East and the West simultaneously. After the formation of the League of the Three Emperors in 1872, however, Moltke was able to abandon the prospect of a conflict with Russia for several years.

Then the military balance of power shifted. Through tireless efforts, by the end of the 1870s, France had not only regained its power, but also nearly doubled the army since its defeat. Germany’s strength was therefore no longer sufficient to conduct an offensive war on both its Eastern and Western borders at once. In the event that Germany was forced to fight a war on two fronts, the problem could only be solved if one of the enemies was first rendered harmless through an offensive campaign while the other was temporarily held at bay. Because Moltke expected the Russian mobilization to be slow, in 1877 the Field Marshal proposed an initial offensive in the West as the most favourable course of action. But this changed during subsequent years.

The completion of fortifications along its eastern frontier strengthened France’s defences just as the French Army was growing in strength. Both of these developments precluded the possibility of a swift German victory in the West. In the East, however, the conclusion of an alliance with the Dual Monarchy in October 1879 meant that active cooperation with the Austro-Hungarian Army could now be counted on. It was also assumed that strong German forces would now have to go on the offensive against Russia. In peacetime, a significant part of the Russian Army was stationed on both sides of the Vistula in the Warsaw General Government. In the event of war, it was expected that their army would be deployed there against Austria-Hungary. This presented the German and Austro-Hungarian armies—which would be ready much sooner than the Russians—with a welcome strategic objective for a surprise attack to be launched simultaneously from Galicia and East Prussia. Such an offensive had a good chance of quickly and effectively achieving a decision. Therefore it was decided that in a simultaneous war against France and Russia, about one half of the German Army would be sent against the eastern enemy in concert with the Austro-Hungarians while the remainder would defend in the West. This disposition of forces held the promise of a rapid victory in the East while enabling a temporary defence in the West. There the French were expected to deploy behind their fortifications. The German defence could thus be limited to the 270 kilometre Franco-German border, supported by the fortresses of Metz and Strasbourg. Owing to the political orientation of Great Britain at that time, German defensive plans discounted the possibility that the French would attempt an envelopment through Belgian territory. Even though the line of defence might eventually have to be taken back as far as the Rhine, such a plan did not mean abandoning or imperilling districts that were indispensable to the conduct of the war. At that time, Germany had yet to become a completely industrialized state, the demand for war materials was small, Krupp’s cannon foundries at Essen would be far removed from the scene of the fighting, and despite the superiority of the French and Russian fleets, the interception of shipping through neutral territory could not be anticipated.

The plan to open a two-front war with an offensive in the East while remaining temporarily on the defensive in the West was unchanged by the conclusion of the alliance with Italy in 1882. The alliance facilitated the defence on the Western Front because Italy could strengthen the German armies while tying down enemy forces on its own frontier. Nevertheless, Italy could not be expected to launch an offensive of its own across the French alpine areas—almost 100 kilometres wide—where French fortifications were being strengthened from year to year. But the alliance with Italy did enable Austria-Hungary to deploy its entire force against Russia. The Dual Monarchy could also count Rumania as an ally after 1883.

The plan for a two-front war retained this form until the retirement of Field Marshal von Moltke, although its details occasionally changed. His successor, General Count Alfred von Waldersee, kept the plan, as did General Count Alfred von Schlieffen during his first year in office.

By the summer of 1892, the larger political situation had gradually changed to such an extent that Count von Schlieffen no longer considered the existing war plan to be promising. After Moltke’s retirement, Russo-German relations had chilled while the Franco-Russian rapprochement made itself clear, leading to the conclusion of an alliance at the end of 1893. Meanwhile, Russia had succeeded in materially shortening the time it required for mobilization and deployment by improving its army organization and by building railways. In northern Poland, the line formed by the Narew River had been fortified to protect the army’s deployment. Consequently, the German General Staff now expected the main forces of the Russian Army to attack Germany, not Austria-Hungary as had been anticipated. Therefore it was now questionable whether a quick victory at the outset of the campaign could be achieved by an offensive from East Prussia. Even if the Russians were finally beaten after a longer struggle, they could still withdraw into the nearly unlimited interior of their vast empire. In 1893, Schlieffen thus concluded that in the event of war, “[the Russians] could no longer be surprised nor suddenly attacked.”7 It was no longer possible to hope that a decision could be forced in the East that would allow for the transportation of the major part of the German Army to the Rhine within a limited time frame. At the same time, the need to support the Austro-Hungarian Army with German troops became less pressing. The Dual Monarchy was so relieved by the change in the Russian dispositions that it now planned to cooperate with Rumania to bring superior strength to bear on the enemy at the outbreak of war.

In the West, France too had grown stronger. The French had improved their ability to mobilize and deploy their army through railway building so that the French Army could now reach the border earlier than the German. These developments also brought a renewed sense of strength and self-confidence to France, which now wanted to conduct a war against Germany, but only when Russia was able to simultaneously tie up strong German forces in the East. Therefore, Count von Schlieffen now assumed that the French would begin a war with an immediate attack.8

The question was which of Germany’s two potential adversaries—both of which were ready to take aggressive action—posed the greatest danger. It was now determined to be the French, as their army could be expected on the German border much more quickly and in greater strength than the Russians. Thus it was likely that the decisive battle would be fought on Germany’s western frontier, where it would be of critical importance. Therefore in a memorandum of August 1892, Count von Schlieffen resolved to hereafter deploy the bulk of the German Army against France. Only those troops that could not be transported to the Western Front in time were to be sent against Russia.

From 1892 to the outbreak of the World War, Germany remained caught between French forces in the West—equally strong if not superior in numbers and quickly readied for war—and the Russian Army in the East—numerically superior but much slower to prepare for battle. However, in the East the Russians would be tied up at least in part by the armies of Austria-Hungary and Rumania. Thus after 1892 the German planned distribution of forces in the event of a two-front war remained substantially unchanged: the bulk of the Army would be sent to the western border while a minimal force would be deployed to the East.

Within this general framework, the specific plan of operations against France changed over time.9 Schlieffen believed that it was probable that the French would choose to delay the start of their offensive until the Russians had readied superior forces in the East, which led him to examine how he might force a quick decision in the West. Because the French frontier fortifications were so strong, the only safe option appeared to be an advance on the Army’s right wing through southern Belgium. By the end of the 1890s, the Chief of the General Staff was determined to follow this course of action. Of the two countries whose territory would be affected, Luxembourg had no army at all and Belgium’s was so weak that it could not hamper the German advance nor provide a significant increase to the enemy’s strength. Schlieffen also believed that non-military considerations could not be allowed to interfere in planning for a war in which the Empire’s existence would be at stake. At that time, he also could not have foreseen that the British would intervene to preserve Belgian neutrality. During the tensions between France and Germany in the spring of 1887, the unofficial British press took up the question of Belgium’s neutrality. They concluded that Germany could well be permitted to march through Belgium as long as it pledged to maintain the country’s integrity. Oppositional voices agreed, and London apparently wished to put a damper on the French desire for revenge.10 When Count von Schlieffen formulated his new plan in 1898, there was no reason for him to conclude that British opinion had changed. At that time, the Fashoda Crisis brought Anglo-French differences nearly to the point of war.

AFTER THE CONCLUSION OF THE ENTENTE CORDIALE BETWEEN FRANCE AND Britain in 1904, the political and military situation grew steadily more complex for Germany. Although Russia fell into a state of military weakness for several years following the Russo-Japanese War, it gradually recovered. All the while, Anglo-German differences grew more acute. When the British arrived at a final understanding with Russia in 1907, the German General Staff became certain that Germany would also face Great Britain as an adversary in a war against Russia and France.11 Not only could the island kingdom deploy its vastly superior fleet, but after Haldane’s army reforms it could also field a small land force fit to fight in a Great War.12 Given Britain’s increasing hostility toward Germany, Italy’s support for the Central Powers became uncertain. Italy could not allow itself to make enemies of the British; at the same time, its long dormant grievances with Austria were being reawakened.13 Rumania remained the Central Powers’ only reliable ally. Thus Germany and Austria-Hungary had to reckon with the possibility of facing the danger of war alone—even as the threat of conflict grew ever more menacing.14

Count von Schlieffen had foreseen these unfortunate developments, and during his last year in office he came to believe that it was immediately necessary to strengthen the German armed forces. Upon his retirement toward the end of 1905, he left a memorandum outlining the ways in which German preparations for war had slackened. “We still boast about the size of our population—the mass of people at our disposal,” he wrote, “but the able-bodied masses are not trained and armed to their fullest capacity. It speaks for itself that France, with 39 million inhabitants, fields 959 battalions for their army while Germany with a population of 56 million can muster only 971.” But as Russia’s army was still weak and the buildup of the German fleet required a considerable investment of resources, Schlieffen’s request was not pursued by his successor, General der Infanterie Helmuth von Moltke. The Minister of War, General von Einem,15 was also unable to pursue Schlieffen’s demands, in part because of a speech he gave to the Reichstag in 1904 in which he claimed that the development of the army had been essentially completed. But after the Second Moroccan Crisis cast a bright light upon Germany’s unfavourable situation in 1911, it was no longer possible to ignore the need for a quick and sustained increase to the armed forces.16

A memorandum presented to Chancellor Theobald von Bethmann Hollweg toward the end of November 1911 demonstrates how Moltke viewed the situation. The Chief of the General Staff deemed it “certain that England will actively take France’s side when a Franco-German conflict breaks out.” In regard to Italy, Moltke felt that that country would most likely wait as “it can hardly be assumed today that there is any deep-felt Italian interest to partake in a war against France on Germany’s side.” In evaluating the situation, the Chief of the General Staff considered only the relative strengths of the fighting forces of Germany and Austria on the one hand and those of France, Great Britain, and Russia on the other. In doing so he drew the following conclusions:

Russia has completely reorganized its army since the fatal campaign against Japan. It has concentrated its peacetime reserves and fortress troops into six new active corps. It has changed the distribution of its troops facilitating their mobilization and supporting their employment in case of war. It has built up its railway network under great financial sacrifices so that a deployment at the western and southwestern frontiers can be effected in half the time of that needed even five years ago. It has spent vast sums to endow the army with better war materiel, especially with heavy artillery and a modern field gun. It has retired a number of incompetent generals and higher officers and through the introduction of new rules and regulations for operational service has rejuvenated the entire officer corps. It is in the process of forming heavy siege artillery against which our eastern fortresses will be no match (their strengthening has perpetually been delayed by a lack of funds). At the same time, it remodels its own fortifications on the Narew and Niemen rivers along modern lines. The most important of these improvements have already been made and the Duma is always willing to appropriate new funds to strengthen their armed forces. It would be incorrect to suggest that Russia is unfit for a European war.

England has done everything it possibly can do within the limits of its institutions to strengthen and to improve its fighting forces.… If its colonies are left unassailed, it can recall its troops to muster an army of 150,000 men for service on European battlefields. Since the conclusion of the Entente with France, it has withdrawn its navy almost entirely from the Mediterranean and concentrated it in the Channel and North Sea …

France places the most rigid demands on its population and thus maintains an army nearly equalling that of the German Empire in its peacetime effective strength. After the troops which are indispensable to defending France’s African colonies are deducted from that total, its war strength lags only a little behind the German.… France has also fortified herself against a German invasion in an unprecedented way. Its four biggest frontier fortresses at Verdun, Toul, Epinal, and Belfort are feats of modern engineering connected by a series of outer forts.… Furthermore, it is utilizing its national strength in a way that indicates that Germany is lagging far behind. Whereas Germany trains 52.7 percent of the men subject to compulsory military service with weapons—and 53.2 percent in total—France trains 78.1 percent and 82.9 percent respectively. Even after the enforcement of the “Peace-Time Effective Strength Law” (Friedenspräsenzgesetz), which will not reach its full effect until 1915, Germany will only be able to conscript 0.865 percent of its total population while France [is] now already drafting 1.22 percent for its army …17

It is obvious that the tension between Germany and France has existed for years, sometimes becoming more acute, and has unloosed an increase in military activity on the part of nearly all the European states. Each prepares for the Great War which everyone expects to come before long. Only Germany and its ally Austria-Hungary do not partake in these preparations. While the government of the Dual Monarchy has fought for years in vain to secure a small increase to the peace-time effective strength of its army, for financial reasons Germany has kept the demands of its new five year cycle within moderate limits during the current year. A real, though immaterial increase to the armed forces will be brought about by this law only in 1914. Although surrounded by enemies, every year Germany leaves thousands of its able-bodied men untrained and therefore useless for national defence.

The memorandum closed:

It remains the duty of each state not only to face coming events calmly, but also to be prepared for the critical day when judgment will be rendered as to whether or not its inner strength will entitle it to future life—Germany, too, must arm for this crisis. I regard it as necessary for self-preservation to demand a further enlargement of our fleet as well as a more strict draft of our able-bodied men for the army (i.e. an increase of our effective strength). Both must go hand in hand.

While the Chief of the General Staff made his demands, the Prussian War Minister, General der Infanterie von Heeringen, had also taken a stand to request a substantial increase to the army.18 Although he was unable to fully achieve his demands when confronted by the financial limitations articulated by Chancellor of the Exchequer Wermuth, he finally told the Reichstag that slightly smaller strength increases would be necessary to secure the safety of the Empire. In the spring of 1912, after some further reductions to the strength of the Army, the Reichstag authorized the creation of two new corps, thus increasing the peacetime strength of the army by about 38,000 men (including the 9,000 already authorized in 1911) while also strengthening the fleet. Even after this increase to its armed forces, Germany’s national strength was still not being utilized to its fullest capacity.

The winter of 1912–13 brought the First Balkan War, which revealed Russia’s designs against Austria-Hungary. The Dual Monarchy thus had to contend with the fact that to its rear, the Balkan states had come together under Russia’s leadership and were growing into strong military powers. At the same time, the Ottoman Empire, which hitherto had served as a counterweight, had been defeated in its European territory, and Rumania’s attitude no longer seemed as certain as before. All the while, the program for enlarging the Russian Army was making great strides.

In the West, Belgium was also going to double the strength of its army; in the future it too would have to be reckoned with. Great Britain was building up the defensive forces of its colonies and seeking to secure their cooperation in case of war. France was increasing its coloured troops and by the end of 1912 their numbers had swelled to 42,000 men.19 This was accomplished by introducing compulsory military service in Algeria and French West Africa. Finally, France played its last and best card on 17 February 1913 with a bill that reintroduced a requirement for conscripts to serve three years on active duty and that simultaneously prolonged the length of service to the age of forty-eight. France also began to call up its recruits at the age of twenty rather than twenty-one and in doing so gained a total of four full annual levies at one stroke.

Germany and Austria-Hungary could not afford to be indifferent to these developments. While France and Russia, after concluding their alliance, had a reciprocal agreement to continuously increase their armaments, this was not true of the Central Powers. Both countries instead accomplished as much independently as was required and feasible.

Domestic political conflicts prevented Austria-Hungary—which was particularly threatened by the shift in the balance of power—from building up its defensive strength as the situation demanded. Only in 1912 was the peacetime effective strength of its army increased through the introduction of a two-year service requirement. Even so, despite having a population of 51 million, it could muster an army only half as strong as that of France, which, in comparison, drew on a population of 40 million. The Austro-Hungarian Army would not increase its wartime strength as a result of this new service requirement for a number of years. Even though the situation grew ever more menacing, nothing of importance was done to strengthen Austria-Hungary’s armed forces or to accelerate its development beyond these limited measures.

Italy’s efforts were even less effective. This was a growing concern, especially in light of the Italian–Serbian conflicts, because Germany was increasingly relying on Italy’s cooperation after the Triple Alliance was renewed in 1912.20

Only Germany recognized that the altered situation required immediate action. General von Moltke believed the danger to be so threatening that he brushed aside all arguments to the contrary to argue that Germany needed to conscript about the same percentage of its population as France. Such a draft would have added 300,000 men to the Army’s peacetime effective strength, requiring the formation of at least three new corps. The Chief of the Deployment Section, Oberst Ludendorff, actively supported the Chief of the General Staff in his attempts to enlarge the armed forces; however, the War Minister feared that the cohesiveness of the army would suffer if its strength was increased as quickly and by as much as Moltke requested. The Kaiser agreed, so the last defence bill laid before the Reichstag, on 29 March 1913—six weeks after France passed its three years’ service legislation—only provided for an increase in the Army’s peacetime effective strength of 117,000 men (plus resulting expenses). The first half of this increase was to be implemented by 1 October 1913, the second in the autumn of 1914 and later.

The people’s representatives understood the urgency of the situation and authorized these demands without forcing substantial reductions. This ensured that the nation’s defence would be stronger in the future, but it did little to prepare for an imminent war, as the benefits of these increases would be realized only gradually; indeed they would only be felt in full after twenty to twenty-five years, when the number of trained youth reached their maximum. That which had been neglected for half a decade could not be recovered at one stroke.

So it was that in the summer of 1914, Germany and Austria-Hungary were far from completing their preparations for war. In truth, Russia too had yet to complete the planned buildup of its army. Only France had reached the limit of its capacity. Not including the possible increase in coloured troops, France, with 40 million inhabitants, had just as many trained men as Germany, which had a population of 67 million. Then war came.

IN THE MEANTIME, IT HAD BECOME EVEN MORE NECESSARY TO SEEK A QUICK decision in a war on two fronts and to attack first in the West.

Toward the end of the nineteenth century, Germany had developed with increasing rapidity from a mainly agricultural state into a densely populated industrial one. During this time, Germany had also become dependent on foreign trade, not only to supply its industry with raw materials but also—notwithstanding the extraordinary progress that had been made in domestic agriculture—to feed its population.21 If Great Britain ever became an adversary, the continuation of this vital trade would be uncertain. It was hoped that the routes across the Baltic and through the smaller neutral states could be kept open to maintain a lifeline for the army and the home front, but these were poor substitutes for open trade and would be insufficient in the long run. Thus the possibility of a long war generated great anxiety about both the future of the nation’s economy and the nutritional needs of the population. Such a war would also pose significant military problems because the longer it dragged on the more apparent the enemy’s superiority in men and materiel would become. Germany could not hope that time would work in its favour. It was probable that a long war would result in defeat and thus destruction. So in the opinion of the General Staff, if war came there was only one possible path to victory: Germany’s enemies would have to be crushed with short and rapid attacks. Once this fact was understood, all the plans of the General Staff were moulded toward this end, and the training of the army was similarly adapted. The German soldier’s innate aggressive spirit was to be carefully cultivated—even at the risk of possible one-sidedness—to its highest degree.

The subsequent development of Germany’s situation confirmed that victory could be achieved only if breathing space were first attained in the West. With industry growing more important to the conduct of war, it became impossible to plan for a defensive war in the West or for fighting entirely within the bounds of German territory; this would have been so even if one left aside the serious disadvantage that the Army would suffer if supplies of war materiel and ammunition were threatened by fighting in the Rhineland, Northern Lorraine, or the Saar District. At the time, no one could foresee resisting for months in defensive positions along a frontier hundreds of kilometres long. Such prolonged defensive action became possible only during the Great War, as a consequence of exhaustion and the lack of ammunition on both sides.

In the East, the possibility of reaching a quick decision vanished after 1910 when the Russians decided to withdraw their troops from the Warsaw General Government into the Empire’s interior. This was intended to accelerate the Russian mobilization while temporarily giving up the areas west of the Vistula in the event of war.

The situation with the railways also pointed toward the need to deal first with France. In the West the bulk of the army could be moved to the border quickly along numerous lines. A mass deployment in the East—especially in East Prussia, which had only two through-lines—would necessarily take much longer. Later in the campaign, the greatest difficulty would be how to return the Army to the Western Front in a timely manner after it had advanced deep into Russian territory.

Every year, in both the East and the West, Moltke used general staff rides, war games, and operational studies to test scenarios for conducting the Great War. With his colleagues, he always concluded that the only possibility was to use the bulk of his Army first against France. Today we know from the pre-war agreements between the Chiefs of the French and Russian General Staffs as well as from the Russian deployment plans that Germany’s enemies also considered this solution to be the only correct one given Germany’s situation. Once the French Army had been destroyed, France could not raise another; it lacked the necessary manpower. On the Western Front, the German Army could achieve a quick and decisive decision if its leaders were conscious of their goals. At the same time, it was impossible to wage a war against Russia while an unbeaten France stood at Germany’s back; it was correctly assumed that the Tsar’s armies would evade the German attack.22 Therefore the German General Staff had concluded that waging war against Russia alone was impossible. As the political situation developed—in keeping with what was also known about the Franco-Russian agreement—it seemed quite unimaginable that France would passively watch as Russia was defeated. Nevertheless, for a number of years the General Staff would retain a large-scale eastern deployment plan in case the need ever arose. But as mobilization and deployment planning grew ever more complex, such double elaborations could easily become a source of errors and troubles of all kinds. Thus, in 1913 Moltke dropped them. Later, the General Staff only prepared to deploy the Army for an attack against France, during which a smaller force would be left on the eastern border. Of course, this did not mean that it was impossible to deploy against Russia alone, but this decision has been proven correct through the publication of the Franco-Russian military convention of 1892 and the ensuing agreements between the Chiefs of their respective General Staffs, which were ratified by both governments after 1910.23 According to these agreements, in the event of German mobilization, France and Russia had “upon the first sign of this act and without the necessity of consultation, to simultaneously mobilize their entire forces without delay” and to place them in readiness as near to their borders as possible. These forces were to be used immediately to mount a decisive attack so that Germany would be forced to go to war in the East and the West at the same time.

In regard to opening the campaign in the West, General von Moltke constantly considered whether he could avoid starting the war by violating Belgian neutrality. In a memorandum of 1913 he wrote: “The greatest difficulties attendant upon an advance through Belgium ought not to be overlooked.” He had serious misgivings about starting the campaign by violating the territory of a neutral neighbouring state. The Chief of the General Staff foresaw that Belgium would resist an advance through its territory, and because the political situation had changed since the plan was first conceived, their doing so would provide Great Britain with a pretext to join. But he was also convinced that rejecting the planned march through Belgium would nevertheless fail to keep Great Britain from taking the enemy’s side. As Moltke wrote, Britain left no doubt “that it will actively take part in a war on our enemies’ side no matter whether we march through Belgium or not.… According to the information which is available here, it cannot be doubted that binding agreements have been entered into between France and England concerning common operations in the event of a European war.” The publication of the Franco-Russian General Staff agreements has since proved his assumption correct. From 1911 onwards, France “counted on being able to take the offensive with the aid of the British Army on its left wing beginning on the twelfth day.”24

During the final years of peace, intelligence reports led the German General Staff to believe that they might also have to reckon with a Franco-British violation of Belgian neutrality. If this were the case, a German attack in which the right wing of the advance passed through Thionville so as to respect Belgium’s neutrality would be seriously vulnerable on its flanks. This would in turn open a path to the heart of Germany’s industrial district while the German Army floundered in its advance against France’s eastern border, which bristled with fortresses. In such a campaign, the prospect of gaining a decisive victory in the West before the Army was thwarted by a Russian advance from the East evaporated. So Moltke found himself in a dilemma. On the General Staff, there had never been any difference of opinion that the only solution was to mount an advance through Belgium. The reality of Germany’s situation appeared obvious even in Paris, where “long ago the conclusion was reached that in a new Franco-German war, Germany will in all likelihood violate Belgian neutrality.”25

It would be necessary to postpone the campaign in the East until victory over France had been achieved. Only then would sufficient German forces be available to begin a general offensive against Russia. The Chief of the Austro-Hungarian General Staff, General der Infantrie Baron Conrad von Hötzendorf—who had exchanged views on the conduct of operations with Moltke since 1909—also recognized that in a two-front war, Germany would first have to seek a decision in the West. He knew that until France was defeated, the eastern force’s primary objective would be to cover Germany’s rear. Thus Conrad concurred with Count von Schlieffen, who shortly before he died remarked that Austria-Hungary’s fate would eventually be decided not on the Bug, but on the Seine.26

Moltke and Conrad agreed that the campaign against Russia ought to be conducted aggressively rather than defensively, for it was intended primarily to buy time. Only this strategy promised to weaken the Russian forces before they had completed their mobilization. An early attack would hold them at bay for a longer time, thus preventing the Russians from endangering the campaign against France by making deep incursions into German territory. Therefore Austria-Hungary intended to send the bulk of its army against Russia. The Dual Monarchy planned to mount an offensive from Galicia into Russian Poland, though it would also have to simultaneously wage war in the Balkans. To support this operation, German forces were to deploy to East Prussia, where they would seek to tie-down as much of the Russian Army as possible.

In the rather improbable event that Italy joined the Central Powers, it promised to strengthen the German Army on the Western Front with the dispatch of an army. At the same time it would also tie up small French forces along their mutual Alpine border. Together with the Austro-Hungarian Navy, the Italian Navy would form a counterweight to the French Mediterranean fleet.

If Great Britain joined France and Russia—which General Moltke believed was certain—its superior navy would command the seas. However, for the foreseeable future it could only be expected to furnish a small army for service on the continent. While it was likely that this army would be transferred to Belgium or France, it was also possible that the British Army might land on the coast of Schleswig or on Danish soil at Jutland. This meant it would be necessary to use those units of the German Army that could not be sent immediately to the Western or Eastern fronts for the protection of the coastlines and the Empire’s northern border.

Germany could not count on its navy to immediately support the war on land because it was expected that the British would impose a blockade, perhaps in the open North Sea between Norway and Scotland and across the Channel or perhaps close to the German Bight.27 The Admiralty was inclined toward the opinion that the adversary would choose the latter option. In 1909, the navy decided that if this transpired it would seek battle immediately in spite of the great numerical superiority of the British fleet. But over time, this plan was revised, and in 1913 it was dropped altogether without the knowledge of the Army’s General Staff. The new plan was to weaken the enemy first through minor operations and only later to risk battle under favourable circumstances once parity had been achieved. At the same time, it was hoped that naval supremacy could be maintained on the Baltic, for it was thought that the oceans would be closed to Germany. The colonies, with their weak garrisons, would thus be left to their fates.

In comparing the two sides’ strength, the Chief of the German General Staff could only be apprehensive. This fear was expressed in the urgent requests that Moltke would repeat until the outbreak of war: time and again he called for the new corps to be formed and for the compulsory military service law to be strictly enforced. Thus in a memorandum dated 18 July 1914 the Chief of the General Staff explained to the Chancellor and to the Minister of War—a post that had been occupied by Generalleutnant Erich von Falkenhayn since 1913—the degree to which conditions had turned against Germany. “We cannot close our eyes to unfavourable facts,” it read. “I regard it as my duty to inform you that it is imperative that we train every able-bodied German for armed service. If we do otherwise we will be annihilated by criticisms that we failed to do everything in our power to preserve the German Empire and race. No one seriously doubts that in a future war, Germany will face a simple question: to be or not to be.” But it was too late. When the war broke out, the expansion of the army that had been authorized in 1913 had only just begun to take effect—the total increase in trained men amounted to only 60,000!

As they faced a superior enemy alliance in 1914, Germany and Austria-Hungary could count only on their own resources. While it is true that definite promises made by the Chief of the Italian General Staff, General Pollio, in the winter of 1913–14 revived the prospect of Italian assistance, it nevertheless remained extremely uncertain. It was made even more unlikely after the general’s death toward the end of July 1914. At the same time, General von Moltke no longer believed that he could count on Rumania’s alliance; on the contrary, he expected this country to take the side of Germany’s adversaries. According to the latest intelligence from Turkey, the Ottoman Empire was a hopeless wreck while Bulgaria—once considered a counterbalance to Serbia in the Balkans—had been seriously shaken by the outcome of the Second Balkan War. For these reasons, the offensive force that Austria-Hungary planned to send against Russia was weakened considerably.

In the event of war, the General Staff believed that the following armies would take the field:28


Table X: Comparison of German Appraisals of Strength, 1914
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a   Not included were: France—127,000 men in Corsica and northern Africa; Russia—350,000 men in Siberia and Turkestan; Great Britain—eventual reinforcements from the colonies and its territorial army. If this sum of 477,000 men were included in the above total for the Entente, its entire force would be 5,856,000 or more men.



This comparison demonstrates the Central Powers’ unfavourable situation. Events have proven that the General Staff’s assessment of the situation was justified.

IN 1914 THE GERMAN GENERAL STAFF ASSUMED THAT IN THE EVENT OF WAR, Germany’s enemies would commit all their available field troops (not counting formations similar to the German Landwehr). In the East this would amount to about 112 Russian and Serbian divisions; about eighteen more could arrive in the European Theatre from Asia after the first month of war, the last of them perhaps even later.

In the West, Germany would face about ninety-two French, British, and Belgian divisions, given that the French Territorial divisions29 as well as the French and Belgian garrison and depot units (Ersatztruppen) would be counted differently in preparing for battle by their own countries than would be the equivalent German formations. At the same time, it was still possible that Belgium would submit to the passage of German troops through its territory and renounce resistance, that Britain would not deploy its expeditionary force immediately, and last but not least that Italy might send troops to the German Front or at least tie up parts of the French Army along its frontier. Even if the most favourable of these circumstances materialized, a problem of immense difficulty fraught with many unforeseen complications would have to be solved by the armies of the Central Powers.

According to the 1914 mobilization plan, the German field army would amount to eighty-seven and a half infantry divisions (among these twenty-nine reserve and six and a half Ersatz divisions), including two fortress divisions.30 These units were equal to those of Germany’s probable adversaries in terms of arms and equipment, and superior in heavy artillery, but inferior to the French in airplanes.31 The other Landwehr units (forty-four and a half brigades, eight of which were not ready for war) could not be equipped nearly as well, for lack of funds. Besides being composed of older men, these units were unfit to engage a fully organized enemy in the open field by virtue of their lack of arms and equipment—they possessed no machine guns, very little artillery, no airplanes, no field kitchens, no medical troops, and no trains. They and similar units of other powers are not considered in this chapter’s analysis.

The field troops of the Austro-Hungarian Army were estimated at about 49 infantry divisions, which were equipped with insufficient artillery.

The German Army’s 1914 deployment orders (Aufmarschanweisungen) called for only nine divisions of the field army to be deployed to the East while seventy divisions would be sent immediately to the West. Of the remaining eight and a half divisions—among these the six and a half Ersatz divisions that would be ready a little later—Moltke intended to use five in the East so that a total of fourteen divisions would be available there, a fact that the Chief of the Austro-Hungarian General Staff was made aware of on 2 August 1914. At first, the remaining three and a half divisions would stand ready on the German coast to defend against an enemy landing; these could be deployed later to the West if conditions warranted. Thus in the West, seventy-three and a half German divisions stood against ninety-two French–British–Belgian divisions; yet these were supposed to achieve a decisive victory!

If the German Chief of the General Staff did not despair at finding a solution to this problem, it was because he was supported by the belief that the German nation “would unanimously and enthusiastically take up arms in a war imposed upon them” and that “the defensive power of a whole nation, fit for war, courageous, prepared for sacrifice, disciplined, and skilled in its commanders would be worth more … than simple numbers suggested.”32 The concentrated force of the German Army under the Kaiser’s supreme command would face numerous enemies that were by no means unified. Moltke believed firmly that the German Army’s innate prowess made it not simply a match for but superior to the best of the enemy’s armies (which was undoubtedly the French), although it only equalled it in numbers.

Notwithstanding his confidence in the strength of the German Army, Moltke always saw with complete clarity how unfavourable the whole military situation was for Germany. In August 1870, 474 German battalions had gone to war against 331 French battalions and in six months had met with unprecedented success to defeat France, which was at that time militarily backward. In 1914, all depended upon whether nearly eighty German field divisions could obtain the same result against ninety-two enemy divisions within a far shorter time frame and against a country now well prepared for war. In 1870, Germany’s rear had been clear of enemies; now the giant Russian Empire stood there as an adversary. The Austro–Hungarian Army “could not bring about the urgently required relief” of the weak German forces deployed against the Russians if it was also simultaneously engaged on its southern frontier.33 One thus had to be prepared for the eastern enemy to invade deep into German territory. Even after victory was achieved in France, the German Army would face its second hard fight against the Russian Army, which would be ready at its full strength.

Thus the Chief of the German General Staff prepared for a war that he deemed inevitable with justified and serious apprehensions. He neither desired war nor sought to bring it about. The opinion of the German General Staff remained the same as had been expressed in the draft of the 1901–2 operations plan: “We want to conquer nothing, but only to defend what we already possess. We will probably never be the aggressors, but will always be attacked. Only the offensive can bring us success with the necessary speed.”

The Outbreak of War

On 28 June 1914, Crown Prince Franz Ferdinand of Austria-Hungary was assassinated together with his consort at Sarajevo. There was no doubt that this was a purely political murder committed in the service of pan-Serbian efforts directed against the very existence of the Dual Monarchy. After all previous events, faced with this serious new challenge, Vienna decided to put a stop to Serbian intrigues. To this end, German support was to be secured for all eventualities.34

The intentions of the Viennese government were communicated to the Kaiser on 5 July at Potsdam by a confidential letter from Emperor Franz Josef and in a memorandum from the Austro-Hungarian government. The Kaiser’s reply was given the next day; in it, he stated that regarding Serbia he “could, of course, not take a stand on the questions pending between Austria-Hungary and this country as they lay outside his competence. But Emperor Franz Josef should rest assured that His Majesty would loyally stand beside Austria-Hungary as required by his duties as an ally and his ancient friendship.”35

On the afternoon of 5 July, the Kaiser had sent for the Prussian Minister of War, Generalleutnant von Falkenhayn, and informed him of the situation. He asked whether the Army was ready for all eventualities; the War Minister replied that it was. Falkenhayn then asked whether any preparations should be made; the Kaiser said no. At that time, Chief of the General Staff von Moltke was taking the waters at Karlsbad, so the War Minister immediately wrote a letter to inform him of what he had learned at the meeting in Potsdam. Falkenhayn told Moltke that according to the Austro-Hungarian ambassador, the Kaiser had formed the opinion that he ought to assume that the Dual Monarchy had decided “that it would no longer endure the machinations contrived against Austria on the Balkan peninsula and to this end, to enter (einzurück) Serbia if necessary; if Russia would not tolerate this, Austria-Hungary would also not be willing to give in.” But from the documents presented by the Austro-Hungarian ambassador, Falkenhayn remained unconvinced that the Viennese government had in fact reached such a firm decision. He told Moltke that he instead agreed with Chancellor Bethmann Hollweg and that he doubted the Viennese government was “serious in following through on the more decided language than it had been previously.” In any case, he believed that a decision would not be reached during the next few weeks. Nevertheless, he had taken it upon himself without a formal order to “inform the Chief of General Staff that the situation was growing more acute so that the surprises which could occur at any time, should not find us unprepared.”

On the afternoon of 5 July (and again the next morning), after meeting with the War Minister, the Kaiser summoned an officer from the Imperial Naval Office and Admiralty Staff, as well as the ranking Quartermaster General of the Great General Staff, Generalleutnant von Bertrab. Bertrab was also to notify the Chief of the General Staff, who was absent, of what had transpired at the 5 July meeting. The Kaiser talked to each of these officers individually but briefly and informed them about his meeting with the Austro-Hungarian ambassador, adding that “he did not foresee greater military complications; the Tzar would not take the side of murderers of princes; Russia and France were not ready for war; it would not be necessary to take special measures.”36 The following day, the Kaiser set out on his Nordic trip while Moltke stayed on at Karlsbad. The High Seas Fleet began its cruise into Norwegian waters on 15 July, as scheduled.37

In the meantime the German military attaché at Vienna informed Berlin that Austria-Hungary planned to delay the undertaking against Serbia until the beginning of August, after the harvest furlough; soon after, the same attaché reported that a letter of inquiry to be answered within a set time limit (about 25 July) would be presented by the Austro-Hungarian government to Belgrade. To this point, no military preparations of any kind had been made. General von Moltke wrote in the margins of this last report that “if this démarche came only on 25 July, then some more water will flow down the Danube before further events transpire.”38

On 23 July, Austria-Hungary presented its “ultimatum” to Belgrade. On 25 July, Serbia mobilized its army and thus showed its determination to fight; three hours later it gave an answer that was unsatisfactory to the Dual Monarchy. That same evening, Emperor Franz Josef ordered a partial mobilization (Teilmobilmachung) to begin against Serbia comprising nearly half his army.39

This was the situation that greeted the Chief of the German General Staff when he returned to Berlin at the end of his vacation. Until then, he had not been asked to provide his opinion. During his stay at Karlsbad he had not met with his Austro-Hungarian counterpart; he had spoken to him last at an earlier stay there in May. Since then the two General Staff chiefs had not exchanged ideas.

On 26 July, Moltke met with Chancellor von Bethmann Hollweg. News had arrived from St. Petersburg that Russia was preparing to mobilize against Austria-Hungary, which increased the danger of a Great War. Moltke agreed with the Chancellor, who felt that “as long as Russia does not undertake an enemy act, we must direct our efforts towards localizing the crisis and maintaining calm.” But a situation had already arisen that placed the government in an extremely difficult position.

Germany’s desire to avoid a Great War called for a maximum of restraint in making military preparations of any kind; but at the same time, the government’s concern for national security meant that Germany could not fall behind its presumptive enemies in military matters. Given the Empire’s location at the centre of Europe, Germany now faced an especially dangerous situation. If the Russians succeeded in postponing a decision about war or peace until they had nearly completed their mobilization, a situation was bound to arise in which the Central Powers would be militarily overwhelmed—especially in view of the simultaneous threat posed to Austria-Hungary from the south. These fears were stoked by information in the possession of the German General Staff regarding the procedures that Russia would likely adopt before going to war. The Russians intended to use a “War Preparation Period” (Kriegsvorbereitungs-Periode) as a precursor to eventual mobilization, thus facilitating preparations for mobilization while still allowing negotiations to proceed; this would ensure that the Russian Army would stand fully armed and ready when mobilization was formally declared. In this way, by putting their fighting forces at the ready, Russia would erase the advantage in time enjoyed by the Central Powers. At the same time, during the winter of 1912–13, Russia had eliminated the temporary rule which decreed that mobilization meant a declaration of war. The possibility that the Russians would seek to gain further time by continuing negotiations even after beginning their mobilization now had to be considered. These apprehensions were not unjustified and were later proven correct by a Russian document that provided the reason for the change in policy that had taken place during the winter 1912–13. It stated that “it could prove advantageous to complete deployment without actually beginning hostilities so that the enemy will not be completely robbed of his hope that war could be avoided. Our measures therefore have to be veiled by careful diplomatic negotiations in order to draw out the anxieties of the enemy as long as possible. If such measures afford the possibility of gaining a few days, then they must be absolutely taken.”40

If the Russians succeeded with these tactics, then the advantage in time on which the Central Powers’ war plan was based and on which everything depended would be lost. Germany and Austria-Hungary would then be caught between superior enemies in the East and the West and would fall into such an unfavourable situation from the very start of the war that it could no longer be equalized by the skill of the army’s leaders and the superiority of the troops. Thus if war preparations were to begin in Russia against Germany, the latter would be compelled to mobilize to protect its security even though Russia had yet to formally decree mobilization.

To prevent Russia from taking those steps which would necessitate German countermoves and therefore result in the Great War, it was necessary to immediately point out to the Tsar’s government the consequences of an eventual enemy act against Germany. Thus on 26 July the German ambassador to St. Petersburg was directed to inform the Russian Foreign Minister, Sergei Sazonov, that “preparatory moves of a military nature on Russia’s part that were in any way directed against Germany would compel us to take countermeasures, specifically the mobilization of the Army. Mobilization, however, meant war and moreover would have to be directed against both France and Russia simultaneously as Germany understood France’s obligations toward Russia.”

The Kaiser interrupted his Nordic trip on 25 July and returned to Potsdam on the 27th.41 Each day the situation grew more acute, with news of Russian war preparations becoming more frequent. Military measures were reported to be under way in the districts bordering on Germany. On 28 July, Moltke learned that the Russian Minister of War, Vladimir Sukhomlinov, had informed the German military attaché on the 26th that if Austria-Hungary crossed the Serbian frontier, the Russian military districts adjacent to the Dual Monarchy (Kiev, Odessa, Moscow, Kazan) would be mobilized. The Great General Staff’s situation report of 16:00 on 28 July stated that news regarding Russia’s armament apparently indicated that partial mobilization had been decreed mainly in the southern military districts, but that the Russians were also taking certain military measures on the German border that should also be regarded as war preparations. It concluded that these were “probably the [result of the] declaration of the ‘War Preparation Period’ for the entire empire.” The 28th of July was, in fact, the first day in Russia’s war preparation period.

Simultaneously the first information about military preparations arrived from France. These preparations included (among other things) the return of the troops from their training grounds and the placing of military guards on railway structures. At this point, corresponding moves in Germany could no longer be delayed. These were decreed in the afternoon and evening of 29 July.42

In a memorandum of that date presented to Chancellor von Bethmann Hollweg, Moltke elaborated his opinion as follows:

One cannot deny that the matter has been cleverly engineered by Russia. It has continuously assured us that it does not mobilize, but only takes precautions against “all eventualities,” that “until now” it has not called up the men belonging to its reserve. It prepares itself for war so that when it actually decrees mobilization, Russia will be ready in a few days to begin its advance. Thus it manoeuvres Austria into a desperate situation and passes the responsibility to it by actually compelling Austria to take precautions against a Russian surprise. It will say: “You, Austria, are mobilizing against us; thus you want war with us.” Russia assures us that it does not want to undertake anything against Germany; but it knows very well that Germany cannot look passively upon a military conflict between our ally and Russia. Germany, too, will be compelled to mobilize and again Russia will be able to tell the world: “We did not want the war, but Germany has brought it upon us.” In this way events will and must develop unless—one might say—a miracle happens at the final hour to prevent a war which will destroy the culture of almost the whole of Europe for decades to come.

Germany does not want to bring about this terrible war, but the German Government also understands that it would wound our deep rooted loyalty to our allies—one of the most beautiful traits of the German character—in a most fatal manner. If we fail to come to the aid of our ally at a moment crucial in its existence, this would very much be at odds with our national character.

According to news submitted here, France too seems to take preparatory measures for possible future mobilization. It is evident that Russia and France makes their moves hand in hand.

So Germany will mobilize when the clash between Austria and Russia becomes inevitable and we will be ready to take up a war on two fronts.

For the military measures eventually contemplated by us it is of utmost importance to obtain as soon as possible certainty whether Russia and France are willing to risk a war with Germany. The further the preparations of our neighbours progress, the sooner they will be able to complete their mobilization. Therefore the military situation is becoming more unfavourable for us every day and it may soon lead to consequences which will prove fatal for us if our presumptive enemies are allowed to prepare themselves further unmolested.

Moltke’s memorandum represented his attempt to ascertain whether France and Russia would be willing to risk war as soon as possible, reflecting the critical importance of Germany’s position between those two powers. The answer to this question was closely connected to the military measures that had been prepared by Germany in the event of war. Immediately after mobilization was decreed in Germany, the Luxembourg railways were to be occupied, and from the first day of mobilization, certain transports for the western deployment had to start rolling. If against all expectations France chose to remain neutral, these steps would have to be stopped. So if the question of who would be a friend and who would be an enemy was not clarified immediately, a complete Russian mobilization could not be answered quickly with a German mobilization. Valuable time would be lost.

Military necessity thus required that St. Petersburg and Paris be compelled to immediately expose their intrigues with “categorical statements.” But for the Chancellor, these military considerations were only one of the concerns of state, and they were not so urgent that he could have undertaken to disturb the attempts at mediation that had just been initiated by Berlin and London at St. Petersburg and Vienna. Thus the Russian and French governments were reminded in an amicable way of the consequences of making further war preparations. A pointed inquiry, however, was not made, and the clarification demanded by the Chief of General Staff did not materialize.

In the meantime, on 28 July, Austria-Hungary had declared war on Serbia. The next day, Russia mobilized its southern military districts. This partial mobilization was directed primarily toward Austria-Hungary, but it carried with it a serious menace for Germany, for it encompassed two-thirds of European Russia, where the bulk of Russia’s reserve formations were stationed; not all of these would be deployed against Austria-Hungary. Nevertheless it is true that Sazonov tried on 29 July to calm the situation by “convincing” the German ambassador that “in Russia mobilization did not yet mean war by a long way as it would in Western European nations. The Russian Army,” he said, “could eventually stand at ease for weeks without crossing the border.”43

The situation described by Sazonov would have brought about the very scenario that from a military point of view would have been most advantageous for Russia but simply unendurable for the Central Powers. It was Moltke’s opinion that Russia was preparing for war not just against Austria-Hungary but along its entire front. He was supported in this view by a report from the German military attaché in St. Petersburg, Major von Eggeling, who had had a conversation with the Chief of the Russian General Staff, General Janushkevich, from which he concluded that the Russian general’s “reassuring statements were made in an attempt to deceive him about the scope of the measures which had already been taken … especially in view of the many positive reports which had been received of the callings up that had taken place.”

On 30 July, further reports of military preparations were received from France, which forced Moltke to conclude that orders had been given to deploy the French border protection units.44 According to the understanding of the German General Staff, this order permitted the deployment of eleven infantry and four cavalry divisions at full war strength independent from any general mobilization.45 The order was in fact given on 30 July.46

The situation was extremely menacing for Germany. The danger now grew that the Empire would fall behind in its own mobilization—all the more so because the question of who would be a friend and who an enemy had yet to be clarified. In view of the lead that Germany’s enemies had gained in making their own military preparations, Moltke now deemed it necessary to safeguard the Empire’s frontiers at least to some degree against the danger of a surprise invasion. For this purpose the “State of Imminent Danger of War” (drohenden Kriegsgefahr) had been systematically provided for, to be declared so long as mobilization had not yet been decreed. This was a purely defensive measure that threatened no one and that would not prejudice in any way the continuation of negotiations. This step was not taken because, though it was Moltke’s preferred course of action, it was determined that the diplomatic efforts at mediation, which had just commenced, first had to be given a chance to succeed. To preserve the peace, the Imperial government wanted to avoid any move that could have a disquieting effect; so it set aside even the most important of the military’s demands.

On the evening of 30 July, Russia extended partial mobilization to general mobilization. St. Petersburg was entirely aware of the impact this move would have.47 Thus the following day would also have to bring about a decision in Germany. During the night of 30–31 July, two independent reports reached the Great General Staff that overcame any doubts Moltke might have had that Russia had in fact decreed mobilization along the German frontier as well. To be certain, Moltke waited for final confirmation of the news before again proposing that the “State of Imminent Danger of War” be declared. At 11:40 on 31 July the official report of the German ambassador arrived from St. Petersburg. Count Pourtalès wired: “General mobilization army and navy ordered. First day of mobilization is 31 July.”

With that, the final doubts about Russia’s intentions vanished. War had become all but inevitable. Only now did the Kaiser place the German Army and Navy at a “State of Imminent Danger of War,” and only now were protective measures taken at the eastern and western borders. However, according to the pre-existing plans for mobilization, full mobilization could not be ordered before the afternoon of 1 August on account of the diplomatic clarification that was required, which meant that 2 August would be considered the “First Day of Mobilization.” Two days had been lost against the Russian mobilization. This disadvantage had the potential to make itself acutely felt when a solution was sought to the military situation, which was already extremely difficult.

Conditions had taken a similarly unfavourable turn for the Dual Monarchy. After Russia’s partial mobilization was decreed on 29 July, the Austro-Hungarians found themselves in a far more precarious situation than Germany, for even the limited mobilization of the Russian Army brought forward stronger forces than those of the entire Austro-Hungarian Army. Thus the Chief of the German General Staff expected Austria-Hungary to answer immediately by mobilizing the remainder of its army. But Vienna too wanted to avoid a Great War, and in view of the parallel actions taken in Berlin, Austria-Hungary doubted whether Germany would truly be willing to stake its power. For this reason, Austria-Hungary also hesitated to take the final step, which was urgently required by the military situation. In the end, Moltke felt compelled to wire Conrad to urge him to mobilize immediately against Russia.48

AT NOON ON 31 JULY, AUSTRIA-HUNGARY DECREED ITS GENERAL MOBILIZATION, but as Vienna remained unaware of the general Russian mobilization, it decided to declare wage war against Serbia and to wait on Russia until later that evening. Austria-Hungary’s intentions were not understood in Berlin. So on the afternoon of 31 July, Moltke wired Conrad to exchange views, asking casually: “… will Austria forsake Germany?” At 16:00 the Kaiser addressed a letter to Emperor Franz Josef in which he attempted to convince Austria-Hungary to turn its main forces against Russia at the final hour. Meanwhile the deployment against Serbia had progressed so far that the Austro-Hungarian Army could only change its disposition to meet Russia with a significant loss of time. Thus the Dual Monarchy had also fallen a few days behind in starting its deployment against Russia. The Central Powers’ time advantage—which was imperative in waging a two-front war—was no longer fully guaranteed.

All the while, any meaningful assistance from Italy grew ever more questionable. When Moltke demanded a clarification of Italy’s attitude from the Foreign Office on 2 August, he explained that “it does not matter so much that Italy supports us with strong forces, but that the Triple Alliance show solidarity in war.”

At 17:00 on 31 July, immediately after Germany decreed a “State of Imminent Danger of War,” inquiries were sent to St. Petersburg and Paris, with the requirement that they be answered within a set time limit in order to definitively bring clarity to the situation. Both governments were informed that Germany too would have to decree mobilization “unless within twelve hours Russia stops all war preparations against us and Austria-Hungary and provides guarantees to that effect.” A statement explaining that mobilization inevitably meant war was added to the telegram sent to Paris. In order to exhaust every possibility, the German ambassador also inquired whether France would be willing to remain neutral in a Russo-German war. Their answer would have to be given within eighteen hours. In the almost unimaginable event that France provided a declaration of neutrality, he further demanded the temporary cession of the frontier fortresses of Verdun and Toul as a bond.49

In St. Petersburg, when the time limit expired at noon on 1 August, no answer had been received. The German ambassador was therefore instructed to present the Russian government with a declaration of war at 17:00 unless he received a satisfactory answer in the meantime. At the same hour the Kaiser ordered the mobilization of the Army and Navy. Moltke believed that with this act, the most urgent and necessary of tasks—the safeguarding of the long and unprotected Imperial borders—had been accomplished.

At 18:10 that same afternoon, Berlin received the French reply from the German ambassador in Paris: “France will do whatever its interests dictate.”50 However, the French Minister of War had already given the order for mobilization at 16:30—even before Germany mobilized.51

In Germany, 2 August had been decreed as the “First Day of Mobilization.” According to pre-existing plans, the first transports destined for the West had to start running on that day. But now new and serious doubts cropped up. The German ambassador in London, Prince Lichnowsky, believed that based on the assurances of the British Foreign Minister, it might be possible to restrict the war to the East provided that Germany did not attack France. In their fevered endeavours to localize the war, both the Kaiser and Chancellor were willing to accede to this highly dubious possibility so long as Britain was prepared to guarantee French neutrality. The Chief of the General Staff was therefore to deploy the army against Russia rather than France. Thus on the evening of 1 August, Moltke faced a decision that could have the most serious of consequences. Although it pained him to do so, Moltke reported to the Kaiser—dutifully and with the sincerest conviction—that at such a late moment, a change in deployment would no longer be feasible. If one wanted to avoid chaos, he said, the deployment in the West would have to run its course. Only then could the Army be transferred to the East through a new movement. However, the temporarily entertained hope generated by Lichnowsky’s report, which had nearly put in question the orderly execution of the German deployment plan, vanished that same evening. Britain, it was reported, was not even prepared to guarantee its own neutrality, even if Germany were to fully respect Belgian neutrality.

In the meantime, news of France’s mobilization had arrived in Berlin. With numerous reports also being received by the Great General Staff of transgressions along the French frontier, any lingering doubts about the situation now disappeared. The moves necessary to occupy Luxembourg—which had been temporarily halted because of the hopes raised by London—were now resumed. A declaration was demanded from Belgium, which had already begun its own mobilization on 31 July, about its attitude toward the passage of German troops. Considering the imminence of operations, Moltke had to have the answer to this question in his hands before 14:00 on 3 August. Belgium answered that it would forcibly resist any violation of its neutrality.

On 3 August, Germany declared war on France by virtue of the frontier violations that had already taken place. On 4 August, German troops started their invasion of Belgium without a formal declaration of war as even then it was not considered impossible that a peaceful agreement could be reached with this country. That evening, however, Belgium severed all diplomatic relations while the British ambassador in Berlin demanded a guarantee that by midnight Belgian neutrality would be respected. The following morning, on 5 August, the ambassador demanded his passports and Great Britain declared war.

In this way, Britain, France, and Belgium took the field against Germany and Austria-Hungary in the West; likewise went Russia, Serbia, and, soon after, Montenegro in the East. Like the rest of the world, Italy and Rumania—who were longtime allies of the Central Powers—remained neutral for the time being. Only Japan joined the ranks of Germany’s enemies, on 23 August. After Serbia was the first state to demonstrate its desire for war by mobilizing its army on 25 July, the military measures taken by the other European powers followed quickly.

At the outset of the war, 118,000,000 Germans, Austrians, and Hungarians faced 258,000,000 Caucasian inhabitants of the enemy nations—not including the population of the British Empire.52 If the latter were added to this count, the enemy’s superiority grew to about 277,000,000 Caucasians; with their non-Caucasian populations it was about 700,000,000. In view of the enemy’s vast superiority at sea, Germany and Austria-Hungary were excluded from the oceans and could only maintain a connection with the outside world through their neutral neighbours. Their situation resembled that of a besieged fortress. The longer the war lasted, the more economic as well as military disadvantages would result and the more the suffocating superiority of the enemy in men and resources of all kinds would make itself felt. Everything indicated that it would be necessary to seek salvation in a quick victory.53

The War’s Duration and Economic Management

In the second half of the nineteenth century Germany had grown from an agricultural country to the leading industrial and commercial state on the European continent. Its population had doubled, and nearly three in four Germans were living in densely populated cities and industrial districts, where they devoted themselves to non-agricultural pursuits.

For the British Empire, the United States, and Russia, whole continents were available to accommodate their growing populations. This was true even for France, with its stagnant population. These nations had expanded their possessions vastly in the decades prior to the Great War by conquest or through the acquisition of spheres of influence. Germany, however, was determined to pursue a policy of peace after unification in 1871 and so had taken part in the general scramble for new land only insofar as it could be done without provoking conflict with the other powers. Except for a modest colonial expansion, Germany was therefore limited to its ancient areas of settlement.

Despite significant advances in agricultural and mining techniques, the homeland was less and less able to furnish the quantity and quality of raw materials necessary to supply the country’s ever-growing needs. A yearly surplus of births over deaths at the rate of 800,000 to 900,000 made it an urgent necessity to procure foods and raw materials from all parts of the globe. This was accomplished by expanding exports of the finest industrial products, through the prowess of the merchant marine, and through revenues generated from business investment in foreign lands.

Instead of conquering territory, the German people tried to expand their living space (Lebensraum) and to compete with world empires through hard work and scientific achievement.

Indeed, Germany succeeded in raising the wealth of all strata of the population. Emigration almost ceased, and censuses repeatedly showed that Germany was absorbing more people than were leaving. But as German commerce spread around the globe, its successes led to friction with other world economies. As Germany’s economy became more and more interwoven with the world’s, its dependence on foreign raw materials grew. If the usual distrust of competitors ever devolved into open hostilities, serious consequences were bound to arise from this dependence.

Because the British had not ratified the London Declaration concerning the Laws of Naval Warfare (1909), it was assumed that in a Great War they would arbitrarily extend the definition of contraband to include any imports into an enemy country, even through neutral ports. Since Great Britain was allied with with Russia and France, it would be able to cut off Germany almost completely from its foreign imports. Almost one quarter of Germany’s food and raw materials came from Russia and the states along the Danube as well as from overseas.

Therefore, in the event of war the responsible agencies in Germany would have to determine how long such isolation could be maintained without endangering the health and military strength of the German people.

The population had grown accustomed to a very rich diet. With the growth of the urban population, meat had increasingly replaced vegetables, and between 1897 and 1912 its consumption had risen from 36 kilograms to 115 kilograms per capita per year. Livestock had also increased in numbers and quality, to the point that imports accounted for only 4 to 6 percent of the nation’s total meat consumption. But the production of domestic fodder had not maintained a similar expansion, and each year about 1 billion Goldmarks worth of Russian barley (1878: 54 kilograms; 1913: 93 kilograms per capita), fat, and albuminous fodder from the tropics had to be imported. If those supplies were cut off during a long war, a serious decrease in meat, fat, and milk stocks was inevitable.

The situation regarding the domestic production of vegetables was more favourable. Despite a similarly large increase in the consumption of baked grains, the amount that had to be imported had, over time, been reduced to about 10 percent of the nation’s needs. Germany also produced more potatoes and sugar beets than any other country, but here, too, the closing of land and maritime trade routes would reduce output levels, because the production of these had been increased to prewar heights only with the aid of large amounts of imported fodder and of nitrogen and phosphorus fertilizers.

Since Germany had considerable reserves of foreign foods and luxury goods, the nation’s food supply could easily be maintained by domestic agriculture for a limited time. Even if a war could not be concluded by the time these supplies were consumed, the food situation would not be dangerous so long as agricultural production could be maintained at peacetime levels. Nevertheless, a halt to foreign imports would demand a partial abandonment of the entire population’s accustomed living standards. That in turn might lower the well-being and productivity of individuals both physically and mentally. To maintain levels of agricultural production, it was vital that at the outbreak of war, the orderly cultivation of fields not be hampered by the call-up of skilled and experienced farmers. After mobilization it would be less difficult to take in the harvest, because under expert leadership even unskilled workers could be used for this purpose if necessary. Therefore it could be expected that if the spring’s sowing had been completed by skilled farmers, the nutritional requirements of the German people could be met for one year from the beginning of the harvest—not luxuriously, but sufficiently—thanks in part to the reserve stocks of cattle and pigs. However, a further year of war after that harvest would increase the danger. The lack of human labour, draught animals, foreign artificial fertilizers, and natural manure (on account of the necessary reduction in livestock) would hamper agricultural efforts and reduce the domestic harvest. This would bring about a real shortfall in necessary foods, which would of course influence the military situation. To ensure that the nutritional needs of the people would continue to be met, it would be necessary to finish any war as quickly as possible—at the latest, after the lapse of the first harvest year.

A more important and immediate concern was Germany’s dependence on world markets for its raw industrial materials. This is shown by the fact that in 1913, imports of raw materials and semi-finished goods—including those destined for agricultural use—amounted to about 56 percent of all imports when measured in terms of total cost; while imports of foodstuffs and luxuries amounted to only 28 percent of the same. All of Germany’s economic problems centred on supplying German industry with these foreign raw materials, for it was these that in turn supplied the population with necessities. If foreign sources of supply were cut off by war, the problem would become all the more acute as these were essential to the production of war materiel (including clothing, arms, and equipment).

It was most fortunate, then, that even if the German economy were to be separated from its foreign trading partners, it nevertheless had access to an unlimited source of power: its vast deposits of coal (55 percent of the entire European resource base), which was the basis for all modern industrial activities. Therefore, industrial operations would not be immediately curtailed by a lack of other sources of power (e.g., oil, water power, or natural gas).

The conditions for the production of iron ore—the most important industrial raw material—were similar but not quite so favourable. Though Germany had at its disposal rich iron ore deposits amounting to about 25 percent of all European deposits, about 50 percent of the ore consumed by German steelmakers in 1913 was imported versus about 20 percent in 1900.54 Low-phosphorus ore was practically non-existent in Germany, yet it was needed to refine the domestic ore, which was rich in phosphorus but had relatively poor iron content. Similarly, the German iron and steel industry was almost entirely dependent on foreign suppliers for manganese ores and steel-hardening metals.

This dependence on the world economy was more conspicuous in the other branches of the metal industry. Lead, zinc, and almost all non-ferrous metals had to be imported, mostly from overseas. Only 10 percent of the necessary supplies of copper—a raw material crucial to war production—could be obtained from domestic sources; 90 percent had to be imported from abroad, mainly from the United States. Likewise, stocks of tin, nickel, and aluminum were filled almost entirely by foreign suppliers.

Despite the systematic management of domestic forests, the German woodworking industry imported one-third of its lumber supply from foreign countries.

Regarding textiles, Germany was especially poorly supplied. Given the German climate, textiles were hardly less important in maintaining the people’s health than ensuring that the nutritional needs of the people were met—it was an indispensable consideration in conducting war. Ninety-five percent of the wool and 100 percent of the cotton (1840: 0.34 kilograms; 1912: 7.56 kilograms per capita) came from overseas. Cotton imports, which in 1913 totalled about 521,000 tons, were the first of all the goods required by Germany when measured by the total price (about 630,000,000 marks). Silk and the so-called fibres (flax, hemp, jute)—all very important to the production of war materiel—had also to be mainly imported. The leather industry, which was equally important in both war and peace, had to obtain about two-thirds of its skins and hides and all its tanning substances from abroad.

Determining the importance of raw materials in the German chemical industry is a more complex problem because the usual definition of “raw material” does not apply precisely to the chemical elements, many of which are artificially produced. There was no dependence on the world economy for raw materials in the production of chemicals; there was, however, a dependence on foreign markets. At the same time, though, a number of important chemical products—especially those important to the production of ammunition (powder production)—could only be obtained by using foreign raw materials. Thus the big chemical suppliers were largely dependent on foreign sources for the production of sulphuric and nitric acids. To produce sulphuric acid, Sicilian sulphur and Spanish pyrites were required; for nitric acid, Chilean saltpetre was needed. Also, a number of other chemical raw materials such as resins, borate of lime, the by-products of wood carbonization, and the diverse chemicals needed for sanitary and medical purposes had to be imported more or less exclusively from abroad.

Finally, German industry was entirely dependent on tropical countries for caoutchouc, which in the final prewar years had been used in the production of rubber in rapidly growing quantities. Before the war, a considerable part of these and many other indispensable raw materials had been re-exported as finished goods, but by far the majority of these imported raw materials were consumed domestically. Any disturbance or halt to these supplies was bound to have grave consequences for all industrial production and to decisively influence the manufacture of war materiel.

While it is true that the highly developed German finished-goods industry always had a store of raw materials on hand to maintain output for a limited time if supplies were cut off, such an exceptional situation could not be endured for long if the stoppage to regular supply shipments began during the late summer or fall months. At this time of year the existing stores were usually exhausted in the expectation that stockpiles would soon be refilled. Even in the most favourable of circumstances, however, these stockpiles would only be sufficient to maintain war industrial production for barely a year.

The raw material situation—even more so than with agricultural production—urgently required that any stoppage in the shipment of foreign goods be quickly reversed, lest the German economy become anemic. For these reasons, the agencies responsible for the economy formed the opinion that if war came, a decision had to be sought as quickly as possible. Thus for economic reasons too, everything rested upon achieving a quick victory.


II

THE CAMPAIGN PLAN
FOR THE WESTERN FRONT

The Historical Development of the Operative Idea

At the end of the 1870s, Generalfeldmarschall Count Helmuth von Moltke’s deployment and operational plans assumed that during the initial period of a war with France, Germany would mount a strategic defence.1 This was based on the assumption that the French would rally several armies on the upper Moselle behind the Meuse between Epinal and Verdun and that they would only push forward cavalry divisions and limited forces beyond their line of forts in the direction of Nancy and Lunéville. In general, when such an army was deployed behind fortifications and rivers, it indicated that it had adopted a defensive rather than an offensive posture.2 However, Moltke argued that if Germany refused to do its enemy the favour of opening the campaign with an offensive of its own, then “an odd phenomenon might develop in which two armies, both prepared for combat, faced one another but with neither willing to start the battle.”3 It would then be probable that the French, “as the contrivers of the war, would be forced to take decisive action” and, under public pressure to regain their lost provinces, would carry the attack toward Germany. To this end, they would choose the wider entrance into Lorraine for the bulk of their fighting forces, while invading the narrower province of Alsace with fewer. Therefore, Moltke wanted the main body of the German Army in the West to form up in Lorraine while a weaker, secondary army would be deployed to Alsace. The enemy’s attack in Lorraine was to be met with strong, well-prepared positions between the foothills of the Hunsrück and the Vosges and forward of the Sarre so as to retain an offensive stance. Moltke’s final plans named the line Bolchen–Saarunion for this action. Moltke wrote:

The enemy cannot just outflank this position without attacking it. If he chose to advance against its entire front, he would have first to deploy his forces so broadly that we would have the chance to pounce upon him. If, on the other hand, he concentrates his forces against one of our individual corps, those not being attacked will be able to bring effective assistance by wheeling forward into the enemy’s flank. It is more probable that the French will simply try to push past the position by overpowering one of its wings.4

This was to be prevented by forming up in rearward echelons on the right and in strong forward echelons on the left near Saarburg. If necessary, those parts of the army destined for the defence of Alsace could also be brought closer at the appropriate time. If the enemy chose to advance through Switzerland in violation of its neutrality, this would unleash the power of a nation that was absolutely determined to defend its territory by force of arms, which, in such a mountainous country, was a factor not to be underestimated. On the other hand, an eventual attack through Belgium would weaken the enemy’s offensive power so that they would come to a standstill on the Rhine. The French would then be compelled to strike north toward Germany, crossing the Moselle with the front to the south; this would place all their rearward communications in their flank, with Holland to their backs. Moltke also believed that Great Britain could not stand passive witness if Antwerp faced such a threat. However, he also pondered what would happen if “the enemy’s superiority compelled the German Army to seek protection on the Rhine.” He anticipated that the main body of forces in Lorraine would retreat toward Mainz while the secondary group in Alsace would retire toward Strasbourg. In January 1880 he wrote:

If we are ultimately compelled to evacuate the left bank of the Rhine entirely, then the Army should try to rally behind the Main, between Mainz and Frankfurt. This position is strong in the front, difficult to outflank, and checks any attempt by the enemy to make a further advance into the interior of the Empire. By the obvious menace that this position would post to the enemy’s lines of communication, we would thus prevent his advance more effectively than if we endeavoured to place ourselves directly in his path. After the French have weakened themselves before Metz, Strasbourg, and Mainz and by securing his long line of supply as well as a river crossing, the balance of forces will have been nearly restored, and we will then fight the decisive battle on the Main.5

Moltke’s successor, Count von Waldersee, retained the basic premise that the army would pursue a strategic defence on the front. However, he intended to conduct the defence with as much flexibility as possible so as to utilize every chance to pounce on part of the enemy’s forces with superior numbers as they made their difficult advance.6

After Count von Schlieffen became Chief of the General Staff, and had, as a matter of course, resolved to conduct the bulk of the war’s operations in the Western Theatre, he soon became convinced that the operative idea that had dominated up until that time, as well as the means intended for its execution, no longer carried the chance of success.7 He came to this conclusion in view of the enemy’s greatly increased fighting forces and their resultant expanded scope of operations. In the long term the detached left wing at Saarburg could hardly hold out against a superior enemy. “To avoid such a catastrophe,” he elaborated in a memorandum written in July 1894, “the German Army would have no alternative but to advance along the whole line from their positions as soon as the enemy … attacks near Saarburg. We may thus be compelled to do just what we wanted to avoid, that is, to attack superior forces.”

Count von Schlieffen therefore concluded that it would be necessary to immediately begin an offensive in order to head off the enemy, even if the German forces were outnumbered. “In order to win the victory, we must try to achieve superiority at the place of battle. But we can only hope to do this if we determine the course of operations, not if we wait passively in echelon for the enemy to do to us as he wills.” As the enemy would be absolutely equal to the German Army in their ability to rapidly mobilize and deploy troops, Schlieffen tried to gain an advantage in his deployment plan by shifting the detraining points forward, especially for the corps in the rear. “Of course we will have to expect to meet the enemy advance either during the deployment or during our own advance,” he wrote. “If the enemy does not attack, then we can count on finding him within his line of fortifications.” For the time being, he reasoned, the strong points at Belfort–Epinal ought to be excluded from any attack, as it would be difficult to get at them with artillery. A flanking move to the north around Verdun was also rejected, as any army attempting such a manoeuvre would be cut off once it was beyond the Meuse. In wheeling south it would also find neutral Belgium to its rear while having to protect its left flank against Verdun and its right against the enemy forces that had been held back. Schlieffen wrote:

Such an enterprise would only be possible if another army tries to simultaneously break through between Toul and Verdun, while the attack upon the Meuse forts would in turn need to be protected with a third attack upon Nancy. But our forces are not sufficient to carry through three attacks. Whether we limit an offensive on the Meuse to the area between Toul and Verdun, or turn along the Moselle below Epinal, an attack upon Nancy is the prerequisite in both cases. It is therefore obvious that any offensive against France must include an attack upon Nancy and therefore our offensive must primarily be directed towards this detached point.… In securing this aim, however, we must first form a large foot artillery.8

If an army (Second Army) were to attack Nancy with 120 to 144 heavy guns, its right flank would have to be protected by another in the area of Pont-à-Mousson (First Armee-Abteilung) while yet another army (First Army) would stand northwest of Metz, ready to take the offensive in order to oppose any aggressive movement by the enemy on the Moselle.9 To protect the left flank, an army (Third Army) would have to advance first to the Meurthe near Lunéville while another army (Fourth Army) crossed the Vosges Mountains to gain the upper Meurthe between Baccarat and St. Dié. At the same time, a separate army (Second Armee-Abteilung) would protect Upper Alsace and screen Belfort. Such an advance would be made evenly so that at any moment the enemy’s attack could be met.

THUS THE 1894 MEMORANDUM STILL RECOMMENDED A DIRECT, FRONTAL ASSAULT against a portion of the enemy’s line. The inadequacies of this operation were to be accommodated by forming up in dense echelons on both flanks. The idea of operative envelopment had yet to be conceived.

As the French defences along the Franco-German border grew stronger year by year, the difficulties inherent in a German offensive increased. Though hope lingered that these difficulties could be mastered at the decisive point by developing and improving the means of attack—especially after the introduction of the field army’s heavy artillery—the fact remained that such immense fortifications could only be captured through siege warfare, which would take considerable time. But in Schlieffen’s solution to the problem of the two-front war, everything hinged on taking quick action in the West, where a final decision would have to be forced as rapidly as possible so as to free up strong forces for the East. It was quite possible that the French would grasp Germany’s difficult situation and thus opt to delay operations for a prolonged period. If they did, they would would renounce immediate offensive action and the advantages accrued through rapid mobilization, a quick deployment, and an overall superiority in numbers; instead they would wait as the situation in the East grew more precarious from day to day until it was eventually necessary for the Germans to weaken the Western Front. Therefore, if the basic disposition of forces in the West and East was to be retained, then a German offensive in the West would have to be mounted in such a way that it would be hindered as little as possible by fortifications; it had to be hoped that at least part of the enemy’s forces would be engaged in the open field. Once beaten, the remainder of the enemy army could then be compelled to give up their strong defensive positions. There were thus only two choices. Either an advance could be made through the gap between Toul and Epinal, or the enemy’s left wing could be operationally outflanked to the north around Verdun. The former option did not hold much hope of success. The main body of the French Army would likely mass behind the Moselle in the area of Epinal and below. The German attack would thus be made against a strong position the flanks of which were supported by two fortresses. Even if a breakthrough were made, it could not achieve an operationally significant result. If beaten, the enemy’s front would retreat, and as the victor pushed forward he would find his own flanks threatened. The situation north of Verdun was more favourable; there, the great wall erected along the Moselle and Meuse came to an end. If necessary, any resistance in the Meuse hills north of Verdun could be broken by swinging far to the north. At least then the right wing would be free, and if the necessary forces were thrown in, an advance could be made against the enemy’s lines of communication. If this succeeded, the enemy could then be pushed away from Paris. But the space available for an advance toward the Meuse between Verdun and the Belgian border was not large enough to deploy the masses of men required to complete such an operation. If the two small fortresses at Longwy and Montmédy were outflanked, then only five separate roads would be available. Of these, two or three would have to be used by the units tasked with isolating Verdun.

These compelling operational factors led Count von Schlieffen to conclude that an offensive wheel around Verdun could only be conducted with some prospect of success if the advance took place through the neutral territory of Luxembourg and southern Belgium. One consideration that made such a serious political decision easier was the knowledge that if the enemy also took the offensive, they could not squeeze their troops between the Upper Rhine and the Luxembourg border; even if the French put the emphasis on the right wing, the left would swing far to the north around Thionville and through Luxembourg and Belgium. Schlieffen discounted the possibility of an operational outflanking manoeuvre through Switzerland because there an army that was actually ready for war would have to be beaten and the fortified Jura passes taken by force. On the other hand, Luxembourg had no army, and the Belgians would probably withdraw their comparatively weak forces into their fortresses in the event that they were to offer armed resistance. The advance through Luxembourg and Belgium was first incorporated into Germany’s deployment plan in 1898–99; that plan called for six armies to form along the line St. Vith–Treves–Saarbrücken–Saarburg–Strasbourg, with a seventh echeloned behind the right wing at Düren–Kall and points to the south.

Later on, when it was anticipated that a British expeditionary force would intervene in a European war on the side of the French, information suggested that the German Army would have to prepare for the possibility that this force would land at the Belgian fortress-city of Antwerp. But it was less the appearance of Great Britain as an enemy than the continuous growth of the European armies into forces of millions of men—and, it followed, the ensuing expansion of the theatre of operations and all the consequences this carried with it—that led to ever-increasing difficulties in executing the operational idea in the event of war. All of these factors demanded that new expedients be devised. Meanwhile, there were clear indiciations that the French had recognized the danger that the German Army would envelop their unsupported northern wing and that to counter this they had decided to lengthen their positions along the Meuse from Verdun to Mézières. The main resistance, however, would be mounted behind the Aisne, between Ste. Ménehould and Rethel. A German envelopment that swung still farther around this place would encounter a strong, hilly position, the key to which was the fortresses of Reims, Laon, and La Fère. In a clear-sighted elaboration of his operational idea, Count von Schlieffen concluded that a decision could not be reached through a direct attack against these various positions, nor could it be reached by simultaneously enveloping them from their left; it could be accomplished only through an attack directed from the northwest toward the enemy’s flanks at Mézières, Rethel, La Fère, and beyond the Oise into their rear positions. However, this meant that the forts at Mézières, Hirson, and Maubeuge—as well as some smaller outer fortresses at Lille and Dunkirk—along the Franco-Belgian border on the left bank of the Meuse would first have to be taken.

Schlieffen’s final and great memorandum of December 1905 constituted the military legacy that he bequeathed his successor. It should be regarded as the fruits of the count’s mental labours and of his assiduous study of every possibility. Its remarkable particulars deserve detailed study.10

“The whole of France must be regarded as one giant fortress,” wrote Schlieffen. He continued:

In terms of its outer zone, the area between Belfort and Verdun is almost impregnable while the line Mézières–Maubeuge–Lille–Dunkirk, however, is fortified only at intervals and, at this date, it is weakly garrisoned. It is at this point then that we must try to force our way into the fortress. If we succeed in accomplishing this, we will be confronted by part of a second zone adjoining Verdun, behind the Aisne, Reims, and La Fère. This part of the zone, however, can be outflanked from the North. The builder of the fortress apparently had countenanced a German attack from south of the Meuse–Sambre, but not one from North of these rivers.

In an operation of this kind, the theatre of action would expand to include all of Belgium and northern France. From the outset, the German deployment would have to take this fact into account by considerably lengthening the right wing to the north and by transferring the main weight of the advance onto this wing.

Schlieffen’s December 1905 memorandum was based on that year’s Deployment Plan I, in which the entire German field army would be sent to the West.11 But it also called for the use of more forces than were actually available at that time. In this respect, the memorandum amounted to an argument for the further expansion of the army as well as for improvements in its plan of mobilization.12

The plan called for the deployment of the main mass of twenty-three corps, twelve and a half reserve corps, and eight cavalry divisions along the line Krefeld–Metz. There, it was to advance, wheeling to the left, along the axis Dunkirk–Verdun. South of this offensive group, the left flank was to be protected by only three and a half corps, one and a half reserve corps, and three cavalry divisions in Lorraine (in addition to the wartime garrisons of Metz and Strasbourg), while three and a half Landwehr brigades would be stationed on the Upper Rhine and one Landwehr brigade in Lower Alsace. In Schlieffen’s view, Metz was the key to the security of both the left flank and the large offensive wing. This security would be ensured “not by Metz as it is today [1905],” he wrote, “but a Metz ringed with field fortifications the circumference of which are roughly given by the course of the Moselle, Sarre, and Nied, and a Metz that is garrisoned by a strong contingent of Landwehr troops equipped with numerous heavy guns and so able to hold a considerable portion of the enemy’s forces.”

The mass of armies that would wheel to the left along the axis Dunkirk–Verdun was to advance in three large groups. Success in the battle would be assured so long as the right wing was made as strong as possible. To this end the northern group was to advance in deep echelon order with eight corps and five cavalry divisions in the direction of Brussels–Namur. After forcing the Meuse crossing, a ninth corps was to join them on the left wing beyond the river. Schlieffen was uncertain how the French Army would respond: it might march toward the Germans on the right, on the left, or on both banks of the Meuse, and it was unclear where or even whether their attack could be expected. At any rate, it was important to the German advance that the narrow gap between Antwerp and Namur north of the Meuse be crossed before there was a significant clash with the enemy so that beyond it the advance could be made in depth. Everything hinged on accelerating the movement of the German right wing as much as possible; the forward movement of the remaining armies would be allowed to decelerate increasingly toward the left.

The northernmost group was to be followed by seven reserve corps in echelon. Most of these were slated to isolate Antwerp; the remainder would be used primarily to further protect the right flank of the advance. If necessary, two of the corps that had been deployed to Lorraine on the right bank of the Moselle could provide further reinforcements and could be shifted behind the right wing by railway. In the circumstances, an eventual British landing at Antwerp and a subsequent attack in combination with the Belgian Army—which in all likelihood would have retreated to that city—into the right flank of the German wheeling wing could be anticipated. “It is not unreasonable to project that in landing at Antwerp, the British will be surrounded there together with the Belgians,” wrote Schlieffen. “Having them penned up safely in the fortress is much better than [having them wait] on their island where they would pose a significant menace and an ongoing danger to the Germans.” If a British expeditionary force instead landed on the north French coast near Dunkirk, Calais, or Boulogne, then the forces in deep echeloned formation behind the right wheeling wing’s front would offer sufficient protection against any threat to its flanks.

The middle group, comprising six corps with one reserve division behind its right wing, was to advance on the stretch of the Meuse between Namur and Mézières; the southern group, made up of eight corps and two cavalry divisions, would move against the stretch between Mézières and Verdun. Five reserve corps, supported by Metz, were detailed to protect the left flank against an enemy advance between the Meuse and the Moselle from the line Toul–Verdun. Ten Landwehr brigades were to follow north of the Meuse and another six south of the river. For the middle and southern groups, a clash with the enemy was to be expected at any time on the right side of the Meuse. At any moment a front would have to be formed that would be strong enough to at least ward off a superior enemy, which meant that each day, the marches would have to be short.

Schlieffen wrote that as soon as the middle group crossed the Meuse, fifteen to seventeen corps would unite on the left bank of the river:

After successfully breaking through the zone of French fortresses on the left bank of the Meuse—after a fortunate battle in Belgian territory, after a successful attack on these fortified positions, or perhaps without having encountered serious resistance—this mass will, according to its purpose, turn on the left flanks of the French positions at Mézières, Rethel, and La Fère. The isolated positions along the Meuse, between Mézières and Verdun, will probably then have to be quickly evacuated. It is unlikely that the French will wait, immobilized in their positions on the Aisne and between Reims and La Fère for the attack upon their left flank. They will instead either seek new positions or mount a counterattack.

As the line of fortresses between Belfort and Verdun could only then be weakly garrisoned, there would be sufficient forces available to deal with the latter:

A French counterattack would be most welcome provided that two corps can be obtained from the right bank of the Moselle and that we have united our forces as well as is possible under the prevailing circumstances. Our troops will march in closed ranks. Their left wing will be adequately supported, while their right wing will be strong. It is improbable that the French, having been first to concentrate their forces, will have their entire army so well ordered. Then the situation into which they will have been led by our outflanking manoeuvre through Belgium, will cause them to move precipitately and to detach troops without justification. After the Belgian and French fortresses along the northern frontier have been taken and the unfavourable region of the Ardennes mastered, the German situation will become more favourable when the French oppose us.

Schlieffen argued that if the French failed to do the Germans the “favour” of attacking and instead sought to remain in a new defensive position, it was unlikely that this would be behind the Somme. Then the German right wing would, if necessary, stretch toward Amiens or even Abbeville. It was more probable that the enemy would form a great defensive flank behind the Oise, supported on the right by La Fère and on the left by the giant fortress of Paris. A German attack along the entire front would then have to be directed against this position. “Our corps must try to approach the enemy from position to position as in siege warfare (Belagerungskrieg),” he wrote. “They must make their advance both in daytime and at night, entrench themselves, and use every appropriate modern technology (Technik) to shake the enemy from his shelters. Never must the attack come to a standstill as occurred in the Russo-Japanese War.”

Yet this attack would fail to bring about a final decision, reasoned Schlieffen. It remained to connect it to an outflanking manoeuvre to the west and south around Paris. Such a movement would still be necessary if the enemy did not take a defensive stand on the Oise but instead retreated behind the Marne or the Seine:

We would do well to remember that on the western and southern fronts, we should cross the Seine below the mouth of the Oise and surround Paris in a timely manner.… We must employ all our means in attacking the left flank of the French, pushing them in an easterly direction towards their fortresses on the Moselle and onto the Jura Mountains and Switzerland. The French army must be destroyed. The most important matter for the execution of the entire operation is to form a strong right wing, to win battles with its aid, and to make the enemy yield in continuous pursuit before it.13

Schlieffen then turned to the fateful question: Would the forces at Germany’s disposal suffice for such a vast operation? His examination confirmed common wisdom, which held that an offensive war “requires significant forces but it also consumes them because the size of the attacking force continually diminishes while that of the defender increases, all within a country bristling with fortresses.” The seven and a half reserve corps and sixteen Landwehr brigades provided for in echelon on the right wing of the army were to be used to lay siege to, surround, or observe the enemy’s fortresses, except for two and a half reserve corps and two Landwehr brigades, which would be used to reinforce the front and to protect the flank and rear of the main army. From this Count von Schlieffen concluded that the available German forces were too small. He thus demanded that the Landsturm and Landwehr units, which were to remain in the fortresses on the home front at the outbreak of war, be mobilized immediately to garrison the far-flung lines of communication, to protect the railways, and also to form at least eight new corps from Ersatz troops and from the men belonging to the reserve and Landwehr (Ersatz corps).14 “It will be insufficient,” he wrote, “to create these new units only after the need is sorely felt, that is after operations are slowed down and they are required. Instead they should be formed upon the mobilization of the other troops. It is the least we are obliged to do.” Schlieffen planned for the Ersatz corps to be used mainly on or behind the right wing of the army. Of the thirty-three and a half corps (twenty-five corps, two and a half reserve corps, six Ersatz corps) destined to advance against the position Reims–La Fère–Paris, more than one third would be needed to outflank the French capital: seven for the outflanking manoeuvre; six to surround Paris to the west and front.

When Schlieffen placed the entire weight of the German offensive on the right wing, with his unrelentingly strict logic he was entirely aware that this could only be done at the expense of the left, which would have to remain in Lorraine fighting against superior forces. But that was the plan that he desired, and nothing was more welcome to him. Of the weak forces on the left wing, three corps, one reserve corps, and three cavalry divisions were to be used from the outset for an attack on Nancy. “The success of this attack,” he wrote, “will depend mainly upon whether the French limit themselves here to defence or advance for a counter-attack as would be true to their principles”:

If they do the latter the main purpose of the attack upon Nancy—that is, tying up as many of the French forces as possible on the eastern portion of the front—will be attained. The more troops the French use in the counter-attack, the better it will be for us. The German forces must never allow themselves to get involved in stubborn battles, but must see their task as drawing in the enemy as much as possible and fixing him with the aid of Metz. No danger can arise from an army which is isolated on the right bank of the Moselle; on the other hand, the main German effort might be threatened if that army gains a superiority in numbers. So we must endeavour to tie up as much of the French army as possible with as few German forces as is feasible. If the French do not mount a counter-attack, two corps have to be transferred as soon as possible to Belgium to the extreme right wing of the German advance. Everything hinges upon our being strong on this wing. Only when twenty-five corps are available on the left bank of the Moselle can we look forward optimistically to achieving a decision. It is a battle in which we cannot be too strong.

Schlieffen then argued that the weaker forces remaining on the right bank of the Moselle were to be reinforced as far as possible by the fortress garrisons and South German Landsturm units, which would be used to protect the country to the west of the Rhine and to isolate Belfort. Then a new army would have to be formed by assembling new formations with instructions to advance toward the Moselle between Nancy and Belfort; meanwhile, the five reserve corps and some Landwehr brigades, having followed the big wheeling wing in echelon to the left, would isolate Verdun and attack the Côte Lorraine—all were means to an end.

In closing his memorandum, Schlieffen discussed the possibility that the French would choose to open their campaign with their own offensive. He did not believe it probable that they would mount an invasion of Alsace–Lorraine between Metz and Strasbourg, across the Upper Rhine, or through Switzerland into southern Germany. Such operations would mean that “the garrison would leave the fortress at the moment the siege is about to begin.” At any rate, he saw little danger if the latter possibility did come to pass. “If the enemy enters Switzerland, they will provide us with a sorely needed ally, and one who would tie up part of the enemy’s fighting forces.” As to the other possibilities, the German plan of operations would have to be changed as little as possible. Even so, the lower Moselle would have to be protected and the stretch between the Moselle and the Meuse closed around the heights at Thionville:

If the French cross the Upper Rhine, they will be met with resistance in the Black Forest. Forces will be redeployed there from concentrations on the Main and Iller Rivers. The Germans can be assured that if they stick to their plan of operations, the French will turn around without delay, not north of Metz but to the south and towards the more serious danger. It is thus imperative that the German Army be as strong as possible on its right wing, for it is there that the decisive battle will develop.15

So far, Schlieffen’s memorandum of December 1905 dealt exclusively with a war between Germany and France and Britain. Assistance from Italian fighting forces north of the Alps could not be relied upon; nor could Italy be counted on to take part in the war. Schlieffen always designated the alliance as an “illusion.” On the other hand, at the time that he wrote his memorandum, the political situation allowed him to give little consideration to Russia and to assume that the entire German Army could be deployed to the Western theatre of operations.16

Count von Schlieffen’s successor, General Helmuth von Moltke the Younger, had to take the revival of Russian strength into account and, therefore, to again contend with the possibility (and eventually the certainty) that war would have to be waged on multiple fronts. Therefore he could not look upon Schlieffen’s inspired plan of operations as a strict set of rules, but only as a supporting guide, especially because at first the forces it required could not be raised in full. During the eight years of peace that followed Schlieffen’s retirement, this expansion was eventually accomplished insofar as at the start of the war in 1914 all the reserve corps were available as full corps supplemented by six and a half Ersatz divisions for the West. At the same time, however, the French had also enlarged their army so that in the end the force ratios turned out to be more unfavourable than was assumed in the 1905 memorandum.

DURING HIS FIRST YEARS AS HEAD OF THE GREAT GENERAL STAFF, MOLTKE retained Schlieffen’s final plan for the western deployment. Beginning in 1908 he gradually made alterations to the proportion of forces allocated to the German Army’s left wing and to the areas for its deployment. In the 1908–9 Deployment Plan, for the first time the protection of Upper Alsace was considered. This task was allocated to XIV Corps; local protection of the Upper Rhine was left to a number of mixed Landwehr brigades, as Schlieffen had stipulated. The instructions given to XIV Corps read:

Under no circumstances can the corps sacrifice itself to a superior enemy force and thus afford our adversary the opportunity to achieve a cheap victory; the most important point is that the corps’ area cannot be evacuated immediately upon the outbreak of war nor abandoned to any enemy enterprise. If a significant enemy operation is detected against Upper Alsace, the corps should retreat across the Upper Rhine or to Strasbourg. It is important for German operations that the lines formed by the Bruche River and the Upper Rhine are held so that the enemy does not gain sight of the situation on the right bank of the Rhine.

If a corps were temporarily entrusted with such a special task during the deployment period, it did not mean abandoning the possibility of its redeployment later on within the sphere of the entire operation.

Over the following years—from 1909 onwards—Moltke’s deployment plans evidenced a considerably stronger grouping of forces in Alsace. Seventh Army, with three corps and one reserve corps, was retained on the Rhine. Two of its corps were deployed to the area of Wissembourg–Saverne–Strasbourg, one corps on the left bank of the Rhine near Colmar–Mulhouse, and one reserve corps on the right bank of the Rhine. Including Sixth Army (three corps and one reserve corps), which was deployed in Lorraine between Metz and Saarburg, the left wing of the army thus totalled eight corps, not including the wartime garrisons of Metz and Strasbourg and a number of Landwehr brigades. This proportion of strength remained the same until the outbreak of the war. The final deployment plan that was actually executed in the summer of 1914 provided Sixth Army with four corps and one reserve corps and Seventh Army with two corps and one reserve corps—a total of eight corps. While the ratio of forces between the two wings had been 7:1 in Schlieffen’s final plan, it had changed to about 3:1 under Moltke.

There are no operational plans written in Moltke’s hand that might shed light on why he made such a significant deviation from Schlieffen’s disposition of forces.17 However, some of his other writings enable us to draw reasonably certain conclusions.

A marginal note written by him on a copy of Schlieffen’s December 1905 memorandum makes it appear that he believed an immediate strategic French offensive into the Imperial provinces of Alsace and Lorraine was more likely than assumed by his predecessor:

If France desires war and brings it about, they will probably conduct it offensively. If France wants to reconquer the lost provinces it must first enter them, i.e., it must take the offensive. I do not take it for granted that France will remain defensive in every circumstance. While it is true that the frontier fortresses built soon after the 1870–71 war are the expression of a defensive ideal, this corresponds neither to the offensive spirit which has been innate to the French nation from ancient times nor to the doctrine and outlook which now prevails in the French Army.18

Moltke elaborated on these views in a retrospective that he wrote in July 1915 after the military events had transpired, about the course of operations at the outset of the campaign:

The great stress on the offensive idea which was noted in the French military literature during the final years of peace was given careful consideration. But there were no definite indications that this idea would culminate in an attempted advance with strong forces on both sides of Metz. However, this probability was forseen and therefore the Sixth Army had to be made as strong as possible and deployed in Lorraine so that it could be sent either north or south of Metz. The Seventh Army was gathered in the environs of Strasbourg so as to oppose an enemy advance from Belfort into Upper Alsace. I assumed that such an undertaking was a certainty; the French had to mount it because of the prestige factor.19

From the deployment instructions written during the last years of peace, it appears that Seventh Army was assigned not only to protect Upper Alsace against an enemy invasion—similar to the way described in the instructions to XIV Corps issued in 1908–9, quoted above—but also to cooperate decisively in warding off a French offensive with superior forces against Sixth Army into Lorraine. In such a case, Sixth Army was at first to give way as intended by Schlieffen and then to allow the enemy to advance as far as possible south of Metz. While Metz and the field position on the Nied River20 adjoining the city to the south—occupied by Landwehr troops of Fifth Army facing southeast—were to be reinforced by a corps from Sixth Army (and, if necessary, by elements of Fifth Army), it was intended that Seventh Army, or at least of strong parts of it, would draw nearer to Sixth Army’s left wing over the northern Vosges. In this way the southern flank of the larger German offensive wing was to “be safeguarded against French envelopment.” At the same time, Moltke hoped to decisively defeat the enemy soon after the opening of the campaign and, if possible, before the start of the offensive operations of the German wheeling wing, as they advanced toward the Sarre with a double attack from the north and south. If this were achieved, strong elements from the German forces remaining in the Imperial provinces could probably be made available in time to be employed on or behind the right flank of the wheeling wing.

In the event that strong enemy forces did not mount an offensive operation into Alsace–Lorraine at the start of the campaign, until 1910 Moltke intended to redeploy Seventh Army immediately to the most important right wing of the army by means of pre-prepared railway transport facilities; meanwhile, Sixth Army was to advance against the Moselle and the Meurthe in order to—as stated in the deployment instructions—“deceive the enemy and to prevent him from transporting his forces from this point to his left wing.” In contrast thereto, the last deployment plans after 1910 discounted an immediate rail movement by Seventh Army and instead gave it the task of also mounting an offensive in concert with Sixth Army against the Moselle below Frouard and the Meurthe. This did not mean, however, that it would be impossible to shift elements from both armies behind the right wing of the army during the course of operations. Indeed, provisions were made to this effect during the deployment period by keeping ample empty rolling stock in readiness so that strong forces could be redeployed if the need arose.

In the deployment instructions in effect for mobilization year 1914–15, the operative intention was expressed as follows:

The main forces of the German Army are to advance through Belgium and Luxembourg into France. The advance should be thought of—if the available information about the French deployment is correct—as a wheel with the pivot fixed on Thionville–Metz. The right wing of the army will set the standard for the progress of the wheel. The movement of the inner armies will be adjusted so that the coherence of the whole and contact with Thionville–Metz are not lost. The protection of the left flank of this main force is to be taken over by the fortresses at Thionville and Metz and those parts of the army which are to form up southeast of Metz.

Moltke’s changes to the German deployment plan for the West that had been devised in Count von Schlieffen’s time do not conclusively demonstrate that he was willing to deviate from the basic operational idea of his predecessor—that is, that a decision was to be sought with a strong right wing. However, some of the remarks that Moltke made during the last General Staff rides that he directed in person show that as Chief of the General Staff, he was not firmly convinced that the passage through Belgium into northern France, with the right wing made as strong as possible, would have the decisive effect that Schlieffen had anticipated. Schlieffen had had no doubt that the decisive momentum of the entire operation would lay in the persistent execution of the German offensive into the left flank and the rear of the enemy’s army. He was absolutely convinced that this would dictate the terms of battle to the enemy, even if the French directed the weight of their offensive on the Imperial provinces or even the right bank of the Rhine. Schlieffen believed that even if that did happen, the enemy would be forced to quickly turn around and change fronts. In contrast, Moltke repeatedly expressed the view that continuing the great wheel through Belgium into northern France would become pointless as soon as the enemy sought to achieve the main decision in the Imperial Provinces. Moltke believed that in such a scenario, it would be correct to convey all available forces from Belgium to this main destination by marching them south.

The Campaign Plan in 1914

At the outset of the war, some information about the French deployment was unavailable. The German General Staff assumed that the French Army would rally under the protection of the frontier guards and the fortifications situated on France’s eastern and northeastern borders, roughly along the line Belfort–Mézières and westwards. There the main mass would be concentrated in deep echelon order so that it could be quickly sent east, north, or south, with weaker forces on the wings as flank protection, and with considerable space left between the main mass and these armies on the wings. In detail, the French deployment was pictured as follows:

• Three armies deployed, one each near Epinal, Toul, and Vouziers–Rethel.

• A strong group (armées de manoeuvre), probably arranged in two armies, west of the middle of the Meuse, in the approximate area of Ste. Ménehould–Neufchâteau (southwest of Toul)–Chaumont–Châlons sur Marne, probably partly kept back farther to the rear on suitable railway lines.

• Two corps, possibly reinforced by some reserve divisions, with one each at the middle of the Meuse near St. Mihiel–Verdun and on the extreme left wing near Maubeuge.

• Two reserve division groups, each of four to six divisions, on the right near Lure–Vesoul and on the left near Laon–La Fére.

The strength of an army was estimated at three to five corps and one or more cavalry divisions, plus the field army’s heavy artillery. The allotment of one or more mobile territorial divisions and brigades was thought possible. It was assumed that the approximately eight reserve divisions left over would either join the armées de manoeuvre or be used to occupy the fortified Meuse line.

The total strength of the French field army deployed against Germany (including frontier guards, but excluding fortress troops) was estimated by the German General Staff at twenty-two corps, ten cavalry divisions, eighteen reserve divisions, one reserve Zouave brigade, twelve mobile territorial divisions, and twenty mobile territorial brigades for a total of 1,327 battalions, 502 cavalry squadrons, 707 field batteries, and 58 heavy batteries.21

While the two corps that were stationed in peacetime near the alpine border—XVI (Lyons) and XV (Marseilles) corps—were supposed to be deployed immediately against Germany, the General Staff believed that an alpine army would remain on the Italian border along with the fortress garrisons, the former totalling eighty-five battalions, fourteen cavalry squadrons, and forty batteries. Of these, the major elements—the Chasseurs des Alpes Division, 2nd Colonial Division, and two reserve divisions—could be used against Germany, if not immediately, then once the political situation vis-à-vis Italy was clarified.

It was assumed that the French Army would be ready for operations as follows: the frontier guards (II, VI, VII, XX, and XXI Corps, and 2nd, 4th, 5th, and 8th Cavalry Divisions) would be ready immediately; the cavalry divisions on the interior would be ready on the fourth day of mobilization at the latest; the infantry corps (including reserve infantry brigades, transport columns, and supply trains) would be ready on the tenth day of mobilization at the latest; the reserve divisions (including transport columns and supply trains) would be ready at the latest on the thirteenth day of mobilization; and the territorial divisions and brigades would be ready by the eighteenth day of mobilization at the latest.

The timely arrival of XIX Corps (Algiers) depended on how far preparations for their departure had been finished in northern Africa before the start of the war. The German General Staff assumed that it would arrive in time to take part in in major operations.

In terms of the operational intentions of the French, here too the German General Staff relied on guesswork. It was assumed that their deployment would place them in readiness for a strategic offensive, but it was thought probable that this would not begin at the outset as a general offensive along the whole line; instead it would take the shape of a great counterattack that would start only after they had become certain about the German disposition of forces and the main direction of attack. It was only on both flanks that it seemed safe to assume that the enemy would make an immediate advance with limited forces, on the right into Upper Alsace and on the left toward the Meuse along the line Givet–Namur. The direction of the enemy’s main counterattack—whether into the Imperial provinces or via Verdun into Luxembourg and Belgium—remained uncertain.22

In evaluating the deployment and operations of the British Expeditionary Force (BEF), the German General Staff estimated that in peacetime, a maximum of six infantry divisions, one cavalry division, and one independent cavalry brigade could be embarked—in the most favourable case—on the twelfth day of mobilization simultaneously from the harbours of Southampton, Portsmouth, Portland and Plymouth, London (via the Thames and Dover), Belfast and Dublin, Cork, Harwich, and Hull. Among various possible landing places, the Channel Coast near Dunkirk, Calais, and Boulogne was considered the most probable. The BEF could arrive there beginning on the thirteenth day of mobilization and might be ready to march by the evening of the fifteenth day. If the BEF landed at Zeebrugge and Ostend or at Antwerp, it would probably be unable to march until the sixteenth day of mobilization. Other than this, no further facts were known about the BEF’s likely actions.23 It was uncertain whether the British would seek to adhere closely to the French Army’s left wing near Maubeuge, deploy separately forward from its points of debarkation to the north of France around Lille, or march in the direction of Liège in concert with the almost certain advance of the French left wing toward the Meuse line Givet–Namur to support the Belgian field army. Nevertheless, it was still possible that the BEF might not actually be deployed at full strength to Europe for fear of simultaneous unrest in the colonies; therefore it might seek to deflect attacks rather than act decisively. In any event, it was believed that the British would refuse to give up rearward communications with their points of debarkation.

Less definite conclusions could be reached in peacetime as to the deployment and intentions of the Belgian Army. It did not appear that they intended to mount a defence on the right bank of the Meuse, but it was possible that they would use the fortifications at Liège, Huy, and Namur to energetically defend the Meuse line from the Dutch border to the bend near Namur. In this case, the Belgians would deploy their field army close behind the river between Liège and Namur. On the other hand, it was not out of the question that the field army would offer protracted resistance along the Meuse while recoiling from a decisive battle in the open field and that it would endeavour to keep open the possibility of retreating into the great fortress of Antwerp. If that were the Belgains’ plan, from the start of the campaign they would rally their main forces farther back in the interior of the country.24

ACCORDING TO ITS DEPLOYMENT INSTRUCTIONS, THE GERMAN FIELD ARMY WAS to initially deploy to the West twenty-three active corps,25 eleven reserve corps,26 ten cavalry divisions,27 and seventeen and a half Landwehr brigades for a total of 950 battalions, 498 squadrons, 744 field batteries, and 129 heavy batteries, with a total strength of around 1,600,000 men.

These forces were arranged into four cavalry corps28 (under the direct command of the OHL), seven armies, and and defensive forces slated for protection of the Upper Rhine (three and a half Landwehr brigades). The field army was to deploy along the general line Krefeld–Aachen–Luxembourg–Metz–Swiss border. The specific dispositions of each army were as follows:

First Army (II, III, and IV Corps; III and IV Reserve Corps; 10th, 11th, and 27th Landwehr Brigades) was to deploy west of the Rhine between Duisburg and Hitdorf in the area around Krefeld–Erkelenz–Jülich–Bergheim.

Second Army (the Guard Corps, the Guard Reserve Corps, VII, IX, and X Corps; VII and X Reserve Corps; 25th and 29th Landwehr Brigades) was to deploy in the area around Düren–Aachen–Eupen–Malmedy–Blankenheim.

Third Army (XI, XII, and XIX Corps; XII Reserve Corps; 47th Landwehr Brigade) was to deploy in the Eifel in the area around Prüm–St. Vith–Neuerburg–Wittlich.

Fourth Army (VI, VIII, and XVIII Corps; VIII and XVIII Reserve Corps; 49th Landwehr Brigade) was to deploy to the area around Trier–Diekirch–Luxembourg–Sierck–Wadern.

Fifth Army (V, XIII, and XVI Corps; V and VI Reserve Corps; 13th, 43rd, 45th, 53rd, and Bavarian 9th Landwehr Brigades) was to deploy in deep echelon order, in the area around Lebach–Thionville–Metz–Saarbrucken. The fortresses of Metz and Thionville were also placed under its command.

Sixth Army (Bavarian I, II, and III Corps; XXI Corps; Bavarian I Reserve Corps; Bavarian 5th Landwehr Brigade) was to deploy in the area around Saargemünd–Kurzel–Château-Salins–Saarburg. The fortress of Bitsch was also subordinated to Sixth Army.

Seventh Army (XIV and XV Corps; XIV Reserve Corps; 60th Landwehr Brigade) was to deploy in the area around Strasbourg–Mulhouse–Freiburg im Breisgau. It was also given command of the fortresses at Strasbourg and Neuf-Brisach. In addition, the protective troops for the Upper Rhine (Bavarian 1st and 2nd Brigades, 55th Landwehr Brigade, Landwehr Infantry Regiment 110, and one battery of heavy field howitzers) were subordinated to the commanding general of Seventh Army under the acting commanding general of XIV Corps.

The Senior Cavalry Commander (Höheren Kavalleriekommandeur) took control of II Cavalry Corps (2nd, 4th, and 9th Cavalry Divisions; 3rd, 4th, 7th, 9th, and 10th Jägerbattalions) near Aachen and Malmedy. The I Cavalry Corps (the Horse Guard and 5th Cavalry Divisions; Guard-Jäger Guard Schützen Battalions; 11th, 12th, and 13th Jägerbattalions) was to deploy in northern Luxembourg near Wiltz and Mersch. The 4th Cavalry Corps (3rd and 6th Cavalry Divisions; 5th and 6th Jägerbattalions) was to deploy northwest of Thionville. The 3rd Cavalry Corps (7th, 8th, and Bavarian Cavalry Divisions; Bavarian 1st and 2nd Jägerbattalions) was to deploy between Metz and Strasbourg near Delme, Château-Salins, and Saarburg.

To protect Schleswig-Holstein and the Kaiser Wilhelm Canal, the Northern Army was to form up between the eighth and eleventh day of mobilization. It consisted of IX Reserve Corps and four mixed Landwehr brigades under Senior Landwehr Commander 1 (Höheren Landwehrkommandeur).29 The IX Reserve Corps was to rally in the eastern part of Schleswig-Holstein in the area between Flensburg Cove and Eckernfoerde Bight; the mixed Landwehr brigades were to form up north of the Kaiser Wilhelm Canal and the Eider River around Rends-burg–Friedrichstadt and Tönning. In the likely event that a danger to the German coast failed to materialize, first IX Reserve Corps and later the mixed Landwehr brigades would depart, as the situation warranted, from the 9th day of mobilization to the East, or from the 11th day of mobilization to the West.

The deployment of six and a half mobile Ersatz divisions—as a group or individually—on the western, eastern, or northern scenes of action was also possible.30 They could depart from their rallying points beginning on the twelfth day of mobilization.

The deployment of the German Army’s right wing was closely connected to the operations that had to begin there immediately. It was vital that the routes blocked by the fortress of Liège be opened in time for the advance of First and Second Armies. If Belgium allowed the German Army safe passage, the Commanding General of X Corps, which was subordinated to Second Army, was to occupy Liège immediately with troops dispatched ahead. If Belgium resisted, then Liège was to be taken by force. To this end, it was first necessary to devise and prepare a coup de main. The operation was to be executed by six infantry brigades, specially constituted for the purpose, and equipped with artillery, cavalry, and engineers. These troops were to be ready to march even in their their peace time establishment and were to be conveyed so hurriedly to the front that they would be standing ready to advance beyond the frontier by the afternoon of the third day of mobilization in the environs of Aachen, Eupen, and Malmedy.

After this successful surprise attack, Liège was to be equipped for defence. Second Army Headquarters was then to lead the troops of the corps and reserve corps—which would have already detrained—forward, together with the main forces, up to the fortress along the routes of march allotted to them; there, Second Army Headquarters was to adjust the deployment of the army. The Meuse fortress of Huy was to be taken. The routes through Belgium north of Liège had to be freed as soon as possible for First Army, which had to push through the narrow space between Eupen and the Dutch border via Aachen and had to stand in readiness north of the Belgian fortress. Then IX Corps would be transferred from Second to First Army while Third Army rallied east of the railway line Vielsalm–Bastogne so as to be protected before its advance. The OHL would order the next stage in the advance.

If the coup de main against Liège did not achieve immediate success, the troops involved were to hold their ground near the fortress. Depending on the prevailing situation, Second Army’s commander would have to decide whether the fortress would be taken by a repetition of the surprise attack, albeit with stronger forces and equipment, or by way of a siege.

If the coup de main had to be repeated, Liège could still be taken by the tenth day of mobilization. All roads between the Dutch border north of Visé and Namur were at the disposal of Second Army. If the renewed attack succeeded, little would change in the intended deployment of the right wing’s three armies.

However, if Second Army’s commander chose not to make repeated attacks on Liège, or if these did not succeed, then a systematic attack by Second Army’s reserve and siege formations had to begin immediately. If necessary, these forces would be reinforced with siege formations from Cologne. In this case, Second Army was to deploy on the heights of Liège, along the routes of march leading south around the fortress, so that elements of it were not employed in the siege. By this point, Huy should have been taken. No change was provided for in the deployment of First and Third Armies.

Presumably, the events in Belgium would have little influence on Fourth Army’s deployment. Fourth Army’s XVIII and VI Corps as well as Third Army’s left wing were instructed to push their detrained troops forward into Luxembourg so as to protect the Grand Duchy’s railways, which were German property. Within the deployment areas allotted to them, they were to relieve elements of VIII Corps and Senior Cavalry Commanders 1 and 4, which to this point had safeguarded the railways and protected the frontier. As it was understood that an early French advance would threaten the forces that had moved into Luxembourg, for the time being Fourth Army was warned not to cross the Alzette River with its main forces.

Fifth Army’s deployment was supported in front by the fortresses of Thionville and Metz, both of which were to be subordinated directly to it. At the same time, labour battalions were to erect a fortified field position on the Nied River, which was to face southeast and east. It was to commanded by Senior Landwehr Commander 2 and garrisoned by Fifth Army’s five Landwehr brigades along with two Landwehr brigades and eight 10 cm batteries attached to the fortress of Metz. To best prepare the line Thionville–Metz for effective resistance, orders were given to immediately begin building batteries on the Moselle in several places once mobilization had been decreed. The remainder of Fifth Army’s deployments were made to a depth that would allow elements of the army to take part in any fighting that might develop southeast of Metz during the deployment period.

The OHL would order the great wheeling wing’s general advance to begin from the deployment areas as soon as First and Second Armies stood ready at the heights of Liège. The deployment instructions issued to the cavalry corps and several armies gave the broad instructions which follow.

Senior Cavalry Commander 2 was to pass north of Namur, past the front of the two armies of the right wing, and advance toward the line Antwerp–Brussels–Charleroi so as to ascertain precisely the whereabouts of the Belgian Army, to detect the landing of British troops, to observe the direction of the latter’s advance, and to signal the appearance of French forces in northern Belgium if that came to pass. He was also to observe the country west of the Meuse between Namur and Givet.

First Army had to march on Brussels and protect the right flank of the German Army. Its advance would set the pivot of the German Army’s wheel—except for Second Army. Second Army was to advance with its right wing on Wavre and its left north of Namur. Third Army was ordered to advance toward the Meuse between Namur and Givet. During the course of operations, Third Army would then be tasked with surrounding Namur on its southern front and capturing Fort Charlemont near Givet. It would thus have to ensure that the troops necessary for this task could be relieved as soon as possible by units from the rear.

In front of Third Army and Fourth Army’s right wing, the advance against the Meuse south of Namur fell to Senior Cavalry Commander 1. With the main mass (Hauptmasse) moving in the direction of Dinant, he was to gain the left bank of the Meuse. His first task was to ascertain precisely whether French forces had dug in along the Meuse between Namur and Givet or were advancing across the Meuse between Namur and Mézières.

To the left, Senior Cavalry Commander 4 was to continue the ongoing reconnaissance of the Meuse between Mézières and St. Mihiel and to advance with his main forces towards Carignan and Damvillers. His most important task was to ascertain quickly whether the French had occupied the Meuse line in strength below Verdun or whether they were advancing against Fourth and Fifth Armies via Verdun and through the gap between there and Metz.

Fourth Army’s advance was intended to correspond to the projected left-wheel, form-up-in-echelon order to the left, with its right toward Fumay (south of Givet) and its left passing Attert (north of Arlon) toward Neufchâteau. Its left wing would have to act in concert with Fifth Army’s right. In the course of operations, Fourth Army might be called at any time to wheel southwards—towards the Semois—to support Fifth Army if it were exposed to an enemy attack or later on to assist Third Army in crossing the Meuse. The forested Ardennes region, with few passable roads around the Franco-Belgian border and difficult ground around the Meuse and the lower Semois, required the marching columns to take decisive and independent action so as to open the roads for one another other and support one another when emerging from the forest zone.

Fifth Army’s task in the main advance of the German Army was to maintain the army’s pivot point near Thionville–Metz and to make contact with Fourth Army. Remaining in deep echelon order along the line Bettembourg–Thionville, it had to first prepare for an advance and then arrange its forces in echelon to the left so as to take the direction of Florenville, south of Chiny, with its right wing stretching from Bettembourg via Mamer–Arlon and with its left wing remaining in contact with Thionville. Fifth Army was warned that in order to deflect a French counterattack made with strong forces from Verdun, at any time it might have to wheel its front to the southwest or south. So to choose suitable positions, it was necessary to make an early reconnaissance of the ground and to carefully prepare all the equipment that Metz and Thionville could offer for constructing an effective defence. The development of this situation alone would determine whether it was necessary to commit the main reserves of Metz. During the course of the later advance, Fifth Army would probably be assigned to take the small frontier fortresses of Longwy and Montmédy.

Especially detailed instructions were issued to the elements of the German Army forming up in the Imperial provinces (Sixth and Seventh Armies and Senior Cavalry Commander 3). There, as in the north, more consequential tactical decisions would have to be made early on. To maintain unity of command, all of the forces mentioned above were to be subordinated under the ranking Army Commander. These units’ most important task would be protecting the left flank of the wheeling wing. Many eventualities were provided for, each depending on the enemy’s actions. If the French used their fortresses to remain on the strategic defensive, the German forces in the Imperial provinces were to take the offensive and “advance against the Moselle (below Frouard) and the Meurthe, taking Fort de Manonviller in order to fix the French forces deployed there and to prevent them from breaking off toward the French Army’s left wing.” This objective could be thwarted if the French mounted an attack with superior forces between Metz and the Vosges. If the elements of the German Army deployed in the Imperial provinces were forced to yield ground, their retreat would have to be conducted so as to prevent an envelopment of the Nied position and a threat to the Army’s left flank. Sixth Army would therefore have to contribute forces if it were necessary to reinforce the garrison of the Nied position. Special care would also have to be taken to ensure that immediate assistance in the form of strong forces was provided by Seventh Army to Sixth Army to protect against an enemy invasion of Lorraine.31 This would have to be achieved even if the French offensive extended into Upper Alsace. As long as it was possible to prevent the enemy from pushing beyond the line Fort Kaiser Wilhelm II–Breusch River position–Strasbourg and to disallow an outflanking manoeuvre from the West, such an expansion of the French offensive would not be regarded as unfavourable for general German operations. The primary task of the Governor of Strasbourg would be to stop the enemy in lower Alsace. To this end, the Breusch River position, located between Fort Kaiser Wilhelm II and Strasbourg, was to be built once mobilization had been decreed.

The deployment instructions provided for the further possibility that Sixth and Seventh Armies would not encounter superior French forces in their initial offensive against the Moselle and the Meurthe. In this case, elements of Sixth Army and Senior Cavalry Commander 3 might move via Metz or to the south so as to seek combat on the left bank of the Moselle, operating in close collaboration with the left wing of the big wheeling front.

Seventh Army was given the minor task of protecting Upper Alsace during the deployment movements. To this end the bridgehead fortifications at New Breisach and the Upper Rhine fortresses of Neuenburg, Istein, and Hüningen were subordinated to Seventh Army. However, the army was not to sacrifice itself in whole or in part opposing an enemy invasion of Upper Alsace by superior forces, thus providing the enemy with an opportunity for an easy victory. On the contrary, its task was to defeat an early enemy advance made by weak forces so as to not leave the area unprotected and open to any enemy undertaking. Thus Seventh Army Headquarters would have to determine whether the enemy’s advance constituted a limited attack with inferior forces or a systematic offensive by a superior enemy from Belfort and north.

If an advance by superior enemy forces into Upper Alsace was detected, the enemy was to be deprived of all resources that it could gain from the area (rolling stock, public monies, etc.). Seventh Army was to fall back on Strasbourg (XV Corps) and the right bank of the Rhine (XIV Corps); the bridges and railways on the left bank were to be destroyed. At this time, Seventh Army was to disengage as strong forces as possible so as to launch an immediate operation in combination with Sixth Army. The evacuation of Upper Alsace would also require the issuance of instructions for safeguarding southern Baden. Here the first line would be composed of the covering parties of the Upper Rhine, which could be reinforced at the command of Seventh Army’s commander by the garrison and Ersatz troops from XIV Corps’ area and, if necessary, by parts of XIV Reserve Corps. Detailed preparations for the defence of the Upper Rhine, including the choice of suitable battery positions and reconnaissance, had been made during peacetime.

If the Commander of the Upper Rhine believed that the bridges would be lost, southern Baden would have to be left to the enemy and the railways leading north on the right bank destroyed.


III

THE DEPLOYMENT

The German Deployment in the West

Initial Border and Railway Security Operations in the West and the Occupation of Luxembourg

At the start of the war, the German General Staff believed that the French—possibly even before war was declared—would attempt to disturb German mobilization and deployment by systematically blasting railway bridges and tunnels, by initiating air attacks against railway buildings and trains (especially those travelling across the Rhine bridges), and by conducting surprise dashes using standing or quickly mobilized troops, especially cavalry. A coup de main against the defensive works on Metz’s western front near the frontier and Fort Kaiser Wilhelm II did not seem out of the question. It would be the task of German troops assigned to border and railway security to ward off such attempts. Furthermore, these troops were tasked with securing the areas required for the deployment of the Field Army, with obscuring their own measures, and, if possible, with gaining a glimpse of the enemy’s activities. It was therefore very important, in the event of war, that German border and railway security personnel be put into action in time and with sufficient strength.

At the instigation of the Prussian War Minister, and acting under the authority of special provisions initiated during times of heightened political tension, on 28 July, Chancellor von Bethmann Hollweg increased railway supervision in frontier districts, as well as for railway employees under the jurisdiction of the Berlin Railway Division Authority (Eisenbahndirektion Berlin). This was the first protective measure taken at the behest of the central military authority.1 On the same day, the Ministry of War ordered the recall of those troops who were absent from their garrisons, who in the event of mobilization were to be “immediately” or quickly ready to march, for purposes of border security and for certain special tasks. Also, members of the public safety service were to guard the large wireless stations. Late on the night of 29 July, orders were sent out to recall to their garrisons all troops on manoeuvres and training grounds and to protect the air corps establishments as well as important structures along railway lines and waterways in the frontier districts. During the night of 29–30 July, the construction of armed positions for frontier defence was ordered as long as they were on German soil.

The state of “Sentinel Duty,” ordered on 30 July for the German Navy, required that the land army only put into readiness the active troops destined for the protection of the islands of Borkum, Pellworm, and Sylt—a total of five and a quarter infantry battalions, a company of engineers, and a foot artillery battalion including artillery equipment, ammunition, and provisions.

The deployment of frontier protection, which XVI Corps Headquarters intended to begin on 31 July, was abandoned after the Minister of War objected.

Only when the “State of Imminent Danger of War”2 was declared on 31 July at 13:00 did all measures prepared in peacetime for the military protection of frontiers, railways, and the coast come into force. Passenger and mail traffic across the frontiers was placed under more strict control, international telephone traffic and non-official wireless dispatches were prohibited, and public freight traffic in the border districts was suspended. The troop mobilization, however, was not connected with these moves. No reserves were called up, nor were units conveyed from the interior of the Empire to its borders; instead, the men of the frontier corps—who were still on their peacetime footing—took over protection of the frontiers as well as that of the railways within the jurisdiction of their corps.

Simultaneously with the Decree of Mobilization for the Army and Navy, promulgated on 1 August at 17:00 hours, the Landsturm was called out in the jurisdictions of fifteen separate corps (I, II, V, VI, VIII, IX, X, XI, XV, XVI, XVII, XVIII, XX, XXI, and Bavarian II Corps).

At first, protection of the western deployment fell to the frontier corps (VIII, XVI, XXI, XV, and XIV Corps), according to the instructions for border and railway security issued by the Chief of the General Staff of the Field Army in peacetime. As hostilities were to commence only upon orders of the OHL, even patrols, small detachments, and aircraft were strictly prohibited from crossing the frontier into French or Belgian territory. This prohibition, however, would become immediately invalid if the enemy entered or overflew German territory. Notwithstanding these peacetime regulations, on the night of 1–2 August, the Chief of the General Staff of the Field Army enjoined the general commanding XVI Corps again, in a personal telephone call, to maintain the strictest restraint among his border guards. He stressed that any trespassing on enemy territory was to be strictly avoided, as were any hostilities. On the afternoon of 2 August the same instruction was telegraphed again to the headquarters of the five corps on the Western frontier. Only the Grand Duchy of Luxembourg was exempt from these rules, since it was in a customs union with Germany.3 Luxembourg was scheduled to be occupied immediately upon the Decree of Mobilization and was to be included in the deployment territory; this was in order to take possession of its important railways.

In general, the borders of the corps districts were treated as the lateral operational boundaries for the areas to be defended. After entry into Luxembourg, the southern frontier of that country was to be divided between VIII and XVI Corps. The commanding generals were to direct the troops and formations within their own jurisdictions for the execution of their tasks. The 16th Infantry Division of VIII Corps was assigned to occupy Luxembourg. Its troops, which had been hurriedly put into readiness, were to turn out immediately after reporting themselves ready to march. Otherwise, during the “State of Imminent Danger of War,” VIII Corps’ border security operations in the relatively safe area between Kaldenkirchen and Echternach were to be carried out only by the Gendarme, customs officers, forestry officers, and road police, and, after mobilization, by Landsturm forces.4 On the Swiss border, too, the Landsturm was viewed as able to provide satisfactory security. However, in the section from Luxembourg to the Swiss frontier, active troops were stationed from the very start. Protection of the railways in the areas of XVI, XV, XXI, and Bavarian II Corps (Palatinate) was likewise assigned to active troops, while in the jurisdictions of VIII and XIV Corps this was left mostly to Landsturm troops.

The special difficulties attached to border and railway protection lay, first, in the speed at which the troops assigned to it had to ready themselves, and, second, in the steady change of troops and responsible commanding authorities during the first days of deployment. It was imperative that such protection come into force as rapidly as possible, on all points that could be threatened in any way. The first active troops to be employed had to be those stationed in the nearest peacetime garrisons. They were especially fit for this duty on account of their knowledge of local conditions. Of course, these troops were not already on a war footing and had to turn out before mobilization was completed. Some of them were not even stationed within the jurisdictions of the headquarters to which they had been assigned under the war organization.

Border security arrangements were executed in part on 31 July, the remainder on 1 August, without any disturbances and without serious contact with the enemy. Beyond the frontier, French guards and frontier sentries were identified at many points. At first, active patrols were made only in the Vosges and at the Burgundian Gate, where some frontier violations did occur in spite of the strict prohibitions that had been issued. These were the result of the understandable but ill-timed impulsiveness of eager patrol leaders.5 Against these, it is true, stood a considerably greater number of French frontier violations.6 Only after Germany declared war against France on 3 August at 18:00 was cross-border reconnaissance permitted.

In the meantime, 16th Infantry Division had already occupied the Grand Duchy of Luxembourg. The completion of this mission, however, was at first delayed by the Chief of the General Staff of the Army, who telephoned on 1 August at 18:40 to prohibit the crossing of the Luxembourg border on the orders of the Kaiser. According to its deployment instructions, 16th Infantry Division was to have entered Luxembourg immediately on receipt of the mobilization order, but it was only permitted to do so after a new instruction was issued at 12:45 the next morning.7 Elements of Infantry Regiments 29 and 69, which had assembled at different points, although their units were not yet fully mobilized, rushed forward by armoured train, in railway cars and automobiles, and on bicycles, to secure the railway lines Wasserbillig–Luxembourg and Duedelingen–Luxembourg–Diekirch–Wallendorf. Luxembourg City was occupied on the afternoon of 2 August. The bulk of 16th Infantry Division under Generalleutnant Fuchs followed at 07:00 the next morning from Zewen via Wasserbillig–Manternach, without waiting for mobilization to be completed. The deployment occured without incident. The Luxembourg government limited itself to a diplomatic protest and behaved with restraint. The population was quiet, sometimes even obliging. The occupied railway lines were left fully intact and fit for operational use. There was no contact with the French. On 3 August the main forces of 16th Infantry Division remained on the German side of the Alzette River, while smaller forces entrenched on the far bank. In spite of a number of reports to the contrary, it was ascertained that the French had not crossed the Luxembourg frontier.8

On the evening of 3 August, XVIII Corps’ 50th composite Infantry Brigade, composed of hurriedly mobilized troops, was conveyed by rail to Koenigsmachern and Sierck. These troops arrived as reinforcements in the area of Bettembourg. There they took over the tasks of border and railway security in the southernmost part of Luxembourg. The 15th and 16th Cavalry Brigades, seconded to 16th Infantry Division, were pushed forward to Dippach and Pontpierre. Only once beyond the French and Belgian borders did they come into contact with enemy frontier guards; repeated clashes followed between reconnaisance parties over the ensuing days.

Around the fortresses of Thionville and Metz, border security was assigned to XVI Corps Headquarters. Besides the measures taken to increase the preparedness and readiness for action of firing positions in the outer works and to secure the connections between them, headquarters pushed Infantry Regiment 144—reinforced by some artillery and cavalry—into the area of Rorabach on 31 July. From here the regiment marched across the border on 4 August to reconnoitre, occupying Briey the following day after a light skirmish with French frontier guard detachments. A more serious clash occurred on 8 August, when a company standing near Valleroy repulsed an attack by superior forces (French 16th Chasseurs) from Labry. Parts of the regiment, together with a battery, made a dash for Labry and Conflans in the afternoon, returning to their positions in the evening with a number of prisoners.

As in Luxembourg, German border protection forces in the Rhineland and Lorraine received welcome reinforcements on the evening of 3 August. This relief came with the arrival of hurriedly transported mixed infantry brigades consisting generally of six battalions, one squadron, and three batteries each. These units had already been made ready to march in their peacetime garrisons on the first day of mobilization and had to have their remaining complements sent after them into the field. As a rule, they were employed in the future deployment areas of those corps to which they belonged according to the wartime organization and were subordinated to the commanding generals of the frontier corps until the arrival of their own corps headquarters.

On 3 August the composite 53rd Infantry Brigade (XIII Corps) took over protection of the right wing of the section of XVI Corps north of Thionville while XXI Corps’ 42nd Infantry Division took up border security duty alone in the 75-kilometre-wide gap between Metz and the Vosges. The 42nd was given significant relief by bringing forward three mixed Bavarian infantry brigades. Of these, the 11th marched into the area of Rémilly, the 7th to Moerchingen, and the 3rd to Saarburg. From then on, 42nd Infantry Division could limit its own patrols to the section of Dieuze. The enemy was not very active along this entire front. After 7 August the German infantry guards were pushed forward over the border, with the left wing (Bavarian 3rd Infantry Brigade), in connection with the movements of the GHQ Cavalry—which was making light contact in places with a weak enemy—advancing to the line Blâmont–Cirey.9

In addition to the gains made in border skirmishes in Luxembourg and Lorraine, beginning on 3 August early assistance was provided by the assembly of the cavalry, with I Cavalry Corps (Senior Cavalry Commander 1) arriving on the Eifel, IV Cavalry Corps (Senior Cavalry Commander 4) in the southern part of Luxembourg and north of Thionville, and III Cavalry Corps (Senior Cavalry Commander 3) in Lorraine. In addition to its primary task of gathering strategic intelligence, along with the Jägerbattalions allocated to it, the cavalry was to concurrently provide security along the borders and lines of communication.

From the beginning, it was anticipated that the planned German deployment in the Vosges and the Burgundian Gate would be eventful and difficult. In XV Corps sector—encompassing the northern part of the Vosges from Donon to the Rheinkopf south of Schlucht Pass—several infantry regiments and Jägerbattalions, reinforced by artillery and cavalry, guarded the border; in XIV Corps’ sector (adjascent to the Swiss border) the task fell under the unified leadership of the commander of the composite 58th Infantry Brigade.10 After the first two days in which border violations described above occurred, nothing of importance happened along this front. The situation determined by the reconnaissance carried out after the start of the war was that the entire frontier was safeguarded by chains of French posts behind which larger detachments were situated in reinforced positions. From 5 August onwards, however, combat patrols were sent out in many areas owing to the enemy’s increased activity. Of a more serious nature was an engagement at the Schlucht Pass and at the Hohneck on 5 August. Strong French detachments advancing from Gèrardmer with machine guns and artillery pushed the German pickets back, and the Germans blew the tunnel through the Schlucht Pass. The enemy did not press after them any further. The activity of the French border guards increased over the following days along the Vosges Front and was closely connected to the first large military action on which the enemy command had decided: the strike at Mulhouse.11

In the meantime, however, on the opposite wing of the German Army in Belgium, the first decisive event of the war was taking place: the struggle for the fortress of Liège.

The Capture of Fortress Liège

Both the layout of the Belgian fortress at Liège and the terrain around it appeared to favour the planned coup de main.12 The forts, built between 1888 and 1891, were still considered modern and protected from assault; however, the interstices had not been maintained in peacetime, and the forward areas, which were intersected with deep ravines, were largely immune from the effects of fire. The town itself was open; it had only two older works: the Carthusian Convent and the Citadel. The German General Staff assumed that it had a garrison of 6,000 men in peacetime, with around 3,000 men of the Civic Guard.13 It was soon learned that such figures considerably underestimated the number of defenders and their capacity to resist. Plans to overpower the fortress were also seriously undermined by the early mobilization of the Belgian Army.14 The defences between the forts had thus progressed further than could have originally been anticipated by the Germans.

For the first coup de main, six reinforced infantry brigades and the mass of II Cavalry Corps, under the Commanding General of X Corps, General der Infanterie von Emmich, were to be operational by the third day of mobilization (4 August) near Aix-la-Chapelle, Eupen, and Malmedy.15 Emmich’s corps was assigned Second Army’s Quartermaster General, Generalmajor Erich Ludendorff, who had, as past Chief of the Deployment Department of the Great General Staff, become thoroughly familiar with the details of the operation. During the night of 5–6 August, the brigades were to launch a surprise attack, penetrate the outer works, and seize the town and its communications facilities.

On the afternoon of 3 August, permission was received to enter Belgian territory. General von Emmich, early on 4 August, gave orders to advance upon Liège. Ahead of the advancing infantry, airplanes, cavalry, and cyclists spread a decree requesting calm from the civilian population and guaranteeing protection as well as cash payment for all required purchases.

On the far right wing, Senior Cavalry Commander 2 (Generalleutnant von der Marwitz) was tasked with taking possession of the Meuse and canal crossings near Visé with the combined forces of Cavalry Division Gamier and 34th Infantry Brigade; with reconnoitring towards Antwerp, Brussels, and Charleroi; and with protecting the attack on Liège from harassment by the Belgian field army.16

The advance on Belgian territory was delayed by roads that had been blocked with all manner of obstacles. Hussars riding ahead found that the Meuse bridge near Visé had been destroyed. From the houses of Visé, and from the western bank of the Meuse, the Germans came under brisk small arms fire. Jäger units and engineers led forward personally by General Ludendorff surveyed the area and drove the Belgians from the village. In spite of this, an immediate crossing of the Meuse could not yet be made. Two divisional bridging trains seconded to 34th Brigade, but coming up toward the marching columns, had still to arrive. Fording the river or crossing the canal was impossible given that Visé was under continuous fire from the fortress guns of Liège. These had to be evacuated again during the night. Cavalry Division Garnier bivouaced at Mouland and Fouron-le-Comte, with 34th Infantry Brigade resting in and around Berneau.

In suffocatingly hot weather, 27th, 14th, and 11th Brigades reached their destinations along the line Mortroux–Julémont–Hervé–Soiron during the course of 4 August, but encountered similar difficulties as 34th Brigade.

The 9th Cavalry Division advanced south of the Vesdre via Francorchamps–Spa on Louveigne. Owing to numerous halts caused by blocked roads, it gained a foothold on the Ourthe, its assigned objective, with only one squadron that had been sent ahead. It also took possession of the undamaged bridge at Poulseur.

In the middle of 9th Cavalry Division, 38th Infantry Brigade still managed to reach Louveigne and Theux by the evening of 4 August; after an arduous march impeded by rolling terrain and blocked roads, the 43rd made it via Stavelot to Stoumont and La Gleize.

Owing to constant sniping by civilians and firing from the fortress, the night of 5 August was a restless one for all brigades. Reinforced by Infantry Regiment 25, 34th Infantry Brigade was to cross the Meuse before daybreak on 5 August; the remaining brigades were to cross their outpost lines very early in the day so as to take up jumping-off positions for the surprise attack. The real problems in this operation began with the execution of this order.

On the right wing, Cavalry Division Garnier’s first units could not begin their crossing at Lixhe until 05:00 on 5 August because of area fire from the fortress. Their bridging equipment, consisting of steel boats from only six cavalry regiments, proved to be woefully inadequate. At General von Emmich’s urging, and with General Ludendorff personally rushing ahead past the initial recon detachments, 34th Infantry Brigade was put across the river beginning at 14:30. At 17:30, 1st Company of 7th Engineer Battalion participated in the crossing efforts; but by 22:30, the brigade’s infantry could be crossed to the left bank only leaving all artillery and the supply train behind.

The 27th Infantry Brigade achieved its assigned perimeter line running Argenteau–St. Remy–La Vaux early on the morning on 5 August. Its mortar batteries were deployed at Mortroux and Bolland and in the afternoon opened fire on those forts. A foray by Infantry Regiment 53’s 3rd Battalion against Fort Barchon broke down on the glacis under heavy defensive fire.

The 14th and 11th Infantry Brigades approached the line of forts in the morning hours as per their orders, but only 11th Infantry Brigade and Infantry Regiment 20 engaged in combat; the latter, in gaining the village of Forêt, had to fight both border patrols and the inhabitants.

On the southern flank, 9th Cavalry Division came to a standstill around Louveigne on 5 August and over the following days. Not only were the men and horses exhausted, but the divisional commander also believed that crossing the Meuse between Liège and Huy (the task assigned to him) was not feasible without technical troops. Thus he decided instead to protect Corps Emmich against a group of enemy cavalry reported at Huy–Durbuy by holding the Ourthe and Amblève crossings.

Over the course of the day, the infantry brigades of the southern wing reached the Ourthe at Esneux, Poulseur, and Fraiture. For 43rd Infantry Brigade, this was achieved only after considerable exertions. Its commander, Generalmajor von Hülsen, took over command of both brigades.

By the evening of 5 August, the foundations for the planned coup de main had been laid. However, owing to the resistance of the population—and partly owing to the actions of Belgian troops—it had become obvious that the Germans could no longer count on the element of surprise. The difficulty of the country, which was densely populated and intersected by hedges and fences, had now become apparent.

The dispatch of a parlementaire to the fortress on 5 August was unsuccessful. After a decision had been procured from the government at Brussels, the governor of Liège responded: “Frayez-vous le passage.”17

Emmich persisted in the systematic execution of the coup de main despite all the obstacles before him. Any hesitation could only lead to a stiffening of resistance, and any deviation from the elaborated plan to further misunderstandings.

According to the General Staff’s peacetime planning, 34th Infantry Brigade was to break through between forts Loncin and Pontisse in several columns west of the Meuse, 27th between the Meuse and Fort Evegnée on the eastern bank, 14th between Evegnèe and Fléron, and 11th between Fléron and Chaudfontaine. United 38th and 43rd Brigades were to advance between Ourthe and the Meuse.

Senior Cavalry Commander 2 was to swing around Liège on both sides and draw up northwest of the fortress.

All attacking columns were ordered to advance with force along their allotted roads. The line of outer works was to be passed through by darkness; with daybreak; the objectives for the attack on the town itself were to be reached. Because the terrain precluded a nocturnal advance along the roadsides, all attacking units were formed into marching columns. Weak vanguards were followed by the mass of the troops in serried files. Rifles were slung, and fire was to commence only on officers’ orders. White armbands were worn, and a password—“Der Kaiser”—was used to facilitate friendly recognition.

Of these orders, only those given to the cavalry remained unfulfilled, because of the various difficulties described above.

To accomplish the strike from the north, only eight battalions less artillery were available: 34th Infantry Brigade and 7th and 9th Jägerbattalions. Infantry Regiment 25 had not been ferried over in time and had joined 27th Brigade. Due to the lack of time, the commander of 34th Infantry Brigade, Generalmajor von Kraewel, was compelled to keep his troops together on the easternmost roads allotted to him, contrary to his own instructions. He began the advance on 6 August at 02:30 from Hermée and came under shrapnel fire from the outer works. In the darkness, Fusilier Regiment 90 lost its way. One battalion turned against Fort Pontisse. The two others, together with parts of Grenadier Regiment 89, entered Herstal fighting. There they engaged in a ferocious struggle against snipers; inhabitants of both sexes took part pitilessly.18 The mass of the Grenadier Regiment settled at the right of the Fusiliers and advanced in spite of all obstacles up to the area of Préalle. The two Jägerbattalions took the village of Haute Préalle despite flanking fire from Forts Liers and Pontisse. Some units, led by Major von der Oelsnitz, forcefully entered the city of Liège and pushed through to the command post of its military governor, General Léman. The former barely escaped capture.

When day broke, the mass of the brigade lay mingled together on the heights northwest of Herstal. Casualties, especially among officers, were heavy. The fate of the detachments that had entered the town of Liège was unknown. It was later learned that nearly all of them had been killed or taken prisoner. Nothing could be ascertained about the results of the fighting on the eastern bank. Then, from the town, came Belgian counterattacks. From a reverse slope position, the German troops came under fire from the heavy guns of Forts Liers and Pontisse, suffering heavily as a result.

In spite of all this, Kraewel held out in this position until 10:15. Then, with a heavy heart, he ordered a retreat. The withdrawal was conducted between the forts and their guns, resulting in very heavy casualties. The retreat continued through the course of the afternoon all the way to the right bank of the Meuse and a bridge constructed in the meantime near Lixhe. The brigade’s losses totalled 30 officers and about 1,150 men.

The 27th Infantry Brigade had to overcome still more difficult conditions. In its sector, all roads were hemmed in by houses, hedges, and fences so that lateral movement was nearly impossible.

Its main column, composed of Infantry Regiments 25 and 53 under Brigade Commander Oberst von Massow, reached a wired position while advancing from Argenteau and came under heavy fire from Wandre and Fort Barchon. Intense and confused combat ensued, during which some of the attackers fired upon one another. At daybreak, after pressing forward doggedly, the brigade succeeded in capturing the enemy centres of resistance near Wandre. However, in the face of continued enemy reinforcements, it appeared impossible to achieve further success with the already mixed-up troops. Massow therefore took his regiments back to Argenteau.

The brigade’s left column—Infantry Regiment 16—advanced no farther than Blegny (east of Fort Barchon). A company pushing forward to Cérexhe-Heuseux encountered a firmly entrenched enemy. When, at dawn, unfavourable reports came from neighbouring columns, the regiment immediately returned to the town of Battice.

Southeast of Liège, Generalmajor von Wachter (11th Infantry Brigade) pushed forward through the area of St. Hadelin–Magnée in pitch darkness. There, too, the houses and mining buildings along the road squeezed the troops into a long, narrow column. Due to the inhabitants’ constant small arms fire, the German troops strayed from the road, and as a consequence, their advance was delayed. Only at 05:30 did the forward detachments reach the village of Romsée, which Belgian 14th Regiment had readied for the defence. Here a fierce fight developed, which the attackers won, but only after deploying their attached artillery batteries. Oberst Schultze, commander of Infantry Regiment 20, fell in the first line. After resting in the captured village, the brigade advanced, fighting house to house towards Beyne-Heusay. Gradually, however, the advance ground to a halt.19

Uncertainty about the situation of neighbouring columns had a paralyzing effect. Wachter therefore finally led his troops back into the ravines east of Magnée, where they found cover from the fire of Forts Pieron and Chaudfontaine.

Of the brigades deployed south of the Vesdre River, the 38th, which conducted the actual assault, started out on 5 August at 20:00 from the road fork 3 kilometres west of Esneux via Plainevaux. The 43rd followed in reserve.

The column took fire from the forested area on both sides of the road while still at its start line. A heavy thunderstorm, many blocked roads, and rutted forest paths compounded difficulties. At Esneux and Poulseur, the inhabitants pounced on the provisions trains left behind; this forced the dispatch of several companies of 43rd Brigade. Around midnight, 10th Jägerbattalion struck an occupied defensive position in the woods east of Fort Boncelles. An engagement followed during which Belgian small arms fire from above struck the rear ranks of the marching column, causing confusion there. The column’s leader, Generalmajor von Hülsen, was wounded when he led the section marching at his side to the attack. The artillery of Fort Boncelles also fired into the brigade.

By morning, the enemy entrenchments had been captured, but both brigades had become mixed together. A group under Oberst Baron von Gregory (Fusilier Regiment 73) stormed the village of Boncelles but, confronted by fire from the fort there, had to retreat into the forest northwest of the village. Later, Gregory turned against the heights south of Ougrée on the Meuse via Sart-Tilman. Other groups from Infantry Regiments 74, 82, and 83 under Oberst Count von Moltke, Oberst Prince Friedrich Wilhelm zur Lippe, and Oberst von Foerster arrived on the heights southwest of Ougrée. These detachments were numerically weak.

Elements of both brigades persevered in difficult local skirmishes in the woods and the surrounding area. Others were tied up in front of Fort Boncelles, suffering pointless and heavy casualties. Besides all these difficulties, in the early afternoon the ammunition grew scarce. At that point, Oberst von Moltke, who had taken over command of 43rd Brigade for Hülsen, decided to retreat. Prince zur Lippe brought up the rear for protection against Belgian counterattacks, but he fell at the head of his little troop. The commander of 38th Infantry Brigade, Oberst von Oertzen, arrived at Sart-Tilman, already harbouring the impression—based on a report—that the enterprise had failed. At 06:45, he gave the order for general retreat. In the evening, 38th Brigade closed ranks at Lince, with 43rd Brigade near Fontin.

In the north, as in the south, the enterprise against Liège had failed. Not even the bold night attack by Airship Z-VI, stationed at Cologne, could change matters. The airship appeared toward 03:00 over the town and dropped its bombs under brisk fire from the fortress guns. On its way back it made a forced landing near Bonn because of the heavy loss of lifting gas and was wrecked.20

Everything now hinged on developments with the central attacking column. The latter, 14th Infantry Brigade, had started toward Retinne at 01:00. Infantry Regiment 27, 2nd Detachment of Field Artillery Regiment 4, and 4th Company of 24th Pioneer Battalion formed the assaulting party; the remainder of the troops were held in reserve. Generals von Emmich and Ludendorff accompanied its advance.

At first, the brigade made rapid headway. At Retinne the vanguard encountered Belgian soldiers. Guns and machine guns commanding the road compelled the Germans to seek what meagre cover they could find on both sides. The Brigade Commander, Generalmajor von Wussow, and Infantry Regiment 27’s commander, Oberst Krüger, both fell. Now this brigade, too, faced a crisis on account of these heavy and sudden casualties—especially among the senior officers. Catastrophe was averted, however, by the strong-minded and far-sighted intervention of Generalmajor Ludendorff, who immediately took command of the brigade. He and his two companions—Hauptmanns Brinckmann and von Harbou of the General Staff—and the commander of 4th Jägerbattalion, Major von Marcard, scraped together what remained of the riflemen (Jäger) and other privates (Musketieren) and captured the enemy centres of resistance by envelopment. Several Belgian officers and about 100 men were taken prisoner; the guns that had been sweeping the road were captured.

Further resistance at Queue-du-Bois was broken in stubborn house-to-house fighting after Ludendorff, supported by the detachment’s commander, Major de Greiff, brought two light howitzers into position on the village road. During the course of the battle, too, Ludendorff continuously strove to push the fight forward by personally taking a hand in the action. Among the forwardmost infantry, he stormed ahead of his brigade, shouting encouragement.

Only after daybreak was the village captured and the brigade redeployed to its western edge. The retreating Belgians could then be put under fire. Immediate attempts to establish communications with the neighbouring columns to the right and left were unsuccessful.

The further advance proceeded without fighting. Toward noon, the brigade, with Ludendorff at its head, reached the heights east of the old Carthusian Convent, which the enemy had evacuated. Beyond the Meuse, the town lay at the feet of the attackers. On the Citadel a white flag was flown. Hauptmann von Harbou rode into the town as parlementaire. He returned in the evening and reported that the governor, General Léman, refused to surrender and that the white flag had been hoisted without his orders. New attempts were made to establish communications with the neighbouring columns, but enemy troops were encountered on the far bank of the Meuse. The bridges at Liège, which Ludendorff had ordered occupied overnight, remained intact. Communications were interrupted toward the rear, and ammunition failed to make its way forward. In the midst of the zone of forts, the weakened brigade stood alone and spent a nervous night in wait, protecting itself on all sides. It numbered barely 1,500 men; its ammunition was becoming short.

Early on the morning of 7 August, General von Emmich was forced to make a desperate and bold decision. Was it possible, he wondered, that the enemy had actually given up the bridges without a fight? Was it possible to gain entry into the town? He decided to try and enter the town.

Infantry Regiment 165, led by its commander, Oberst von Oven, crossed the bridge without a fight and pushed through to the town’s northwestern gate. Several detachments of Belgian infantry of varying strength were discovered marching away; these surrendered without a struggle.

General Ludendorff rode ahead of Infantry Regiment 27 in a motor car up to the Citadel, which he believed to have already been in German hands. Instead he found himself facing the Belgian garrison alone. Nevertheless, they laid down their arms before the German general and his few companions. In the town itself, only isolated soldiers were captured.

So it was that an apparently desperate situation was transformed into a very promising success, thanks to the determined energy of the commanders and the hard-fought sacrifices of the troops.

The solution to the riddle of Liège was simple enough. The governor of the fortress, General Léman, had at first offered energetic resistance to the coup de main at all points, no matter how much of a surprise the attack was to him. Besides the garrison troops within the works, Léman had Belgian 3rd Division at his disposal, as well as 15th Brigade of 4th Division. In view of the German advance, the Belgian High Command heeded his plea and sent these formations to his assistance from Huy; they arrived during the night of 5–6 August. The total number of Belgian forces destined for the defence of the fortress and along the Meuse to the Dutch border did not amount to the 6,000 men that the Germans had assumed, but rather to about 30,000. Their main mass was readied to ward off an expected attack from the east and south. While the Belgian infantry fought bravely and were able to offer tough and often successful resistance against the German assaults, with substantial help from the fortress artillery, the governor feared that his communications with the Field Army would be severed by the imminent envelopment of the fortress; and that those parts of his forces stationed in and around the fortress would be surrounded and cut off from further employment in the open field. Therefore during the night of 5–6 August he ordered the departure of 3rd Division and 15th Brigade via Hollogne-sur-Geer–Hannut. It began on the afternoon of 6 August and came off without disruption by the Germans. Léman himself went to Fort Loncin and from there energetically directed the further defence of the forts.

The coup de main by the six German brigades had, in general, fulfilled its purpose in spite of local reverses. The core of the fortress and the Meuse crossings had fallen into German hands; with most of the railway lines intact, the fall of the remaining forts was only a matter of time.

General Léman’s wish—that the Germans “Frayez-vous le passage”—had been fulfilled.

AT FIRST, ONLY UNCLEAR AND CONTRADICTORY RUMOURS ABOUT THE EVENTS AT Liège trickled through to the homeland. The General Staff in Berlin, as well as Second Army Headquarters at Hanover, therefore believed it had failed.

During the night of 6–7 August, before mobilization had been completed, the OHL marched the combined 28th Infantry Brigade (comprising Infantry Regiments 39 and 56) from Wesel and Duesseldorf toward Liège. Then, having gained a rough idea of the situation, on the evening of 7 August, they ordered the corps of Second Army deploying near the Belgian border to push forward immediately to press mixed units on Liège.

Thus, on the afternoon of 8 August, a Second Army Headquarters General Staff officer—who had been sent to the deployment area—ordered that, if possible, one mixed brigade each of IX, VII, and X Corps march to Warsage, Pepinster, and Poulseur as soon as they had detrained and were ready to move. Only Ludendorff’s account, which he reported to Second Army’s Commander-in-Chief, General von Bülow, on the morning of 8 August at Aix-la-Chapelle, provided first-hand evidence of the situation to the army commander, who was en route from Hanover to the deployment area. Ludendorff had returned from Liège through the line of forts in a Belgian motor car on the night of 7 August.

General von Bülow then vested centralized command of all troops assigned to the capture of the forts of Liège to VII Corps’ commander, General der Cavalrie von Einem (a.k.a. Rothmaler). The IX and X Corps were subordinated to him.

In the meantime, soon after the capture of the town, General von Emmich had dispatched officers to establish communications with the other brigades taking part in the operation. Based on the report of an officer who had arrived at 11th Infantry Brigade, General von Wachter resumed the advance on 7 August at noon. In spite of the fire of Fort Chaudfontaine, the brigade reached Liège that evening. The two brigades, now united at Liège, formed a defensive front on the edge of the city. Over the following days they faced westward under the command of General von Wachter. Soon after, 11th Brigade and Infantry Regiment 16 marched into the fortress. That regiment’s commander had learned about the occupation of the town on 7 August at 13:00 while at Julémont and therefore had started to advance via Mortier without meeting opposition. On 8 August, the remaining parts of 27th Infantry Brigade followed, as well as 11th and 14th Brigades, so that the latter could complete their mobilization in the midst of the fortresses, which were still occupied by the enemy.

On the afternoon of 8 August, the first fort fell. Oberst von Massow had ordered Fort Barchon be brought under fire by his two mortar batteries during his brigade’s advance. As a result, the commander of Fort Barchon surrendered when Infantry Regiment 16 advanced against the gorge from the town. Thus, the situation for the German forces at Liège had improved considerably.

Of General von Emmich’s remaining troops, 34th Infantry Brigade, after some hesitation, assumed the defence of the Meuse bridges at Lixhe. In the south, 38th and 43rd Infantry Brigades had retreated towards Theux on 7 August, based on an erroneous report indicating the advance of strong forces from Liège and Namur.

Ludendorff did as much as he could to inform VII Corps Headquarters, which was initially located at Eupen, of the situation. The whereabouts of the isolated units scattered in front of the fortress could be ascertained only by degrees. General von Einem was determined to act without undue haste. During the night of 10–11 August, he initially ordered only the isolation of the eastern and southeastern fronts of the fortress by the three corps (IX, VII, X), which arrived gradually; then he awaited the appearance of the siege artillery, which the OHL had dispatched.

The capture of Forts Liers, Pontisse, Evegnée, and Fléron was allotted to IX Corps, including Infantry Regiments 39 and 56, which were subordinated to it.21 The capture of Chaudfontaine and Embourg was allotted to VII Corps, with 43rd Infantry Brigade and the necessary heavy artillery attached. General von Emmich had to advance, with the troops quartered in the city against the fortress’s western front, as soon as heavy artillery became available; he also had to isolate the fortress on its southern front with X Corps.

The procedure used against those forts that were still holding out was devised as a compromise between a coup de main and a systematic attack. General von Einem placed special emphasis on the quick capture of the northern forts, as their fall was necessary for First Army’s advance.

Before his measures took effect, on the evening of 11 August, the troops that General von Emmich had allotted to the eastern front, without knowing of General von Einem’s orders, had forced Fort Evegnée to surrender by applying concentrated artillery fire.

The IX Corps isolated Fort Pontisse with parts of 17th Infantry Division and drew the 18th after it into the line Saive–Evegnée–Soumagne. On the afternoon of 12 August, its heavy (and heaviest) artillery—including heavy coastal mortar (38 cm) and shorter naval gun (42 cm) batteries—came into action against Forts Pontisse and Fléron. On VII Corps’ front, 13th Infantry Division’s heavy artillery opened fire on Fort Chaudfontaine on 12 August. The first result of this artillery barrage—which included 42 cm guns—was the fall of Fort Pontisse. This had the side effect of closing First Army’s routes of advance there as well as on the eastern sector front of Forts Chaudfontaine and Embourg until the evening of 13 August. The main body of IX Corps was then drawn across the Meuse, where it commenced its attack on Fort Liers, which fell on 14 August. The fighting for Fléron lasted until the afternoon of 14 August despite a simultaneous Minenwerfer attack.

To accelerate the capture of the western front, which was still holding out, General von Einem placed Corps Emmich and 17th Infantry Division north, and VII Corps and 38th Infantry Brigade south, of the Liège–Brussels railway.

Early on 15 August, an artillery attack began on all the western forts still holding out. Boncelles, surrounded by 14th Infantry Division and 38th Brigade, succumbed to this. Lantin, against which Corps Emmich’s attack was directed, also fell in the course of the afternoon. Loncin was destroyed after an especially effective bombardment using 42 cm shells. Outnumbered, General Léman was captured by the conquerors along with the remainder of his garrison. The last two works, Hollogne and Flémalle, hoisted the white flag on the morning of 16 August after a short bombardment.22

After a ten-day battle, the fortress of Liège was in German hands—just in time to allow the German Army to begin its advance. The way up the northern bank of the Meuse was free! It was likewise advantageous that the Aix-la-Chapelle–Liège railway lines were again ready for operation on 15 August. In parts, however, very considerable repairs were necessary. These included the tunnel at Nasproue and the double-tracked railway via Verviers, which had witnessed a serious crash of seventeen locomotives travelling at full speed.

Credit for the rapid success fell without doubt to Generals von Emmich and Ludendorff and the brave troops of 14th Infantry Brigade. The Kaiser bestowed the first two Pour le Mérite awards of the First World War on these two generals. The capture of the outer works was due to the effectiveness of the heavy and heaviest artillery. The importance of the German 42 cm and 33 cm mortars, which had been developed quietly in peacetime, suddenly became clear to the entire world.

The Strategic Reconnaissance

The deployment instructions provided for the employment of two large bodies of cavalry in front of the right wing of the German Army. These were to be placed mainly under the direct command of the OHL, but they also had to report to the Army Commanders regarding their reconnaisance.

As mentioned, Generalleutnant von der Marwitz’s II Cavalry Corps had taken part in the operation against the fortress of Liège, some sections even taking part immediately on the beginning of hostilities. Beyond this, the corps was assigned to conduct strategic reconnaissance toward the line Antwerp–Brussels–Charleroi. Scouting squadrons were pushed forward, and by 7 August, they found the region up to the line Diest–Huy free of the enemy. The cavalry corps itself had been kept back on account of the events at Liège and the resultant delay in crossing the Meuse. The 2nd and 4th Cavalry Divisions only reached the area of Sichen on 8 August, by swinging north around the fortress. On the following day, dismounted troops took St. Trond after a brief skirmish. On 10 August, Belgian cavalry were forced to retreat upon Tirlemont after a fight on the Kleine Gete. The section of the Grote Gete around Tirlemont proved to be occupied in strength; along the line Tirlemont–Huy, too, Belgian and French advance elements were reported to be operating.23 Marwitz therefore decided to swing to the north and advance on the Belgian cavalry, which had yielded in the direction of Diest.

Owing to the fatigue of the horses, because of the intense heat and lack of oats—conditions that had persisted for several days—these orders were not executed until 12 August. On this day, 2nd Cavalry Division under Generalmajor Baron von Krane advanced via Hasselt towards Spalbeeck, and 4th Cavalry Division under Generalleutnant von Garnier via Alken moved towards Stevoort. Marwitz wanted to force the crossing of the Gete southeast of Diest and ordered 4th Cavalry Division “to open the defile of Halen” starting at 08:45. The seconded 7th and 9th Jägerbattalions took Halen and then turned southwest. The 17th and 3rd Cavalry Brigades assisted the Jägers’ attack with selfless assaults through and south of the town of Halen, thus making it possible for the artillery to deploy at the edge of the village. Belgian resistance—estimated at one infantry division with strong cavalry—frustrated the German cavalry assaults and inflicted heavy casualties, partly owing to wire fences hidden in the corn fields. The Jägerbattalions, too, were unable to attain further success, despite the support of 2nd Guards Machine Gun Detachment and of dismounted cavalry sharpshooters. Marwitz, therefore, broke off the operation toward evening and had 2nd Cavalry Division return to rest around Hasselt, with the 4th sent to Alken. The enemy did not follow.

During the following days until the start of the general advance, 2nd Cavalry Division remained in the area of Hasselt in order to safeguard the area around the Gete. The 4th Cavalry Division was shifted south on 13 August to the environs of Loon. On 15 August it advanced independently into the country southeast of Tirlemont, where it united with Generalmajor Count von Schmettow’s 9th Cavalry Division which had—for some time—remained south of Liège on the Amblève and Ourthe rivers and had crossed the Meuse only on 14 August, using a bridge that X Corps had constructed at Hermalle-sous-Huy.

On 16 August, Generalleutnant von der Marwitz advanced with these two cavalry divisions upon Opprebais and Chaumont-Gistoux, where after successful skirmishes with enemy cavalry and artillery, they encountered strongly entrenched positions. On 17 August, after troops of 4th, 5th, and 6th Belgian Divisions had been observed in the area Tirlemont–Wavre, the German cavalry slowly retreated east into the region of Hannut, expecting a enemy attack.

Thus, before the start of the German general advance, II Cavalry Corps had succeeded in veiling the progress of the Army’s right wing and managed to bring that section of the front into a state of readiness on a line parallel with Liège. They had also ascertained the whereabouts of the Belgian Field Army. However, they were unable to shed light on the enemy’s activities behind the front line.

After concentrating in northern Luxembourg, I Cavalry Corps (Generalleutnant Baron von Richthofen) protected the Stavelot–Bastogne and Wiltz–Bastogne railways. At first this had been accomplished with the aid of its Jägerbattalion as well as Third Army’s 48th and 64th Infantry Brigades, which had been conveyed ahead. Meanwhile, the two cavalry divisions—the Guard Cavalry Division (Generalmajor von Storch) and 5th Cavalry Division (Generalmajor von Ilsemann)—were kept together around Ettelbrück and Mersch, expecting the French to make a dash from around Arlon.

On 9 August, General von Richthofen initiated-long range reconnaissance toward the Meuse between Namur, Givet, and Mézières. This area had been allotted to him after he dispatched a number of reconnaisance squadrons. He thus anticipated the OHL’s order, which arrived on 10 August and read “now proceed with the mass [of your unit] towards Dinant and reconnoitre according to deployment instructions.” By 14 August the cavalry corps had reached the sector east of Dinant and had detected the presence of two French cavalry divisions (1st and 6th) on the section of the Lesse between Houyet and Rochefort, as well as the occupation of the Meuse line from Yvoir to Houx. An isolated detachment pushed ahead to Assesse—dispatched from the Fortress of Namur—but yielded ground after a short fight with elements of the Guard Cavalry Division.

On 15 August, General von Richthofen attempted to clear up the situation on the Meuse and west of it through a forced reconnaissance. Protected by the horse batteries, his five Jägerbattalions advanced from north and east toward Dinant and pushed forward in places to the Meuse, fighting briskly along the way. Prisoners taken from 33rd and 148th French Regiments, whom the Saxon Jägers brought in after their successful assault on Fort Dinant, corroborated the presence of parts of French I and II Corps. The enemy cavalry quickly gave up an attempt at striking quickly against I Cavalry Corps’ flank from the south when they were put under German artillery fire. From there they retreated to the left bank of the Meuse at Hastière–Lavaux. At noon, Richthofen redeployed the Jägerbattalions to the heights northeast of Dinant and sent his cavalry division to the area of Sovet and Foy-Notre Dame. There the corps remained over the ensuing days. Repeated operations were intended to more accurately reconnoitre the enemy’s positions along the Meuse between Yvoir and Hastière.

Here too German cavalrymen and infantrymen were only able to make sacrificial probes against the enemy’s foremost infantry lines.

Strategic reconnaissance in front of Fourth and Fifth Armies’ deployment areas was assigned to IV Cavalry Corps, which was subordinated to Generalleutnant Baron von Hollen. Of its two divisions, the 3rd concentrated in southern Luxembourg under Generalmajor von Unger and the 6th (Generalleutnant Count von Schmettow) northwest of Thionville. In addition to providing border and railway security—tasks that had been allotted to these divisions during the first days of mobilization—they immediately started far-reaching reconnaisance activities in the direction of Mézières and toward Verdun–St. Mihiel.

On 7 August, General von Hollen sent 3rd Cavalry Division into the area south of Longwy and 6th Cavalry Division—to which a battalion of frontier guards was temporarily subordinated—to Mercy-le-Haut so as to defeat the enemy cavalry reported at Xivry–Circourt, which were estimated at one to two divisions. The enemy, however, evaded the encounter. The following day, 3rd Cavalry Division took possession of the Crusnes section near Pierrepont after a fight while the 6th advanced to the Othain river at Spincourt. The enemy retreated in a westerly and northwesterly direction.

Endeavouring to broaden their reconnaissance activities, on 10 August, 3rd Cavalry Division occupied Longuyon without a shot, while the 6th advanced across the Othain towards the Loison crossings at Mangiennes and Billy. The latter came into combat, east of these places, with French chasseurs and infantry, which, supported by heavy artillery, proceeded to counterattack from around Merles. Though the attack was rebuffed, General Count von Schmettow, under pressure from an envelopment that threatened from around St. Laurent, was compelled to break off the fight and take his troops back upon Arrancy. The enemy followed but only as far as the Othain sector. Support from 3rd Cavalry Division, which General von Hollen had ordered, did not materialize as it had to face smaller skirmishes with elements of French 9th Cavalry Division west of Longuyon. Late at night, IV Cavalry Corps retreated as far as the east bank of the Pierre, evacuated Longuyon, and spent the night around Bazailles and Mercy-le-Haut.

Thus the intention to carry reconnaissance west along a broad front failed. Therefore, an order received on the evening of 10 August from the OHL to advance upon Carignan–Damvillers and to reconnoitre according to the deployment instructions (i.e., toward the Meuse below Verdun as well as between Verdun and Metz) could only be executed on a very limited scope. In part this was because XII Corps refused to provide the support for the Cavalry corps that Fifth Army’s commander had suggested.

Consequently, General von Hollen left 6th Cavalry Division at Mercy-le-Haut and marched the 3rd (under Generalmajor von Unger) east around Longwy and into the sector west of Arlon. There it took over responsibility for the reconnaisance toward Carignan–Montmédy. It reached Etalle on 14 August and, over the following days, pushed French 4th Cavalry Division—which itself has also shifted north—back beyond Tintigny. Its scouts reported that the enemy was definitely entrenching along the entire front on the line Matton–Puilly–Thonne-la-Long and that strong French cavalry was located at Herbeuval. The French seemed to be making arrangements for the defence. The 6th Cavalry Division, having remained at Mercy-le-Haut, waited in vain, day after day, for the enemy’s attack. The 7th Cavalry Division, too, was situated nearby awaiting attack.

The IV Cavalry Corps had been unable to reach its objective, the Meuse, at any place, even with patrols. Its attempts at a forced reconnaissance halted a mere 25 kilometres west of its deployment area, despite the dedication of both its officers and its men. Their failure was due to enemy resistance centring on Verdun. On the afternoon of 17 August, the OHL ordered the subordination of IV Cavalry Corps to the Commander-in-Chief of Fifth Army for the advance that was soon to begin.

The III Cavalry Corps—deployed in Lorraine under General der Kavallerie Ritter von Frommel—was tasked with an especially important reconnaissance mission. Information gathered and considered in peacetime at XXI Corps Headquarters at Saarbrücken pointed to the possibility of an early enemy offensive into the Imperial Provinces; indeed, this impression had been strengthened by reports that were received immediately before and after the outbreak of war.

Of the divisions of this cavalry corps, the 8th was detrained at St. Avold, the Bavarian at Bensdorf, and the 7th at Saarburg. After 5 August, these units and elements of 7th Cavalry Division (which in peacetime was garrisoned at Saarburg and began its movements earlier) began their reconnaissance against St. Mihiel–Nancy and beyond Lunéville–Baccarat. According to the information they gathered, one enemy cavalry division each was located at Moyenvic, Avricourt, and south of Blâmont. Behind these enemy formations, along the entire army’s front, more or less strong infantry were also reported. On 6 August, the Bavarian Cavalry Division under Generalleutnant von Stetten experienced its first clash north of Vic with French 2nd Cavalry Division, which was retreating beyond the Seille. On 8 August, in the morning, General von Frommel ordered his three divisions to advance on Réchicourt-la-Petite, Avricourt, and Blâmont so as to act as a reserve for the reconnaisance squadrons that had been dispatched towards Champenoux–Badonviller.24 The 8th Cavalry Division (Generalmajor Count von der Schulenburg) was assigned to Réchicourt-la-Petite. However, it remained in the region north of Château-Salins on account of inconsistencies in its orders. The Bavarian Cavalry Division reached Avricourt on 8 August, while the 7th, under Generalleutnant von Heydebreck, reached the area north of Blâmont. Closing up to the latter, 3rd Bavarian Infantry Brigade, on frontier guard duty, advanced to the Vezouse east of Blâmont under the orders of XXI Corps Headquarters.

The following day, General von Frommel wanted to attack the enemy cavalry divisions with the assistance of 3rd Bavarian Infantry Brigade and thereby create space for a reconnaissance in the direction of Nancy–Lunéville. To this end, he put the Bavarian and 7th Cavalry Divisions into readiness between Avricourt and Blâmont. The French cavalry, however, again evaded combat, retreating in a southwesterly direction toward the Vezouse. At first the German cavalry corps followed, but they then retreated toward evening into their start positions. Farther south, two battalions of 3rd Bavarian Infantry Brigade detached to support the cavalry corps, which had encountered enemy troops holding the heights near Domèvre.

On 10 August, the Bavarian Cavalry Division marched into the region of Bourdonnaye, falling under the jurisdiction of XXI Corps, and there concentrated in the former border security sector of Dieuze. The 7th operated in conjunction with I Bavarian Corps, while the 8th marched into the area of Luppy. There it detected the presence of French XX and IX Corps beyond the Seille. On 14 August it was moved back into the area around Armsdorf by Army Headquarters, to which the cavalry corps had been subordinated since 10 August.

Thus, in Lorraine, too, reconnaissance results remained meagre in spite of the zeal of the troops. The cavalry squadrons barely got farther than the outposts. In some places, the patrols squeezed through the enemy’s outpost line—incurring casualties—without bringing back substantial information. To obtain evidence by a forcible reconnaisance was impossible owing to the reticence of the French cavalry, on principle, to enter into combat, which it avoided here too. Thus it was shown, at the very start of the war along on the Army’s entire front, that the great expectations engendered in peacetime about a strategic reconnaissance with large bodies of cavalry had proven too high. They had generally succeeded in ascertaining the location of the enemy’s line of outposts, but nowhere had they been able to pierce those lines and gain insight into activities behind the enemy’s front.

FOR THE EXECUTION OF AERIAL RECONNAISSANCE, THE GERMAN ARMY IN THE west had five dirigible airships, twenty-nine reconnaissance squadrons (Feldflieger-Abteilungen), and four fortress squadrons (Festungflieger-Abteilungen) at its disposal.25 The task of mounting strategic reconnaissance first fell to the Zeppelins stationed along the Rhine at Düsseldorf, Cologne, Treves, Frankfurt am Main, and Baden-Oos. Their use was reserved for the OHL. Dirigible reconnaissance for each ship had been prepared in peacetime—journeys that would carry them far into French airspace. At the beginning, these ships were not ready for deployment, except for the airship at Cologne, which took part in the operations against Liège and crashed on the return flight. These delays were caused mainly by a shift in their start locations, which took place on 8 August, as well as by certain technical deficiencies that persisted until 12 August. Also, the OHL had to resist employing these airships during the entire deployment period as weather conditions proved unfavourable for long journeys—thunderstorms were constantly forming throughout this period. Their development had been prepared for in peacetime at enormous expense, and specially trained General Staff Officers had been provided for them as observers.

Thus, aerial reconnaissance remained limited from the outset to the air squadrons, which were very new at the start of the war. Five of these detachments were ready to begin operations during the first days of mobilization; the remainder were ready on 9 August. Their places of deployment were along the line Aix-la-Chapelle–St. Vith–Treves–Metz–Saarburg–New Breisach. The reconnaissance squadrons were uniformly distributed to the Army Commanders-in-Chief and the active corps. Owing to the numerical weakness of the German planes, it was impossible to second airplanes to the reserve corps. The detachments belonging to the fortresses of Cologne, Metz, Strasbourg, and Germersheim had unreliable connections with the Field Army and were not of any great importance. The OHL resisted immediately employing airplanes for a long-distance strategic reconnaissance. Oberst Tappen explained why after the war: “Only during the course of the war did the airplane prove to be an absolutely reliable means of communication and reconnaissance. In 1914, the airplane’s radius of action was relatively small.26 According to prevailing opinion at that time, the assignment of air squadrons to the army commanders-in-chief and corps was most appropriate so as to facilitate strategic reconnaissance from that point.”

As the OHL, for the above-mentioned reasons, had not husbanded any aviation forces whatsoever for its own purposes, the Army Commanders-in-Chief and headquarters adjusted their employment to the demands of the situation.

Due to the insufficient employment of the units and the incomplete utilization of the results of aerial reconnaissance, the picture of the enemy’s deployment that formed at the OHL was full of gaps, despite the aviators’ brilliant individual achievements.

The Execution of the German Deployment in the West

The unforeseen events connected with the capture of Liège required that quick changes be made to the campaign plan. Therefore certain alterations and displacements became inevitable in the deployment of Second Army’s three right-wing corps: IX, VII, and X.

By 10 August, the three corps had arrived and been fully detrained in the deployment area near Aix-la-Chapelle–Eupen–Montjoie. After the remaining units had reached the main forces, which were situated in a semicircle around Liège on the evening of 12 August, the divisions again found themselves at their wartime establishment and could complete their deployment on the Meuse while continuing to fight. On 15 August, IX Corps left Second Army and, as provided for in the deployment instructions, joined First Army.

Of the second-line corps, VII Reserve Corps (except for the staff of 28th Infantry Brigade and Fusilier Regiment 39, which were conveyed ahead) detrained as per schedule from 8–13 August in the area Horrera–Buir—Düren; X Reserve Corps also detrained from 8–13 August near Vettweiss–Zülpichand–Euskirchen. According to an order issued by the army commander on 7 August, both corps immediately advanced through VII and X Corps’ vacated deployment area and beyond the border in the direction of Liège; X Reserve Corps advanced right after detraining some of its units. The VII Reserve Corps reached Liège and Hervé on 16 August, while X Reserve Corps reached the Ourthe river at Esneux and Comblain-au-Pont.

The events at Liège did not effect the deployment of either the Guard Corps or the Reserve Guard Corps. The Guard Corps detrained as ordered from 10–12 August, around Malmedy and to the east of the town. In its rear, the Reserve Guard Corps detrained from 11–14 August at Blankenheim, Stadtkyll, and Hillesheim. Upon their arrival, both corps received orders to gain contact with the main body of Second Army; the Guard Corps was to advance to Hamoir on the Ourthe as soon as its units had concentrated; the Reserve Guard Corps—following on the same route of march—was to close up to Bodeux. The advance began on 13–14 August by the Guard Corps reached its destination on the 16th, its first columns advancing across the Ourthe at Modave and Les Avins (southeast of Huy) while the Reserve Guard Corps arrived on the Salm southwest of Stavelot.

Of the two mixed Landwehr brigades subordinated to Second Army, the 29th, formed at Aix-la-Chapelle, took care of railway security in the deployment area and the adjacent German territory from 9 August onwards. From 12 August, this unit also safeguarded the railways leading from Aix-la-Chapelle and Eupen to Verviers, while the mixed 85th Landwehr Brigade formed at Münster was employed in railway security in German territory until 17 August.

Generaloberst von Bülow shifted his headquarters on 16 August to Spa and on 17 August to Liège. Reports suggested that the Belgian Army would accept a decisive battle on the Gete between Diest and Tirlemont. Their right wing was said to have been extended via Tirlemont in the direction of Wavre. In anticipation of imminent combat, on 17 August, VII Corps’s first columns advanced slowly beyond the Tongern–Noville road up to a line parallel to Thys and Momalle. On the same day, X Reserve Corps was drawn forward to the first line along the Liège–Waremme road, with its leading troops near Bierset. On 16 August, X Corps (General von Emmich having reassumed command after the conclusion of his duties at Liège) occupied Fort Huy on the Meuse without incident; his troops rested the next day between Engis and Huy. Likewise, the Guard Corps remained in its quarters, which had been reached on 16 August. The reconstruction of the bridge at Huy and the erection of military bridges at Engis and Ombret–Rausa began. The VII Reserve Corps’ 13th Reserve Division was subordinated to the newly formed Gouvernement Liège, while 14th Reserve Division rested at Hervé. The Reserve Guard Corps reached the Ourthe at Bomal.

Second Army had reached its assigned start line, from which it was to begin large-scale operations without being delayed by the events at Liège.

FIRST ARMY, UNDER GENERALOBERST VON KLUCK, EXECUTED ITS DEPLOYMENT from 7–14 August on the left bank of the Rhine northeast of Aix-la-Chapelle. In this it was assisted by its fighting patrols. The IV Corps’ detraining was completed on 11 August in the area west and north of Jülich; on the same day, III Corps detrained in the area north of Düren; on 12 August, II Corps concentrated in the area around and southwest of Gladbach. Behind these corps, in the second line, III Reserve Corps detrained near Crefeld–Viersen with IV Reserve Corps deploying near Neuss–Grevenbroich.

First Army’s commander arrived at Grevenbroich on 9 August and on the following day received orders from the OHL to immediately begin preparing First Army to move off on the road allotted to it in the deployment instructions opposite Liège. It therefore fixed the advance—originally set for 14 August—for 13 August instead; it further ordered the necessary displacement of the corps from the deployment area for 12 August. The conditions were rather difficult insofar as movements had to begin before the ammunition field trains had been unloaded and before the deployment of the trains (attached to the front-line troops) and elements of the fighting troops of the second-line corps had been completed. The reserve corps had no time left to form up; on the contrary, after several days on the railways, they were being forced to march immediately in the burning sun. To facilitate their advance, they were permitted to shift their detraining schedule forward where necessary; likewise, the choice of marching destinations was left to the commander’s discretion. On 12 August, their billeting areas were shifted to be nearer to II and IV Corps, allowing them to start their advance behind these corps, if not immediately, then one day later at the most. The difficulty of the simultaneous march through Aix-la-Chapelle had been carefully addressed with long-established arrangements.

On 12 August, leading elements of the three front-line corps reached the deployment area, which IX Corps (Second Army) had recently evacuated north and east of Aix-la-Chapelle. The II Corps was situated near Herzogenrath, IV at Birk, and III near Weiden. The simultaneous march by all three corps through Aix-la-Chapelle began on 13 August and came off without a hitch. On this day, Fort Pontisse, which had commanded the points at which First Army was to cross the Meuse, fell. The two reserve corps followed II and IV Corps as their detraining schedule permitted.

Thus, by 14 August, First Army was able to start crossing the Meuse at Lixhe and Argenteau. On the following day, it reached the line Bilzen–Tongern, where, after a march directed sharply to the north, it formed up on 16 August. Second Army’s IX Corps joined First Army while 11th and 14th Infantry Brigades, having taken part in the operations at Liège, drew up to their corps.

On 17 August, Generaloberst von Kluck shifted his headquarters to Glons (southeast of Tongern), and led the four first-line corps to the Gete, which the Belgians had reportedly occupied, up to the line Kermt–St. Trond. The two reserve corps reached the Meuse at Visé and Argenteau.

First Army’s soldiers had to immediately advance from their detraining points and were consequently subjected to an uninterrupted series of forced marches, which furnished early proof of their outstanding ability.

REGARDING THE TWO MIXED INFANTRY BRIGADES CONVEYED AHEAD TO PROTECT the deployment of Third Army, by 4 August, 64th had detrained at Burg–Reuland and 48th at Pronsfeld. They crossed the Belgian and Luxembourg borders that same day. The 64th Brigade reached the area of Gouvy, while the 48th reached the region of Buret (southeast of Houffalize), marching via Clerf. From there they assumed protection of the Vielsalm–Bastogne railway.

Under their protection, from 8–12 August Third Army’s active corps detrained their fighting troops: XI Corps in the area of St. Vith–Prüm; XII Corps around Waxweiler and north of Bitburg; XIX around Kordel (north of Treves)–Speicher and Neuerburg. On the orders of the army commander, Generaloberst Baron von Hausen (Headquartered at Prüm), on 12–13 August, these three corps pushed forward their guard troops to the line Bodeux–Lierneux–Houffalize–Noville. Behind them, on 13–14 August, the corps formed up as follows: XI Corps in the area Vielsalm–St. Vith, XII in the area Cherain–Leidenborn, the XIX west and east of Clerf. On 14 August, Hausen went to Clerf. On the same day, the OHL ordered that no units should cross the line Malempré–Noville. As a result, there were no important changes in the deployment of the three active corps over the next several days. The 43rd Infantry Brigade—moved from Liège—kept the Our-the crossing open at Noiseux, while a detachment sent by XII Corps safeguarded the crossing at Laroche. The XIX Corps had occupied the points situated on its presumptive route of advance right up to Ortho (south of Laroche).

The XII Reserve Corps, which was detraining in the second line as per schedule on 9 August (in the area Wengerohr–Salmrohr–Wittlich), found it possible to transport part of the combat troops belonging to 23rd Reserve Division to Bitburg by rail—farther forward than had originally been planned. At the same time, parts of the ammunition columns and trains could be transported to Prüm, Bleialf, and Pronsfeld. After the corps finished detraining on 15 August, it moved up to the front-line corps in the direction of St. Vith–Burg–Reuland after exceptionally long marches. On 17 August, its leading elements reached Winterspelt (southeast of St. Vith) and Leidenborn.

On the previous day, the mixed 47th Landwehr Brigade had arrived at Mayen and had taken up quarters in and around Gerolstein. Parts of this formation assumed protection of the Grand-Halleux–Bastogne railway.

ON FOURTH ARMY’S FRONT—COMMANDED BY GENERALOBERST ALBRECHT, DUKE of Württemberg—the early occupation of the Grand Duchy of Luxembourg by 16th Infantry Division and the mixed 60th Infantry Brigade, both of which had been conveyed ahead, allowed VIII Corps and then XVIII Corps to deploy mainly in Luxembourg territory. By 10 August, 16th Infantry Division had been relieved of its border duties by elements from XVIII Corps and reunited with the other units of its own corps. Thus, both corps gained the areas assigned to them in the deployment instructions: VIII Corps around Diekirch and Ettelbrück; XVIII around the city of Luxembourg. The line Vianden–Ettelbrück–Luxembourg was not to be crossed by the main forces until specific orders had been received from the army commander’s headquarters in Treves. Only the Belgian town of Arlon—which contained an important railway junction—was occupied by a mixed detachment of XVIII Corps.27

South of XVIII Corps, VI Corps detrained on 9–11 August near Nennig, Mettlach, and Merzig and advanced slowly into the region of Bettembourg–Remich.28 An instruction from the OHL, which arrived on the evening of 14 August, provided for the cooperation of Fourth Army in warding off a possible advance by strong enemy forces between Metz and the Vosges. This same order again prohibited crossing the line Ettelbrück–Luxembourg. Therefore, VIII and XVIII Corps stopped during the next few days while VI Corps vacated the routes of march between Mallingen and Bettembourg, which were destined to be used by parts of Fifth Army.

The mixed 49th Landwehr Brigade detrained on the evening of 14 August at Birkenfeld and was billeted there. On 16 August, two of its battalions took over protecting the Schimpach–Bastogne and Luxembourg–Arlon railways.

THE DEPLOYMENT OF FIFTH ARMY, TOO, CAME OFF AS SCHEDULED. FOR XVI CORPS, stationed at its peacetime garrisons in and around Metz, the troops were simply brought to state of readiness. Of course, mobilization came on top of border security operations within the expanded area of the fortress of Metz; this task employed the corps on both banks of the Moselle and required its attention toward either the south or the west. North of here, from 7–11 August, XIII Corps arrived in its deployment area around Koenigsmachern, Thionville, and Metzerwiese and, in general, remained in this position until 14 August. Its composite 53rd Infantry Brigade had been conveyed ahead of the corps and had been performing border security in the sector of the Fortress of Thionville since 3 August. Before and during mobilization, V Corps had been responsible for securing the Russian border in its jurisdiction near Posen. By 12 August it had travelled west, detraining on both banks of the Nied around Busendorf and Gerstlingen; over the next days, its lead elements advanced slowly beyond the Moselle between Sierck and Koenig-smachern while the remainder moved along the Niedaltdorf–Mallingen road.

Behind V Corps, V Reserve Corps concentrated on 10–14 August east of the Sarre around Lebach; south of there, VI Reserve Corps deployed on both banks of the Sarre around Saarbrücken from 11–15 August.

The billets provided for troops of V Corps and parts of VI Reserve Corps were extremely crowded, as simultaneously, Fifth Army’s composite Landwehr brigades were being mobilized; these were destined for garrison duty at the Nied position. Of these, the 53rd had detrained at Bolchen by 13 August, while the 43rd was located at Freisdorf. On 14–15 August, the 45th followed at Gerstlingen, the 13th at Freisdorf, and the Bavarian 9th at Bolchen. At first, troops of these formations were quartered in front of and behind the position that the labour battalions had built. On 10 August, Senior Landwehr Commander 2 shifted his quarters from Metz to Bolchen.

An order issued on 14 August by the army commander, Crown Prince Wilhelm, who had been staying at Saarbrücken since 3 August, provided for the concentration of the army and the closing up of the rearward corps beginning on 16 August. However, this order was not executed as on the evening of 14 August, the OHL telephoned Fifth Army—as it had done with the Fourth—stating that if strong forces advanced between Metz and the Vosges, Fifth Army was to cooperate by attacking them via Metz and the Nied position. Therefore, for the time being the active corps were not to cross the line Bettembourg–Thionville–Metz; the reserve corps were to close up behind them to the northwest of the Nied position.

Thus, on 15 August, Fifth Army was grouped in such a manner that it remained possible to employ its corps in an offensive toward the southeast (so as to reinforce the garrison of the Nied position) or to make an advance toward the northwest. In detail the following were made ready: XVI Corps in the area of Metz–Contchen(on the Nied)–Hagendingen and to the north of the town; and XIII Corps in narrow quarters around the forts of Thionville—thus vacating the Koenigsmachern–Kattenhofen road for V Corps and leaving the territory east of the line Inglingen–Metzeresch to VI Reserve Corps. The V Corps pushed its fighting troops north of XIII Corps across the Moselle and made contact with Fourth Army’s left-most corps (VI Corps). On the night of 15–16 August, V Reserve Corps took up scattered quarters in the area of Niedaltdorf, but only after its units had accomplished exhausting marches that had repeatedly been blocked by Landwehr troops and V Corps’ transport columns. On 15–16 August, VI Reserve Corps reached both sides of the line Busendorf–Bolchen. On 16 August, the Army’s Commander-in-Chief went to Thionville. As no engagement took place to the southeast, Fifth Army stopped its movements on 17 August.

THE DEPLOYMENT OF SIXTH ARMY, UNDER GENERALOBERST CROWN PRINCE Rupprecht of Bavaria, took place with the majority of its troops in the jurisdiction of XXI Corps, with some elements in the XVI Corps area. These were protected by guards on the Lorraine border between Metz and the Vosges. The Army Commander arrived at St. Avold on 9 August.

Of the four corps of the first line, Bavarian III Corps detrained between 8 and 12 August southeast of Metz near Kurzel and Courcelles-sur-Nied. From there it advanced to Beux–Béchy–Rémilly, close to the border. South of it, Bavarian II Corps detrained on 7–10 August near Falkenberg and St. Avold and deployed its divisions side by side into the area Lucy–Château-Salins–Moerchingen. Meanwhile XXI Corps, which had been active since the start of the war in border and railway security in the army’s deployment area, concentrated in its deployment area around Dieuze beginning on 10 August. So as to protect the right flank of its neighbour on the left (Bavarian I Corps), XXI Corps advanced the reinforced 42nd Infantry Division’s 59th Infantry Brigade to Igney north of Blâmont via Avri-court. While this movement did not lead to contact with the enemy, on 11 August, at Lagarde, a more significant encounter—which ended in a German victory—developed from an enemy nocturnal attack against 42nd Infantry Division’s outposts.29 The scheduled deployment of Bavarian I Corps, which had detrained on the army’s left wing on 8–10 August at Saarburg and Berthelmingen, had to be changed because of later events in Upper Alsace and the Vosges along Seventh Army’s front. These events necessitated an immediate advance of parts of the corps beyond the prearranged area of deployment in the direction of Badonviller–Raonl’Étape.30 Bavarian I Reserve Corps arrived in the deployment area on schedule between 10 and 14 August and detrained in the second line near Farschweiler and Saargemünd. On 15 August, it marched south in two columns into the region southeast of Saarunion, to Eyweiler and Sieweiler.

The composite Bavarian 5th Landwehr Brigade, which began arriving at Zweibrücken on 13 August, was first employed in railway security duty within the corps’ jurisdiction and for the local protection of Saargemünd.

THE DEPLOYMENT OF SEVENTH ARMY—COMMANDED BY GENERALOBERST von Heeringen—to some extent came off quite differently from what had been planned in peacetime. These plans called for XV Corps to concentrate northeast of Strasbourg, except the units engaged in border security operations. The two other corps were to deploy to the right bank of the Rhine, XIV Corps in southernmost Baden between Breisach and Lörrach and XIV Reserve Corps north of there between Lahr and Breisach.

While the deployment of XV Corps—protected by its frontier guards—in and around Strasbourg was accomplished as per the prewar schedule by 8 August, changes were made in the dispositions of the two corps of the right bank of the Rhine. The army commander, having arrived at Karlsruhe on 3 August, believed that it would be most effective to meet an early advance by strong French forces—which was to be expected from the direction of Belfort and across the Vosges towards Schlettstadt and Colmar—by concentrating his forces farther north so as to enable a concentric attack from the north and the east. This would also avoid a larger battle in Upper Alsace. If that happened, he intended to advance XV Corps via Barr, Strasbourg’s main reserve upon Schlettstadt, and XIV Reserve Corps and XIV Corps across the Rhine from the line Schoenau–New Breisach. Considering that Seventh Army was also to maintain cooperation with the Sixth, drawing the former’s left wing closer to the latter also appeared favourable from the outset.

Given these considerations, the Army Commander issued an order on 3 August that shifted the deployment areas of the two corps on the right bank of the Rhine farther to the north. The line Lipburg–Auggen was designated as the southernmost limit of XIV Corps’ billeting area. Therefore, this corps—minus the reinforced 58th Infantry Brigade, which was employed in border security operations—detrained on 3–9 August on the Riegel–Müllheim railway, along the right bank of the Rhine, and took up quarters on both sides of that line. The XIV Reserve Corps was scheduled to form up in the area Kappel–Emmendingen–Burkheim, but could not be billeted there owing to the imminent beginning of operations. The 28th Reserve Division arrived first—detraining on 9–10 August immediately east of Sasbach—and then concentrated its troops for an advance across the Rhine. It pushed one infantry regiment forward to Markolsheim while 26th Reserve Division was billeted nearby east of Schoenau from 10 August onwards.31

On 5 August, the army’s commander moved his headquarters to Strasbourg. On the same day, the composite 60th Landwehr Brigade mobilized at Strasbourg and—given that it belonged to Seventh Army—relieved active troops of the Gouvernement from their railway security tasks. They remained at this duty until 21 August.

The composite Landwehr brigades that had been assigned to protect the Upper Rhine arrived only after Seventh Army had already started its operations in Upper Alsace. On 9 August, two battalions of 55th Landwehr Brigade relieved active troops from protecting the bridges near Huningue; the remainder of the brigade arrived on 12 August. On 10 August, Landwehr Infantry Regiment 110 took over bridge security near Neuenburg–Eichwald, contributing one battalion to Fortress Istein’s wartime garrison. On 11 August, it came under the command of 55th Landwehr Brigade, as did Landwehr Infantry Regiment 119 of 51st Landwehr Brigade, which was assigned to the wartime garrison of Neuf-Brisach. The composite Bavarian 2nd Landwehr Brigade detrained at Kenzingen on schedule between 11 and 12 August while the composite Bavarian 1st Landwehr Brigade detrained on 12–13 August at Riegel. The former took over bridge security operations at Weisweil–Schoenau, the latter performing the same task at Sasbach–Markolsheim.

The entire German deployment in the West was executed in only twelve days between 5 and 17 August, except for the movements that had been necessary for security and to achieve very specific military objectives. On the whole, the deployment ran like clockwork, systematically and without friction. It was a remarkable accomplishment. Although it appeared to have a rigid form, it was in fact so versatile that the changes and displacements necessitated by early military events could be accomplsihed without difficulty, danger, or negative effects for the success of the entire operation. It was the first large-scale test of the reliability and thoroughness of the German Army’s peacetime preparations—a test that was passed successfully.


IV

THE BEGINNING OF
MAJOR OPERATIONS

The German OHL before the Start of the Advance

Supreme command in war belonged to the emperor, to whom was subordinated, according to the Constitution of the German Empire, all the armed forces on land and at sea.1 According to the peacetime regulations, the adviser responsible for the war on land was the Chief of the General Staff of the Field Army (Chef Generstabes des Feldheeres), while the war at sea fell under the purview of the Chief of the Admiralty Staff of the Navy (Chef des Admiralstabes der Marine). The “Great Headquarters of His Majesty the Emperor”2 included the personal entourage of the Supreme Warlord (Obersten Kriegesherrn), the Chief of the General Staff of the Field Army’s staff, and the Quartermaster General and his staff, who were charged with directing all affairs related to supply, lines of communications, and railways. Later these authorities were gathered under the identifier “Oberste Heeresleitung” (OHL). Besides the Chief of Admiralty Staff of the Marine, the Great Headquarters included Military and Marine Cabinets, the Imperial Chancellor, the Secretary of State of the Foreign Office, the Prussian Minister of War, and the Secretary of State of the Imperial Navy Office, along with their attached entourages. Finally, there were the Military Attachés of the larger federal states, representatives of certain civil authorities, and delegates from allied and neutral states, who were added later. No less than eleven railway trains were required to transport the GHQ. Unless it was divided into various sections, it was inevitable for such an immense command authority to be afflicted with a certain unwieldiness.3

The regulations governing cooperation among the various services that worked side by side were generally based on past experience. In this situation, it was all the more necessary that there be a strong and uniform will to keep the entire organization together so as to avoid the generation of friction. Over time, various customs developed that reflected the peculiarities of the various responsible individuals. In the military domain, this found its strongest expression in the overwhelming influence gathered by the Operations Department. From the start, it endeavoured to solve all problems connected in any way with operations within its close circle. It did so under the strictest secrecy. However, it was so understaffed that it could not even provide the necessary liaison officers for the Army Headquarters, since most of the trained General Staff officers were required for the newly formed command staffs. The Army Headquarters, senior cavalry commanders, cavalry divisions, reserve corps, and reserve divisions whose peacetime staffs had not had the opportunity to work together required especially competent senior General Staff officers. In general, the number of officers on each staff and at the OHL was extremely limited.

The burden of responsibility for conducting the land war rested on the Chief of the General Staff of the Field Army, Generaloberst Helmuth von Moltke, who had been Chief of the General Staff of the Prussian Army and who now became the head of the entire German Army. As he enjoyed the special confidence of the Kaiser, in peacetime he had often advocated successfully and effectively for the interests of the army before the Supreme Warlord. His venerable character, the purity of his intentions, and his moral earnestness gained everyone’s confidence; his military ability was trusted not only by those on the General Staff but also by the soldiers in the field. Although Moltke undoubtedly possessed strong operative talents supported by a clear vision and finely honed logic, it was unclear whether he would be able to withstand heavy psychological pressure for any lengthy period of time. Even before the outbreak of war, his closest friends thought this unlikely, for he had a very sensitive nature and an artistic bent. It is probable that from the very beginning of mobilization—and even before it actually was decreed—the general had been subjected to psychological strain that would negatively influence his health. When war came, he was in his sixty-sixth year.

The appointed Deputy Chief of the General Staff was intended to be the Quartermaster General. In this capacity, Generalleutnant von Stein took the field, an officer who for a number of years had overseen the departments of the Great General Staff, which had planned the deployment. As the originally separate position of General Inspector of the Lines of Communication and Railways had been amalgamated with that of the Quartermaster General shortly before the war’s outbreak, he found himself facing dual responsibilities that were difficult to combine.4 Thus at first he was unable to adequately fill his role as an aide to the Chief of the General Staff when it came to directing operations. As the administrative problems before him multiplied, he retired more and more from the task.

Thus, during the first months of the war, the principal adviser to the Chief of the General Staff was, without question, the Chief of the Operations Section, Oberstleutnant Tappen.5 In operational matters, Moltke also often consulted the Chiefs of the Intelligence and Political Departments, Oberstleutnants Hentsch and von Dommes.6 The latter, as aide-de-camp of the Kaiser and for many years adjutant to the Chief of the General Staff, enjoyed the special confidence of those in authority. The Chief of the Field Railway Service, Oberstleutnant Groener, was more detached, being completely consumed with the management of his voluminous department.

The Commander-in-Chief in the East (Oberbefehl im Osten) was Generaloberst von Prittwitz und Gaffron. His main force, German Eighth Army, had formed up in East Prussia with nine divisions; five more divisions stood ready at home, scheduled to reinforce it.

The Austro-Hungarian Army was deploying its main forces in several groups in Eastern and Central Galicia, with a weaker group concentrated against Serbia. According to peacetime consultations between the German and Austro-Hungarian General Staff Chiefs, the objective of the campaign in the East was, as mentioned before, to protect the rear of the German offensive in the West. The first aim of operations was to protract the fighting and gain time; this was to be accomplished not defensively but rather through an offensive. The only hope of warding off the Russian Army for an extended time was to weaken it before the Russian forces had completely gathered. Therefore, the Austro-Hungarian Army intended to start its offensive from Galicia into Poland around 20 August. To support it, the German Eighth Army was put in readiness in East Prussia, where it was to tie down as many Russian forces as it could.

A unified command structure for the German and Austro-Hungarian armies operating in the East had not been provided for, given all the factors that had to be taken into account. There had been occasional conferences with the Austro-Hungarian Chief of the General Staff, General der Infanterie Baron Conrad von Hötzendorf, regarding the conduct of the war in the East; however, no agreements had been reached in peacetime that would have guaranteed a uniform command in war or a rigid arrangement of all the forces. Instead, each individual case would demand separate arrangements and agreements.

The deployment of the Russian Army seemed to be taking place as predicted. It was being staged in two groups: a stronger group arrayed against Austria-Hungary, and a weaker group arrayed against Germany. From the start, the former was numerically inferior to the Austro-Hungarian Army on the Galician Front. The latter menaced East Prussia simultaneously from the South and the East with two armies, which together were twice the size of the weaker German Eighth Army. Despite the unfavourable force ratios on Eighth Army’s front, Moltke urged that all operations in East Prussia be conducted offensively. To this end, on 14 August he had Dommes write to the Chief of the General Staff of the German Army in East Prussia, Generalmajor Count von Waldersee: “When the Russians come, refuse to take the defensive at any price, but instead be offensive, offensive, offensive!”

General Prittwitz had first decided to strike a blow against the Russian Njemen Army invading the country from the East, and around the middle of August he concentrated his forces against this adversary. If that blow succeeded, he could later turn against the Russian Narew Army, which was standing farther away from Germany’s southern border. In this way, by advancing from East Prussia toward the south, he would be complying with Conrad’s urgent request for support for the Austro-Hungarian offensive. Moltke agreed to the plans and intentions of Eighth Army’s Commander-in-Chief.
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On 17 August, the first news of a victory arrived from East Prussia: at Stallupönen, I Corps had achieved a welcome initial success against superior Russian forces. Thus, in spite of the enemy’s superiority, the OHL looked forward to future developments in the East without any particular anxiety.

In the meantime, on the Western Front, the mobilization and deployment plans prepared in peacetime had come off without serious difficulties and as scheduled; only the problems encountered at Liège had required the OHL’s intervention. Events in the Imperial Provinces, however, required increased attention.7 In this regard, a written exchange of views had brought about an agreement between Moltke and Sixth Army’s Chief of Staff, Generalmajor Krafft von Dellmensingen.8

After the deployment had been completed, GHQ moved from Berlin to Coblenz in order to be nearer to the Western Army during the decisive phase of operations, which was about to begin. First, though, Moltke considered whether it would not be more appropriate for GHQ to remain in or near Berlin because of the nature of the two-front war that Germany would have to wage, and whether the command of the Western Army should not be conferred upon a special Commander-in-Chief, as had been done with the Eastern Army. Chancellor von Beth-mann Hollweg had raised these questions, to which Moltke provided answers at the beginning of August. For obvious reasons, he said, these ideas could not be acted upon. At 07:55 on 16 August, the OHL left Berlin for Coblenz, arriving there on the morning of 17 August.

The start of major operations on the Western Front was imminent. So far it had been difficult to get a clear idea of the enemy’s actual situation. It was known that toward the middle of August the Belgians, four or five divisions strong, had taken up positions behind the Gete, but information about the whereabouts of their British allies was contradictory. As soon as a British landing at Ostend or in northern France was reported as a certainty, it was immediately and just as categorically denied. Moltke assumed, as he always had, that the British would land in northern France and from there advance via Lille.

More detailed information was available about the French. The OHL reckoned that since 11 August, stronger French forces had been deployed opposite the front in the Imperial provinces near Toul and Epinal and between those two fortresses.9 At first, clear proof of the enemy’s strength opposite the centre of the German Army was lacking; also, no significant forces had so far been located on the French northern wing. Only French I and II Corps were reported on the Meuse above Namur.

It was conceivable that the main French forces would mount an offensive into Lorraine.10 Also, the OHL could not lightly dismiss the possibility of an enemy advance with considerable forces towards the north as a response to the German dash to Liège. It seemed that the attempted coup de main had created a certain aimless fidgeting in the movements of the French troops. The press even reported the advance of strong French forces toward Charleroi–Gembloux.11

Finally, on 13 August the situation on the Western Front seemed to grow clearer. All reports suggested that very strong French forces had assembled in Lorraine along the line Pont-â-Mousson–Raon–l’Etape. The OHL thus surmised that the French would attempt to achieve a decision through a large-scale offensive with their main forces between Metz and the Vosges.12 It was assumed that in that sector the French had deployed about sixteen corps, six cavalry divisions, and two reserve division groups, totalling about 60 percent of the entire French force.13 Moltke was not at all surprised by this; in peacetime he had always considered such a possibility in his operational studies.14 In this event, the advance of the German right wing through Belgium, which had been planned as the key operation, lost its importance in Moltke’s eyes. A settling of accounts with the enemy forces that were assumed to be in Belgium thus became, to him, an “unimportant secondary operation”; it would suffice to leave weak forces opposite them for defence. The decision of the campaign would instead take place in Lorraine, where the main French forces would advance. In Moltke’s view, it was against them that all had to be staked, for the chief aim of German operations was to “defeat the French Army in the open field.”15

To oppose the enemy advancing into Lorraine, Moltke planned to focus strong German forces there for an integrated operation. By 10 August, all German troops in the Imperial provinces had been subordinated to Sixth Army’s Commander, Crown Prince Rupprecht of Bavaria. It was Moltke’s intention to draw back Sixth Army behind the Sarre so as to lead the French into an arc stretching from Metz, through the Sarre, into the Vosges northwest of Strasbourg. This would be garrisoned by scattered troops so as to pounce with superior forces on their two flanks. To this end, Fifth Army would strike from Metz and the Nied position while strong elements of Seventh Army came from the East, out of the Vosges. Moltke even considered ordering the cooperation of Fourth Army in this operation.16

The committal of the GHQ reserve (IX Reserve Corps, six and a half Ersatz divisions, and four Landwehr brigades) from the home front was also pondered, although five of these divisions had been scheduled for deployment on the Eastern Front. However, as nothing reliable was known yet about the landing of the British Expeditionary Force, the forces reserved for the protection of the Northern District in Germany could not yet be repositioned; this left only the Ersatz divisions. Considerations about the Eastern Front would have to be overlooked if the chance arose to strike a decisive blow in the West. Thus on 15 August, all six and a half divisions were started on their way toward Saarbrücken and Strasbourg.17 The Chief of the Operations Section, Tappen, objected to committing the Ersatz divisions to Alsace–Lorraine. At the same time, he objected more generally to the prospect of a large-scale offensive in Lorraine. He pointed out that the operation could hope to achieve a decisive success only if the French actually carried their offensive far into Lorraine, whereas if the contrary were true, and Fifth Army (and under certain circumstances Fourth Army too) wheeled, thus rupturing the German Army’s front, a serious danger would arise to the Army’s right wing. At any rate, the original grand plan of operations, long prepared and cogent, would be nullified. That plan had called for the Ersatz divisions to be deployed on the Army’s right wing; placing them on the left would tie them down in an undesirable way.18

While the pros and cons of the operation were being pondered, the situation in Lorraine remained unclear until 16 August, at which point it could no longer be assumed that the main French forces were to be found there.19 Where they were to be expected—whether opposite the centre or the right wing of the German Army—was as yet undetermined. In these circumstances, the participation of Fourth and Fifth Armies in the planned operation in Lorraine was abandoned.20 The old campaign plan to bring on a decision through a far-flung outflanking manoeuvre by the right wing through Belgium again came into force. According to this plan, it was important to execute the German Army’s great wheel around Metz–Thionville, for which the progress of the right wing would set the standard. According to all recent reports, only a loose and weak grouping of the enemy’s forces would be encountered on the important northern wing. So far, a group about two corps strong was anticipated at Dinant while another—about three corps strong—would be found north of Sedan. There was no clarity as to either the strength or the intentions of the French centre along the line Montmèdy–Pont-â-Mousson.

To execute the operational plan as laid down in the deployment instructions, only a series of detailed orders from the OHL were required by Army Headquarters. These were issued at 16:30 on 17 August. They fixed the start of the general advance for 18 August and stressed once more in concise terms the special tasks assigned to each army. First and Second Armies were given the following orders:

First and Second Army and Senior Cavalry Commander 2 are subordinated to the Commander-in-Chief of Second Army for the advance north of the Meuse. Everything hinges upon forcing the enemy forces reported to be in positions between Diest–Tirlemont–Wavre away from Antwerp while also protecting your left flanks against Namur. Later the armies must be prepared to operate from the line Brussels–Namur while guarding against Antwerp.

Furthermore, Second Army’s attention was drawn to the importance of capturing the Fortress of Namur with its left wing and Third Army’s right.

Third Army was instructed to advance with its right wing via Durbuy–Have-lange against Namur’s southeastern front, where it would join Second Army’s left wing. Close contact with its neighbours—especially Fourth Army—had to be maintained. The need for cooperation on the right in the capture of Namur was emphasized.

Fourth and Fifth Armies received orders only to the effect that an advance as per their deployment instructions was to begin on 18 August. They too had to ensure that close cooperation be maintained between neighbouring armies; Fifth Army had also to keep contact with the pivot point at Thionville.

In summary, the tasks of the troops in the Imperial provinces were to guard the German Army’s left flank under the direction of the Commander-in-Chief of Sixth Army.21

So as not to prematurely weaken the right wing, on 18 August, 37th and 38th Landwehr Brigades of the GHQ Reserve embarked for Liège from Sleswick; there they were to occupy the city, thus freeing 13th Reserve Division to join the operations of the Field Army. Obviously, it was now important to convey the six and a half Ersatz divisions that had been dispatched to the Imperial provinces to the right wing by redirecting the transports. At this point, they were detraining at their points of destination. It is not known why Moltke chose to hold these divisions there, despite Tappen’s suggestions to the contrary; perhaps it was the dislike that he later demonstrated for countermanding orders.22

After orders were issued for the advance to begin, there was a certain lull at the OHL. Except for orders to capture Namur and to attack the southeast and northeast fronts, no operative orders of any kind were issued to the armies along the right wing and the centre on 18 or 19 August. At this point, the Chief of the General Staff might have gone to the Army Headquarters to clear up any misunderstandings about the conduct of operations by personally getting in touch with each commander. However, Moltke was probably of the opinion that as important messages were likely to arrive from both East and West at any time—perhaps requiring new decisions—he could not leave GHQ. In any event, he felt justified in assuming that the Chiefs of Staff at each Army Headquarters were wholly familiar with the OHL’s intentions, given that they had all participated in the Great General Staff’s war games and manoeuvres and therefore knew the operations that were detailed with all the relevant particulars in the deployment instructions.23 Moltke therefore remained at Coblenz.

The Chief of the General Staff remained continuously informed about events at sea by the Chief of the Admiralty Staff, Admiral von Pohl, who was likewise present at GHQ. For the time being, it was not expected that the Navy would lend material support to German operations on land. However, it could offer protection against threats along the German coast.

As Denmark was keeping strictly neutral and the entrances to the Baltic had been closed sufficiently by German mines, only the Russian fleet (which on its own was far inferior in terms of combat strength) had to be reckoned with. For their part, the Russians kept entirely in the background; thus only a few older German ships of little worth were required to maintain naval supremacy on the Baltic. Also, it would be possible to reinforce them at any time through the Kaiser Wilhelm Canal.

As the North Sea was understood to be the principal arena of naval warfare, the entire German High Seas Fleet was concentrated there. The battleship squadrons were stationed under the protection of the fortifications of Helgoland and Borkum at the mouth of the Elbe and on the Jade, while scouting ships guarded the German Bight.

On 8 August, the German fleet had been ordered to disrupt the transfer of the British Expeditionary Force to the Continent. To execute this order, on the evening of the same day four submarines dashed for the Channel. They returned reporting that they had not sighted any significant enemy fighting forces. The Admiralty Staff concluded from this that the British landing perhaps had not yet started or that the necessary convoys were located much farther west than had originally been assumed. Later on, the submarines succeeded in invading the Channel and came near the transportation routes. Although these appearances repeatedly delayed the departure of transports from Britain, they could not actually destroy troop steamers because, even though the Channel constituted the British Army’s deployment zone, it had not been declared a war zone. Thus, steamers could not be torpedoed without prior search.

Beyond European waters, a cruiser squadron was stationed on the west coast of South America while one small cruiser was located in the Western Indian Ocean and off German East Africa. These were to open the cruiser war.

In the middle of August, the German naval leaders had a generally accurate picture of the distribution of the enemy’s naval forces. The main British forces were thought to be in the northern part of the North Sea; also, strong elements stationed along the Channel to protect the ports and the transfer of the BEF to France. The expected close blockade of the German Bight had not materialized; only British submarines and fishing trawlers appeared. However, a broad blockade to the north intended to shut off the North Sea between Norway and the Orkney Islands was being maintained by light British naval forces, while on the eastern exit to the Channel, local guards had been posted.

The bulk of French naval forces remained in the Mediterranean. The Austro-Hungarian Navy considered itself confined to the Adriatic Sea on account of the Italian declaration of neutrality; the German Mediterranean Division, which had been stationed on the southern coast of Italy when war broke out, had battled its way through to Constantinople.

The Advance of the German Wheeling Wing, 18–20 August

The Right Wing (First, Second, and Third Armies)

On the evening of 17 August, aerial reconnaissance was used to supplement the incomplete picture of the enemy that the cavalry had so far obtained. It appeared that around four Belgian divisions had taken defensive positions centred on Tirle-mont in a wide arc stretching to the east behind the Grote Gete River. The left wing appeared weaker, positioned as it was along the fortified line Diest–Oplinter; while the right wing bent back to Wavre. It was assumed that enemy reserves were stationed at Louvain.

The Commander of the German Army’s right wing, Generaloberst Karl von Bülow, was utterly convinced—as was the OHL—that it would be necessary to overcome the Belgian Field Army before the French and British could assist it. Nevertheless, he believed there was still sufficient time that he could await the arrival of the remaining elements of Second Army and prepare the two armies subordinated to him for a united attack. In the meantime, First Army was to prepare for the northern envelopment of the enemy, the importance of which had been stressed by the OHL. At a conference of Army Commanders held at Second Army Headquarters in Liège on 17 August, Generalmajor von Kuhl protested vehemently against this plan. He feared that postponing the attack would give the enemy time to retreat and thereby evade envelopment. Therefore it was agreed that First Army would begin its attack immediately with the forces already available. Generaloberst von Kluck wanted his army to advance along the shortest route; Bülow, however, insisted that it was necessary to attempt an envelopment of the Belgian left wing.

On 18 August, First Army was ordered to attack, enveloping the enemy’s left wing with four corps and 2nd Cavalry Division, which had been placed under its command. Second Army’s three front-line corps, VII and X Reserve Corps and X Corps, which stood on the line Waraont–Ambres, would not be ready until noon. Meanwhile, the Guard Corps was to cross the Meuse above Huy with the Reserve Guard Corps following behind it to protect against Namur. Senior Cavalry Commander 2 was to screen Second Army’s advance with 4th and 9th Cavalry Divisions in the vicinity of Perwez. Third Army was instructed to protect the Reserve Guard Corps’ flanks.

First Army Headquarters ordered II Corps to conduct the envelopment via Veerle and Diest. Its remaining corps would be sent against the enemy’s front: IV Corps toward Halen; III Corps toward Budingen; and IX Corps toward Oplinter and Tirlemont.

Early on 18 August, 2nd Cavalry Division, under Generalmajor von Krane, crossed to the northern bank of the Nethe. It was to swing beyond Veerle, blocking the enemy’s retreat to Antwerp. Although its reconnaissance patrols extended far to the north and west, it did not encounter the enemy. At 10:00, an army order directed it toward Aarschot–Brussels. However, given its considerable exertions and the heat of the day, it remained north of the Nethe in the vicinity of Oosterloo.

After a forced march of about 35 kilometres, II Corps under General der Infanterie Alexander von Linsingen reached Hersselt and Montaigu with its first divisional columns, almost unhindered by the enemy. The intended envelopment proved First Army Headquarters’ fears: it was a stroke in the air. Only reconnaissance patrols encountered enemy troops at Aarschot.

Late in the evening, IV Corps under General der Infanterie Friedrich Sixt von Armin reached the line Modenbeek–Cappellen. Although it was delayed by the destruction of the Gete bridges, it too made the march without encountering the enemy.

Around noon, III Corps under General der Infanterie Ewald von Lochow and 5th Division under Generalleutnant Wichura met a few Belgian squadrons bidding a hasty retreat near Budingen. After some light local fighting near Cappellen and Glabbeek, the division managed to reach the Diest–Tirlemont road only by evening. On the other hand, 6th Division, under Generalmajor Herhudt von Rohden, reached Stock, again without making serious contact with the enemy.

Only IX Corps found itself in a brief skirmish. The Commanding General, Generalleutnant von Quast, led 18th Infantry Division in an enveloping attack on both banks of the Gete, against Tirlemont, which had been reported to be occupied in strength. The heights north of Oplinter and the villages of Hautem, Ste. Marguerite, and Haekendover were taken despite obstinate resistance. The 35th and 36th Infantry Brigades then pushed farther forward; led personally by the Divisional Commander, Generalleutnant von Kluge, they entered Tirlemont, where they found themselves in a desperate house-to-house fight (Häuserkampf). The divisional reserves’ determined advance to the south around the town toward Cumptich soon caused the enemy’s resistance to break down. Their attempts to reestablish a line at Vissenaeken and Cumptich were short-lived, as during the night the enemy was driven out of the villages. The IX Corps’ 17th Infantry Division, under Generalleutnant von Bauer, advanced farther south, reaching the area of Hoegaarden without meeting serious resistance.24

On the evening of 18 August, First Army stood on the line Hersselt–Tirlemont. Behind the active corps, the first columns of the reserve corps had reached Beverst and Tongern. Army Headquarters was shifted to Stevoort (west of Hasselt).

On 18 August, the Army had achieved some welcome initial success. One Belgian division had been defeated, leaving over 500 prisoners and two batteries in the hands of the victor. The bulk of the enemy forces, however, had evaded the intended blow in time. It was now doubtful whether the enemy’s forces could be kept away from the Fortress of Antwerp.

Second Army’s advance on 18 August went unhindered by the enemy. After a forced march, its leading corps reached the line Opheylissem (VII Corps)–Wansin (X Reserve Corps)–Branchon (X Corps). As ordered, the Guard Corps and Reserve Guard Corps protected the advance against Namur on the fortress’s northeastern and northern fronts. The VII Reserve Corps—less 13th Reserve Division, which remained at Lièse—followed in the second line to Oreye. Senior Cavalry Commander 2’s 4th and 9th Cavalry Divisions had encountered strong French cavalry in the vicinity of Perwez, which retreated in a southwesterly direction after a short exchange of fire. That night, the cavalry corps rested at Jauche, close in front of Second Army.

By the evening of 18 August, Bülow had moved his headquarters to Marlinne, southeast of St. Trond. It was now evident to him that he had failed to force large elements of the Belgian Army to stand and fight. However, it also appeared as though a “French army group was approaching with its right wing on Charleroi extending towards Gembloux.”25 No information was available regarding the landing of British troops.26 If the Belgian Army was to be entrapped before it joined up with these French forces—or before it succeeded in falling behind Antwerp’s outer defensive works—then speed was of the essence. Therefore, all of the armies (but especially the First) had to be given distant marching destinations, despite their recent exertions.

In consequence, General Bülow ordered both armies’ advance to continue in a westerly direction. First Army was to guard against Antwerp and was to reach the line Perck (east of Vilvorde)–Bossut–Gottechain (north of Wavre) on 19 August. It was to draw its second-line corps as far forward as possible behind the army’s right wing. Second Army was instructed to advance to the area of Grez–Doiceau–Perwez–Mehaigne, safeguarding against Namur.

For First Army, 19 August elapsed without serious clashes with the enemy. Only II Corps and 2nd Cavalry Division had to overcome stiff resistance near Aarschot and to the west of the town—an area intersected by numerous gullies—so that they did not get farther than Werchter–Rotselaer. The IV and III Corps reached the area west of Louvain while IX Corps made it only to the Dyle River near Neerijsche and to the south of the town, having been temporarily detained by weak enemy rearguards. First Army’s second-line corps followed to Hasselt–St. Trond. That evening the army’s headquarters was moved to Louvain. Aerial reconnaissance revealed that the roads to Brussels were generally free of the enemy, but after 06:00 the retreat of a strong mixed column about 20 kilometres long was observed moving toward Valines via Louvain.

On 19 August, Second Army temporarily gained the impression that a significant decision by arms was at hand. On receiving a report that strong French forces had been observed at Walhain–St. Paul, II Cavalry Corps made ready to delay the enemy’s expected advance on both sides of Perwez. When the artillery opened fire on the enemy’s skirmishers, the noise of the fighting caused X Corps to deploy to the region east of Orbais. At the same time, X Reserve Corps, under General der Infanterie Count von Kirchbach, accelerated the march of its already strained divisions and the Guard Corps ordered its foremost division (the 2nd) to advance on a broad front in the direction of Aische-en-Refail while its rearmost (the 1st) protected against Namur. In accordance with ancient custom, the thunder of the guns emanating from the area of Perwez had attracted all German columns. However, the anticipated battle did not materialize as the enemy—which in reality was only some elements of French cavalry—retreated.

On the evening of 19 August, Second Army reached its destination for the day; its lead columns stopped along the general line Grez–Doiceau–Perwez, with II Cavalry Corps located in the vicinity of Walhain–St. Paul, the Guard Corps at Mehaigne defending against the northern front of Namur, and the Reserve Guard Corps south and east of Andenne, safeguarding against the fortress’s southeastern front.

Second Army Headquarters was dispatched to Jodoigne. The day’s reports suggested that the Belgian Army would likely escape into Antwerp. At the same time, reports that strong French forces were advancing in the general direction of Gembloux proved false, as north of the Sambre only large groups of French cavalry had been observed. Now as before, uncertainty about the British remained. At any rate, it appeared that there would not be an encounter with a strong enemy before 20 August.

On the evening of 19 August, General Bülow therefore ordered First and Second Armies to continue their advance the next day in a general westerly direction toward the line Ninove–Gembloux. These destinations expressed his intention to conduct a gradual wheel to the left around the fortress of Namur. The envelopment principle that underlay the entire operation was communicated to First Army in a suggestion that its commander put the weight of his forces on the right wing.

A special order from the OHL assigned the Commanding General of the Reserve Guard Corps, General der Artillerie von Gallwitz, to attack Namur. To this end he was allotted all of Second Army’s available siege formations (including those from his own corps), and those of XI Corps (Third Army), as well as four Austrian mortar batteries (30.5 cm). The artillery and engineer siege formations that remained at Liège had begun marching toward Namur along both banks of the Meuse the day before.

The 20th of August passed without event; it was a marching day for both First and Second Armies. The marches planned by First Army Headquarters again exacted considerable exertions on the troops. Nevertheless, the general line Brussels–Droogenbosch–Waterloo was reached in spite of the hot August weather.

On the right wing, II Corps—which had remained behind the day before—reached Vilvorde (north of Brussels), and 2nd Cavalry Division advanced close in front to Grimbergen. The exhaustion of the horses was increased by insufficient food, and the horses’ shoes were deteriorating on the hard-surfaced Belgian roads. All of this made it impossible for the division to comply with First Army’s urgent demand that it make a long advance in a westerly direction. Nevertheless, its scouting parties found the country to be free of enemy troops as far as the railway station of Burst (northwest of Ninove). At 3:30, IV Corps entered Brussels, the enemy capital, with drums beating and trumpets sounding. Thanks to the energetic measures taken by the German commanders and the discipline of the troops, no riots or disturbances occurred. The two other first-line corps reached their destinations at Drogenbos (III Corps) and Waterloo (IX Corps), while the first columns of the reserve corps arrived in the environs of Diest and Tirlemont.

Shorter marches were conducted by Second Army, which was positioned on the inner wing of the wheel, to the left around the fortress of Namur. The three first-line corps reached the line Mont-St. Jean–La Gatte (west of Gembloux). The Guard Corps continued its flanking march beyond the range of Namur, with its foremost division destined for Gembloux. After overcoming weak resistance, the units under Senior Cavalry Commander 2 reached the railway line Wavre–Fleurus, in the environs of Brye.

Gallwitz began his attack against Namur’s northeastern and eastern fronts with the troops under his command. That afternoon, Bülow had personally suggested that he direct the weight of his attack on the northern bank of the Meuse in order to safeguard the flank and rear of Second Army.

The reports that arrived at Second Army Headquarters on 20 August brought considerable clarity to the situation. First Army’s aviators reported that all roads in the areas of Louvain–Brussels–Alost–Termonde–Antwerp and Alost–Ghent–Ostende were free of enemy forces. Only at Termonde and north of Wolvertem were weak Belgian forces detected. It was now certain that the bulk of the Belgian Field Army had escaped to Antwerp. On 20 August, the first significant information regarding the British also arrived. First Army Headquarters found a Belgian newspaper stating that, according to a report from the official London press agency dated 18 August, “the Expeditionary corps provided for foreign service had safely arrived on French soil.”27 However, nothing was said about its whereabouts. First Army immediately shared this information with Second Army Headquarters, but the latter neglected to pass this important report on to the OHL. Bülow’s headquarters probably assumed that the landing had taken place at Calais and Boulogne and that the British were advancing toward Brussels. As neither aerial nor terrestrial reconnaissance had encountered British troops, and as British airplanes were nowhere to be found, Bülow did not think it probable that British interference would be forthcoming. He therefore believed that he had to direct his attention entirely toward locating the French left wing. At this point, it was only known that a strong French Army was being rallied in the angle formed by the Meuse and the Sambre between Charleroi and Dinant.

On the evening of 20 August, a report arrived at Third Army Headquarters that its units had reached the line Spontin–Celles–Ciergnon. Bülow therefore decided that First and Second Armies should wheel sharply to the south and await the arrival of Third Army, which was advancing toward the Meuse between Namur and Givet. This would enable all three armies to attack the enemy reported between the Sambre and Meuse as uniformly as possible. It seemed unwise to extend only Second Army’s left wing beyond the Sambre on 21 August, so it was held back until First and Second Army’s right wings executed the wheel to the southwest and south.

Therefore, Bülow ordered his army to continue its advance on 21 August so that the road Nivelles–Namur would be crossed by the first columns of troops at 08:30. Meanwhile, X Corps and the Guard Corps had to prepare themselves to mount an offensive beyond the Sambre against an enemy situated on the river’s southern bank. The Senior Cavalry Commander 2 received instructions to unite his three divisions in front of First Army’s right wing via Ath and to reconnoitre the line Torhout–Lille–Condè.

First Army was to continue its advance in southwesterly direction on 21 August. After that, it was to wheel its right wing forward to Ninove to make contact with Second Army.

In contrast to Bülow, General Kluck believed it possible that the British would soon appear by making an advance in the general direction of Ath. He thus decided to take measures to reach a decision in battle with this enemy and directed his undivided attention to ascertaining the location of the British left wing. In a letter dated 20 August, First Army’s Chief of Staff told Second Army Headquarters: “Many letters have been intercepted from [Belgian] soldiers that state with certainty that French aid is expected on their right wing while English assistance will appear on their left.” Although the French and British forces had planned to support the Belgians, continued the letter, this goal had been frustrated by the speedy advance of the German Army’s right wing. Nevertheless, First Army Headquarters still believed that a British advance from the area north of Lille would have to be dealt with imminently and cautioned that they might remain undetected because they could still be in transit somewhere on the railways. First Army had already wheeled to the southwest to place itself in close contact with Second Army, but if it continued to push its right wing onto Ninove with its reserve corps following in echelon order (held back in part to protect against Antwerp), under certain conditions First Army’s right wing might be flanked by the British. Therefore, First Army did not think it appropriate to fix the right wing’s axis of advance in the direction ordered by Second Army Headquarters. It thus desired that only a short march be made in the previously defined direction. So as to remain prepared for every eventuality, First Army wanted its right wing to form up in echelon order so as to be able to assist Second Army against the French as well as to be able to make a swinging enveloping attack against the British.

These considerations were transmitted to Second Army Headquarters by a staff officer on the evening of 20 August. That same day, General Ludendorff, Second Army’s Quartermaster, arrived at Army Headquarters Louvain and acceded to the opinion of General von Kluck. As a consequence, First Army ordered only a short march for IV, III, and IX Corps to the line Castre–Hal–Braine-le Château while II Corps was to keep back to the right in echelon order northwest of Brussels; III Reserve Corps was to protect against Antwerp, and IV Reserve Corps was to advance to Louvain.

On Third Army’s front, by 18 August aerial reconnaissance and the patrols of the OHL’s I Cavalry Corps, under General von Richthofen, had revealed strong enemy positions on the western bank of the Meuse facing north, south, and east on both sides of Dinant from Annevoie–Bouillon to Hastière and especially in the bend of the Meuse southwest of Dinant. They were occupied by French II Corps.

Third Army’s task, as laid down in the OHL’s order of 17 August, seemed simple enough: first it was to advance on the enemy entrenched on the far bank of the Meuse. But in accomplishing this task, difficulties might arise not only from enemy resistance and interference from the fortress of Namur, but also from the fact that its advance had to be made in connection with the movements of its neighbours to the right and left. The latter complications might only be avoided if the High Command directed the operations of the Western Army’s attacking wing uniformly and with the strictest restraint.

On 19 August, papers taken from a captured French officer suggested that French I Corps might also be advancing toward Dinant via Hirson–Rocroi. This corps was said to belong to the French Fifth Army, which was reported to be west of the Meuse. But the previous day, the country south and southeast of Givet had been found free from the enemy. Likewise, during the following days reconnaissance activities did not detect the presence of the enemy.

Third Army’s Commander-in-Chief, Generaloberst Baron von Hausen, suggested to General von Richthofen that the entire cavalry corps be employed south of the Lesse, but he refused on account of the heavily wooded terrain. Instead, on 20 August he took over the protection of the army’s right flank against Namur in the vicinity of Natoye (in concert with the Guard Cavalry Division under Generalleutnant von Storch), while 5th Cavalry Division, under Generalmajor von Ilsemann, was sent to the Houyet area on the Lesse to safeguard the left flank. The reconnaissance that began in front of the northern wing of the army neighbouring to the left revealed the movement of enemy troops in the region north of Bouillon and at Neufchâteau. However, by 20 August, the line Bièvre–Paliseul–Bertrix had yet to be crossed by enemy infantry. The enemy prevented reconnaissance beyond the stretch of the Semois on both sides of Bouillon.

On August 18, Third Army began its advance to the Meuse, and on the evening of 19 August the first columns of its first-line corps reached Havelange–Hamois (XI Corps), Heversin (XII Corps), and Rochefort (XIX Corps). One of XII Reserve Corps’ divisions followed XI Corps and another XII Corps. These reached Hebronval and Cherain respectively. Besides the scorching August sun, the corps was forced to suffer the insidious tricks of Belgian snipers (Heckenschützen). At Laroche, Cherain, and Geilig, and at other places too, the troops had to adopt coercive measures for their own protection.28

On the morning of 19 August, Third Army’s situation was aggravated by General Bülow’s acquisition of XI Corps for the siege of Namur. This had been granted on the authority of the OHL, which also instructed XI Corps to communicate directly with the commander of the attacking troops. Hausen did not raise any objection to this interference in his command authority as he believed that XI Corps had been expressly prepared for this purpose by the OHL. Nevertheless, he thought it would have been more appropriate to employ XII Reserve Corps for this task as it was following in the second line. Still, on 20 August, XI Corps departed north and took up positions southwest of Andenne opposite the fortress’s eastern front.

Thus on Third Army’s right wing, the need to maintain contact with the neighbouring armies had already become decisive for planning the advance. On the left wing, however, the gap that had opened up between Third and Fourth Armies (which did not get past Bastogne on 19 August) was not yet a cause for serious concern, as reconnaissance by 5th Cavalry Division and XIX Corps far to the south had not detected any significant enemy movements on the left flank.

On 20 August, the two active Saxon corps approached the Meuse and their lead troops reached the line Spontin–Celles–Ciergnon.29 The march through the hilly terrain of the Ardennes in the scorching heat exacted a heavy toll on the troops of XII Reserve Corps. Its 24th Reserve Division reached the area of Ny (northeast of Hotton) while 23rd Reserve Division arrived at Laroche.

Third Army’s movements were carried out without contact with the enemy and were protected by Senior Cavalry Commander 1. In the direction of Fourth Army—its right wing had only reached the region of Amberloup (18 kilometres south of Laroche)—a gap of 25 kilometres continued to widen. However, Fourth Army Headquarters promised via radio that the next day its VIII Corps would cover the left flank of XIX Corps at Wavreille (13 kilometres southwest of Marche), if the latter should be attacked from a southerly or southwesterly direction.

On 20 August, Hausen moved his headquarters to Marche. Reports from cavalry and aerial reconnaissance further elaborated the existing picture of the situation. It appeared that beyond the stretch of the Meuse between Namur and Givet, soldiers of French I Corps were entrenched in strong positions. It had to be assumed that these positions would be reinforced further by the enemy. Aerial observation revealed an 18 kilometre column on the Rocroi–Couvin road marching north, but there was little traffic on the Meuse valley railway between Fumay and Givet. Reconnaissance had thus found Meuse’s eastern bank to be generally free from the enemy. On the opposite bank, the French were busily reinforcing their positions while the artillery ranged in their guns on important points; the Meuse bridges were still intact. As before, the region south and southeast of Givet was reported to be completely free of the enemy.

The approaches to the Meuse valley were blocked by the small French fortress of Givet, close to the Belgian border. Also, the railways and roads debouched from the hilly country of the Meuse in the vicinity of the fortress. The fortress itself was, however, obsolete, as its outer works were situated immediately in front of the little town.

Hausen believed that an attack should only be mounted once his forces were united, for the enemy’s positions on the Meuse were endowed with an unusual natural strength and would be overcome only with difficulty. To this end, he planned to draw the reserve corps forward into the first line, although it had been marching behind the army’s right wing as it approached Namur. Hausen thus deprived himself of the ability to shift the emphasis of the attack in response to the situation. To prevent the premature depletion of the reserve corps’ strength, the forward movement of XII Reserve Corps into the front line was to be achieved without increasing its marching distances by even a small margin. Thus on 21 August it would be imperative for the front-line corps to show restraint. Hausen therefore gave these units orders to push covering parties through to the Meuse as reconnaissance of the enemy’s positions had to begin. XII Reserve Corps was to continue its advance towards Nettinne and Hogne (6 kilometres northwest of Marche).


V

THE BATTLE OF THE FRONTIERS

The OHL before the Start of the Battle of the Frontiers

While the German wheeling wing—First, Second, and Third Armies—advanced on the army’s far right, German Fourth and Fifth Armies prepared to begin their own offensive in the Army’s centre.1 Fourth Army was to deploy so as to be in position to wheel to the south to support Fifth Army if it were threatened with attack, or to later intervene in Third Army’s operations on its right. Its orders were to advance between the Boegen–Noville–Ortho–Champlon road on the right and the Mallingen–Bettembourg–Arlon road on the left, a comparatively narrow front of 35 kilometres that forced it to deploy in depth. Aerial reconnaissance revealed little about the enemy’s intentions or dispositions. By 19 August, Fourth Army had reached the line Bastogne–Attert; the next day its right corps stopped at Amberloup while its left reached the vicinity of Mellier–Thibésart. Its movements were largely uncontested, except for a skirmish with some French cavalry outside Neufchateau.2

Fifth Army’s instructions were to advance with its right wing via Bettembourg–Mamer–Arlon–Florenville; it would also have to capture the small French fortress of Longwy in its centre.3 As with Fourth Army, its initial movements were largely unopposed. On 18 August its advanced corps reached the line Mamer–Didenhofen; the next day Fifth Army began to wheel around that city. On 19 August, the French were seen to be advancing northwards from the direction of Chiers Brook; then on the 20th, stronger French forces were seen moving in the direction of Neufchâteau. By the end of the day the army’s right wing had reached the line Etalle–Châtillon–Thionville–Redingen–Deutsch-Oth. The capture of Longwy was entrusted to Generalleutnant Kaempffer, and by 20 August the 3,000-man garrison with 50 guns still remained inactive. All seemed to be going according to plan on the German right wing.4

Meanwhile, in Alsace and Lorraine, Rupprecht’s counterattack—which had been pushed back by one day following Dommes’s visit on 18 August—was set to begin on 20 August. In southern Alsace, seventeen battalions of Landwehr troops faced an attack by six French infantry divisions and one cavalry division. Although the German infantry delayed the French advance, they were soon pushed back to the Rhine as the French occupied Mulhouse for the second time on 19 August.5

THE ADVANCE OF THE GERMAN WHEELING WING HAD BEEN EXECUTED AS directed in the deployment instructions. A special need for intervention by the OHL had not arisen. Thus far, operations had also been executed on schedule. An examination of operational planning maps prepared in peacetime based on the deployment instructions showed that the actual course of operations had followed them exactly: the Army’s right wing extended beyond Brussels, just as had been planned under the most favourable circumstances of peacetime. The great speed of the right wing’s advance had enabled the Army to pass through the defile between Antwerp and Namur before any serious engagement with the enemy; beyond, the advance had begun to develop in depth. Thus, the situation on the decisive wing appeared favourable.

At this time, the reports that had been submitted about the French seemed to afford a clear picture of their location. Only the whereabouts of the British remained uncertain.6

On 20 August, the OHL dispatched a summary of reports about the enemy to the headquarters of First through Fifth Armies:

As of 20 August, the French distribution of forces is assumed to be as follows: on the Meuse between Namur and Givet, French I, II Corps, perhaps also X Corps; south of the Sambre between Namur and Maubeuge, enemy forces are approaching between Namur and Charleroi, and already today one or two corps at most have reached the vicinity of the Sambre; west of the line Charleroi–Fumay, about three corps are advancing north and these are probably reserve divisions (presumably they have yet to reach the line Philippeville–Avesnes). The landing of the British at Boulogne and their employment from the direction of Lille must be assumed. However, it is the OHL’s opinion that large-scale landings have yet to be carried out.7 Opposite the centre of our army between Fumay and Charleville, there appear to be no enemy forces at all—or at least only weak ones. It is the OHL’s view that French III, XI, IV and strong parts of VI Corps are located from Charleville to Verdun. It is not inconceivable that four reserve divisions have formed up behind them. According to reliable information, the reserve divisions began detraining on 19 August.

Only Senior Cavalry Commanders are to be notified.

No conclusions about the enemy’s intentions could be drawn from these reports. One thing, however, was evident: on the Army’s right wing and centre, it appeared that a great decision by arms was impending. It was certain that as the advance continued, especially when the German Army’s right wing crossed the Sambre and the Meuse on both sides of Namur, it would clash with the left of the French Army. It was therefore of the utmost importance that as the three armies approached the Sambre and Meuse, their cooperation be guaranteed. In this regard, it was a considerable problem that the fortress of Namur would separate Second and Third Armies’ advance.8

Decisive battles were also to be expected at the German Army’s centre (Fourth and Fifth Armies) as it approached the Meuse, especially if the enemy took the offensive, as some reports indicated it would.

On the Army’s left wing, the enemy had continued to advance slowly into the Imperial provinces between Metz and the Vosges. After a brisk exchange of ideas with the OHL, Crown Prince Rupprecht decided to mount an attack on 20 August in order to clarify the situation, despite Moltke’s belief, now as before, that Sixth Army should yield farther still.9 The OHL had given Sixth Army Headquarters both freedom of action and full responsibility for the situation.

It was obvious that congruency in the conduct of operations by these several armies could be provided only through a strict and centralized leadership by the highest authority as well as clearly defined instructions communicated to each Army Headquarters. But what were the OHL’s operative aims for the imminent and decisive battle? On which part of the German Army’s front—and by which means—was the decision to be sought? Where—and under which conditions—would the fighting become protracted? Each Army Headquarters would have to be provided with clear, instructive answers to these questions by 20 August if the uniformity of their actions was to be guaranteed and, thus, one of the most important provisos of success preserved.

All these problems had been carefully considered by the OHL, which had developed clear and well defined aims for conducting the battles to come. As in the advance, the German Army’s right wing was to set the pace for the attack, and it was assigned the decisive part of the offensive. For the time being, if the enemy attacked along the Army’s centre, it was to keep back on the defensive; only if the enemy did not attack was the centre to go over to the offensive so as to fix the French in place. In either case, it had to remain in contact with the pivot of the wheel at Thionville. The protection of the Western Army’s left flank remained the duty of the troops in the Imperial provinces. However, these clear ideas were not communicated to the various Army Headquarters in the form of a uniform order. Generalleutnant Tappen explains as follows:

The OHL’s operative aims for the imminent, decisive battle were the simplest imaginable. The advance was conceived as a great left with its pivot on Metz–Thionville. When it met the enemy, a great, uniform envelopment from the right was to take place. In this respect, it fell to the right wing to attack immediately and with great haste, enveloping from the right while the inner army had to conform its conduct to the other’s attack. In general, defence would be the first priority for the armies of the inner wheeling wing; the other armies would have to maintain coherence of the whole, pay attention to the conduct of the enemy, utilize favorable situations, and mind the condition of the ground. Thus, if the enemy attacked in one place, defence might be imperative in order to allow him to advance as far as possible so as to improve the effectiveness of the envelopment from the right. In another place, a German attack might be necessary so as to hold an enemy who would eventually yield so as not to allow him to escape from imminent envelopment. Thus, to ensure unity of purpose, no uniform order could be issued to the inner armies. Instead, to account for the ever changing nature of the situation, an exchange of ideas would have to take place and individual orders issued by telephone. The role of each army in the expected battle had already been talked over during the course of many [peacetime] war games and General Staff rides. During these, the anticipated army commanders had been assigned to command their armies as far as was practical. In my opinion, there could exist no doubt as to how each army was to act. In August 1914, no doubts were ever expressed in my presence.

Moreover, on account of our peacetime discussions and training, Generaloberst von Moltke intentionally restrained himself believing that he had to safeguard the independence and responsibilities of his subordinate army commanders. He believed that as they were closer to the front, the army commanders would be better able to judge conditions and the enemy more reliably than could he from distant Koblenz.10

While this assessment is doubtlessly correct, in order to retain control on the Army’s decisive right wing, the Chief of the General Staff had to be closer to the events on this wing, at least so long as he lacked reliable wire communications. He had to consider events from the opinions he formed while in personal contact with the front and could not rely solely on the reports of his Army Headquarters. Understandably, these were all too likely too to judge the situation from the conditions peculiar to their own fronts. Therefore, in response to the suggestions of Tappen, Moltke had temporarily considered moving GHQ (or part of it) to Belgium, to the region north of Namur. However, this idea was dropped, again on account of the hostile attitude of the inhabitants and the insidious attacks on German staff officers and command authorities that were occurring daily in Belgium. Generaloberst Hans von Plessen, First Commandant of the Kaiser’s Headquarters (Kaiserlichen Hauptquartiers), was present at the Chief of the General Staff’s daily briefings to the Kaiser from the very start of the war, and, based on his diary notes, reports as follows: “The General Staff Chief has also considered shifting GHQ behind the right wing to the region of Namur, but declined to do so out of regard for the Kaiser’s safety as the insurgent filled countryside had yet to be pacified. On his part, His Majesty advocated that he belonged where operations required his presence; in this I always have supported His Majesty.” However, concerns for the Kaiser’s safety were not the decisive factor in the decision to abandon the movement of GHQ to Belgium. Instead, it was feared that the General Staff and the extensive GHQ organization could not function efficiently or effectively in the highly agitated country. At the time, secure and direct communications with Eighth Army Headquarters in the East could not be abandoned. Finally, the great office’s unwieldiness and lack of mobility, as well as its reliance on the railways, was probably also decisive in reaching this decision. Thus, as had been the rule during the prewar General Staff rides and war games, Moltke left the senior army commander in centralized, temporary command of the operations on the decisive wing. At the start of the war, it was not customary to form army group commands; these only developed later from the experiences gained during the World War. Only Russia used such a command structure at the war’s beginning. Moltke believed that General von Bülow was the leader most capable of directing operations on the right wing of the German Army; incidentally, he was also the senior Prussian general. “In my opinion,” wrote Moltke in a letter to Chancellor von Bethmann Hollweg, “he is the most capable of our army commanders.”11

On this point Plessen writes:

If [Moltke] exerted a great personal restraint in directing operations during the period 20–25 August, I believe it is because his confidence in the operative ability and leadership qualities of Oberstgeneral von Bülow was so great that he believed that he would be able to leave the complete conduct of operations in his hands. Moltke’s confidence was strengthened all the more by the fact that Bülow was much closer to the events and therefore probably better knew how to adjudicate the necessary arrangements than the Chief of General Staff of the Field Army who was stationed further back.

It is inappropriate to judge here whether Moltke’s confidence was justified and whether Bülow was truly one of the old army’s most capable commanders. His competence in military matters, his towering will, and his strong character doubtlessly placed him among the most outstanding and dominant personalities of the old army. In peacetime he had won high praise for his training of the army, especially as III Corps’ commander; his principles of preparing comprehensively for a war of all arms and promoting their cooperation gained him the following of most of the army. During the war, he could demonstrate his operative abilities only to a limited degree because of the deterioration associated with his advanced age. The army commander was nearly sixty-nine years old and no longer possessed the mental and physical agility required by his high position and his important duties.

It had originally been intended that Third and First armies would both be subordinated to Bülow. However, this was rejected as Saxon Generaloberst Baron von Hausen was his senior. Thus, Bülow was instructed to only protect the unity of operations by reaching mutual agreements with Third Army Headquarters. The difficulties inherent in such an arrangement were exacerbated by a lack of sufficient information from, and communications with, the front. Apparently, in peacetime no one had developed an entirely accurate understanding of the overwhelming pressure that modern war might exert on communications. These were not yet technically sophisticated enough that they could meet all necessary requirements. In this respect, while the OHL found itself almost completely dependent on radio communications to deal with the distant headquarters of First and Second Armies, the technology was not up to the task in terms of range, reliability, and number of stations. Workable telephone communications were available only to the armies on the left wing and at the centre and at Third Army Headquarters. As strange as it seems, even though airplanes had been provided to transmit information, the OHL made no use of them in its dealings with the various Army Headquarters, and those headquarters made only limited use of them in their dealings with one another.12
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AT 14:30 ON 20 AUGUST, THE OHL ISSUED ITS INSTRUCTIONS TO THE THREE armies on the right wing for the decisive operations that would take place over the next few days. They read in part:

First and Second Armies must close up along the line reached on 20 August, while still safeguarding against Antwerp. The attack upon Namur has to be started as soon as possible. Both army headquarters must reach agreements to synchronize the imminent attack against the enemy located west of Namur with Third Army’s attack on the Meuse between Namur and Givet. In the further operations of the right wing, the employment of strong cavalry west of the Meuse will be required. Therefore, Senior Cavalry Commander 1 must notify Third and Fourth Armies that he is vacating their fronts and begin to move north around Namur. When arriving on the northern bank of the Meuse, Senior Cavalry Commander 1 will be subordinated to Second Army’s commanding general.

At 16:30, Third Army received the same order with the following addition: “Fourth Army is instructed to keep its right wing in close contact with Third Army’s left.”

The order requiring First and Second Armies to stop on 21 August and to close up along the line reached the previous day indicates that the OHL intended to lead both armies to the Sambre together. All three of the right wing’s armies were then to attack simultaneously. The enemy located west of Namur was designated as the object of First and Second Armies’ attack; the stretch of the Meuse between Namur and Givet was given to Third Army as its objective. The German right wing had been assigned a clear operative task by the OHL, but now it was relinquishing its command authority and placing the execution of the operation in the hands of two less senior commanders. In explaining these extraordinary measures, Tappen writes:

The right of command was abandoned because of GHQ’s distant location at Coblenz. Under certain circumstances, an intervention from there might have brought about disadvantages. From the night of 20–21 August onwards, it had become at least temporarily necessary for Generaloberst von Moltke to remain there because of the situation in the East and the fact that direct telephone communications were possible from Coblenz. Though I personally believed that Moltke’s decision to delegate command of the German Army’s right wing to Generaloberst von Bülow was a temporary expedient and thus advocated shifting GHQ behind the army’s right, when a decision was reached for GHQ to remain at Coblenz, I thought it both consistent and appropriate for Moltke to restrain himself as he did. To do otherwise was to potentially do harm rather than good by sending instructions from afar which might no longer be relevant to the actual situation and were thus obsolete.

No uniform instructions were issued to guide the conduct of Fourth or Fifth Armies against the enemy on their fronts. The OHL’s intentions were that each day, orders would dictate whether the German centre would attack, or ward off an assault if the enemy attacked. It was pointed out to both armies that they were to keep in close contact, as Fourth Army was assigned to protect Third Army’s left wing and flank as they attacked across the Meuse between Namur and Givet.

IN THE MEANTIME, ON 20 AUGUST, EIGHTH ARMY’S OFFENSIVE ON THE EASTERN Front against the Russian Njemen Army had begun. Around noon, reports about the battle at Gumbinnen arrived, bringing with them expectations of a victory. At the same time, the Austro-Hungarian Army’s deployment against Russia appeared generally to have unfolded according to schedule and was approaching completion. During the next few days, the offensive in Poland was to begin. With the few German scout ships cruising the Baltic reporting that the Russian fleet remained entirely absent, the danger of Russian landings on the German coast, which at the war’s beginning had not been considered impossible, seemed to disappear. Denmark remained neutral and absolutely reliable, and nothing came of British intentions to land at Jutland or Schleswig. Every report about the BEF indicated that it was still being transferred to France.

Thus, the OHL looked forward to the beginning of the decisive battle in the West without anxiety as to events on the Eastern Front or along the German coast.

On the Army’s left wing, the battle in the Imperial provinces had already begun. The decision there would be of great importance to the further operations of the German wheeling wing.

The Battles of Mons and Namur

The Operations of First, Second, and Third Armies on 21 August

On 21 August, the cavalry corps executed its marching orders in front of the Army’s right wing. The II Cavalry Corps, which had been told to unite its divisions via Ath in front of First Army’s right, reached the sector of Braine-le-Comte and Soignies. Scouting parties determined that the country as far west as Lessines–Ath–St. Ghis-lain (west of Mons) was free of the enemy. On Third Army’s front, I Cavalry Corps carried out the OHL’s instructions of 20 August and began to depart the Meuse for the Army’s right wing; by evening it had reached the environs of Huy. That same evening, Bülow ordered General von Richthofen to use his two divisions to gain the region south of Nivelles and to reconnoitre beyond Second Army’s right wing in the direction of Valenciennes–Maubeuge–Philippeville.

The instructions issued by the OHL on the afternoon of 20 August arrived only late that evening at the headquarters of First and Third Armies. Upon their receipt, General von Hausen immediately dispatched a General Staff officer to Second Army so as to maintain contact with that army. On 21 August, the movements of First and Third Armies were carried out as planned and without incident, in accordance with the instructions issued by their respective headquarters.

The three corps in First Army’s front line (IV, III, and IX Corps) reached the region southwest of Brussels along the line Castre–Hal–Braine-le-Chateau; II Corps remained on the right northwest of Brussels, formed up in echelon to the right rear. To protect against Antwerp, III Reserve Corps marched to the area of Aarschot–Werenter; IV Reserve Corps reached Louvain.

On 21 August, Third Army’s XII and XIX Corps marched to the east of Dinant, reaching the line Spontin–Ciergnon; XII Reserve Corps was still drawing forward to the right wing and remained on the march. Third Army’s outposts had reached the Meuse, and the eastern bank of the river was found to be clear of the enemy. The reconnaissance of the western bank and preparations for the attack thus began. The region east and northeast of Givet and Lomprez was also found to be free of the enemy. Therefore, there was no danger to the army’s left flank.13

The 21st of August did not quite go according to plan for Second Army. The OHL’s instructions of 20 August arrived at Second Army Headquarters that afternoon, but not until after orders had already been issued for 21 August. Although the OHL had expressly ordered First and Second Armies to hold along the line reached on the 20th, Bülow retained the orders that he had already issued calling for a continuation of Second Army’s advance to the Sambre. Apparently he intended to facilitate Third Army’s difficult crossing of the Meuse by capturing the Sambre line as soon as possible.

On the evening of 20 August, immediately after receiving the OHL’s instruction, Bülow sent the following message by radio: “Cooperation with Third Army has already been secured by this authority.” He then sent the following radio message to Third Army: “On 21 August two corps from Second Army will advance to the Sambre along the line Chatelet–Jemeppe. It is urgently desired that Second Army collaborate in the close approach of Third Army to Meuse.” The army commander supplemented this radio message a few hours later with another, which arrived on the morning of 21 August at Third Army Headquarters. It read: “Intending to open Meuse crossing for Third Army. For this purpose, at 11:00 on 21 August, X Corps will arrive at Tamines and the Guard Corps at Jemeppe.”

The advance of Second Army’s right wing on 21 August came off as per the orders issued by its headquarters. The right-wing corps, VII Corps under General der Kavallerie von Einem (also known as von Rothmaler), advanced in two columns via Nivelles and Genappe. The lead troops in both divisions encountered the enemy in the environs of Obaix, which were thrown back across the Canal-du-Centre. The divisions spent the night north of the canal but sent advanced patrols to its southern bank. The X Reserve Corps also advanced in two columns via Quatre–Bras and Villers–Perwin, reaching the region of Frasnes-lez-Gosselies and the area to the northwest of Gosselies on VII Corps’ left, but only after the corps’ 2nd Guard Reserve Division drove back enemy forces from Liberchies.

Modified instructions were issued to the army’s left wing. A dispatch from an intelligence officer at Third Army Headquarters received early on 20 August caused Bülow to stop X Corps’ and the Guard Corps’ hurried advance toward the Sambre crossings at Tamines and Jemeppe. This report indicated that Third Army’s artillery could open the fire against enemy positions behind the Meuse on the evening of 21 August at the earliest. In these circumstances, the capture of the Sambre line—which might entail significant fighting—seemed to be appropriate only once Second Army was in a position to deploy all of its forces so as to support First and Third Armies. Therefore, at 09:00, a radio message was sent to Third Army Headquarters that stated: “Second Army will not attack today.” The Army Commander then went to Sombreffe, where he told the Commanding Generals of X Corps and the Guard Corps that it was his firm intention to keep both corps back until the Army’s right wing was in a position to advance across the Sambre.

As a result, X Corps’ commander, General der Infanterie von Emmich, ordered the divisions that had already dispatched mixed elements ahead toward the Sambre, not to cross the line Pleurus–Velaine. At 13:00, he gave the order that units north of this line should rest, but added: “It is important for the divisions concerned to gain control of the Sambre bridges in their sectors.”

The Guard Corps’ commanding general, General der Infanterie Baron von Plettenberg, had already sent his 2nd Guard Infantry Division toward Auvelais via Velaine. It was specifically ordered to capture the Sambre crossing at Auvelais and “if necessary, to take it by force.” Likewise, 1st Guard Infantry Division was ordered to take and hold the crossing at Jemeppe while still protecting against Namur. After the conference with the Army Commander, these orders were changed by Plettenberg: 2nd Guard Infantry Division was now ordered to stop in the environs of Velaine because “for the time being, an attack across the Sambre had not been planned.” At 09:30, 1st Guard Infantry Division was also ordered to hold, at Mazy. There it provided protection against Namur in conjunction with General von Gallwitz’s troops deployed on the fortress’s northern front.

Bülow again summarized his intentions in a radio message to Third Army Headquarters, which he sent at 10:40. It read:

X Corps and the Guard Corps will advance to the Sambre as advised today, but there will be no attack. Instead, I intend to continue the wheel in a south-westerly direction with First and Second Armies so that, in combination with Third Army, we can strike as uniform a blow as possible against the enemy forces which are reported to be south of the Sambre and west of the Meuse. Until then, the reports which come in regarding the enemy will be decisive in setting the date for the attack; at any rate, I shall inform Third Army in time.

Thus, 21 August was intended only to witness the conclusion of the flank march around Namur and the completion of the wheel to the south. But the events on the Sambre had already been put in motion, despite the Army Commander’s intentions.

The detachments that X Corps had dispatched ahead ascertained that the Sambre crossings at Tamines and Auvelais were occupied by the enemy. Complying with the corps commander’s orders, 19th Division took possession of the bridge west of Tamines in a quick dash by one battalion. At the same time, an attempt to force the crossings at Pont-de-Loup failed due to the resistance of the enemy, which was well established on the northern bank. The division spent the night in two groups around Larabusart and Pleurus, with guards deployed against Charleroi and the Sambre. The timely arrival of the Army Commander at Velaine prevented 20th Division from mounting larger enterprises. In the meantime, a request had been received from the Guard Corps for the division to intervene in the fighting that had flared up on its front. This was refused by the Division Commander, Generalleutnant Schmundt, who referred the clear instructions he had received. His division instead rested in the area of Velaine.

In the Guard Corps’ sector, reconnaissance had also determined that the enemy had occupied the Sambre bridges and had entrenched on the southern bank. Southeast of Arsimont, enemy batteries were detected. The 2nd Guard Infantry Division complied with its corps’ initial instructions and had begun to fight for the crossing when Plettenberg’s new order stopped it in the region east of Velaine. As a consequence, the Divisional Commander, Generalleutnant von Winckler, ordered his unit to rest. It arrived south of Velaine around 10:00. Based on individual scouting reports, however, he formed the opinion that the crossings at Auvelais and Jemeppe were weakly held by the enemy and that they had to be taken as soon as possible, for they would be important to the Army’s later advance. The corps commander arrived at the division shortly thereafter. At first he was reluctant to agree to such an obvious deviation from the Army Commander’s instructions. Finally, General Ludendorff, who was also present and from Army Headquarters, tipped the scales in favour of the attack; he pledged that he would personally defend the decision to the Commander-in-Chief. At that point, Plettenberg gave 2nd Guard Infantry Division the order to cross the Sambre.

Under covering fire from Guard Field Artillery Regiment 4 and the heavy field howitzer battalions, Regiment Augusta assaulted the crossing at Auvelais, taking it after heavy fighting and penetrating the village on the far bank. Later, the enemy’s stiffening resistance required Regiment Franz to be deployed to the right of Regiment Augusta. A detachment of Guard Field Artillery Regiment 4 was sent after them to the river’s southern bank. Movement was hindered but not prevented by quick fire from French positions south of Arsimont. Because of darkness, a decision could not be reached. That night, the reinforced 4th Guard Infantry Brigade, under the command of Generalmajor von Gontard, held the captured positions south of Auvelais. Meanwhile, an attempt by 3rd Guard Infantry Brigade’s Regiment Elisabeth to capture the crossing at Jemeppe had also been frustrated by heavy French artillery fire after some initial success. While it is true that 2nd Guard Infantry Division had succeeded in securing a bridgehead on the southern bank, General von Winckler’s initiative had been isolated. The 4th Guard Infantry Brigade’s situation was difficult, for it was now situated with the river to its rear while in front of it stood a strong enemy. Only a continuation of the attack and the intervention of neighbouring units could bring it relief.

Thus, on the evening of 21 August, a considerable portion of Second Army had executed its wheel to the south and its first columns had crossed the Canal-du-Centre on the right and the Sambre on the left.

When late that afternoon Bülow learned from Ludendorff about the events on the Sambre, he accepted without question that the decision had arisen from the bold initiative of those under his command. Nevertheless, he could not ignore the fact that it would now become difficult to maintain a firm grip on events.

The reports about the enemy’s situation transmitted from Coblenz by the OHL on the afternoon of 20 August arrived at Second Army Headquarters on the following afternoon. They confirmed Bülow’s view that an intervention by the British could not yet be anticipated.14 Now as before, he focused his complete attention on the enemy units that had been reported between Charleroi and Namur south of the Sambre. During the afternoon of 21 August, reconnaissance patrols had been unable to gather any clear indication of either their strength or intentions.

The attached cavalry were unavailable, for on this day both cavalry corps were on the march to their new scouting areas. Thus, aerial reconnaissance became all the more important. By 18:00, aerial scouts had reported to Army Headquarters that they had seen significant enemy bivouacs along the general line Beaumont–Philippeville and to the east; that strong enemy columns (about three corps) were moving north beyond this line; and that apparently the enemy had yet to occupy the Sambre area in strength. In general, this confirmed the generally accepted picture of the situation.

If the French columns observed to be approaching failed to get much beyond the line Beaumont–Philippeville on 21 August, it might be enticing the following day to exploit the situation by quickly overcoming the Sambre area with as strong forces from Second Army as possible while it was still only weakly held. But as there was no certainty about the whereabouts of the enemy, Bülow was compelled to persevere in his original intentions. On 22 August he wanted First and Second Armies to complete their wheel to the south. First Army would have to march close to the Second in order to “execute the blow to the French forces which were reported south of the Sambre and west of the Meuse” as uniformly as possible with all three armies on 23 August.

Thus, on the evening of 21 August, the order was given for Second Army to close up to the line Binche–Fontaine-l’Eveque and the Sambre on the following day “so as to facilitate Third Army’s crossing of the Meuse by forcing the Sambre early on 23 August.” Sectors for the advance were assigned to the front-line corps; X Reserve Corps, X Corps, and the Guard Corps were ordered to keep a firm hold on the Sambre crossings in their respective areas and to construct new ones. At 23:50, the OHL was advised by radio about Second Army’s intentions (Third Army had been so advised at 23:10) with these words: “Second Army’s attack across Sambre begins early on the 23rd; left wing Jemeppe–Mettet.”

Instructions were issued for First Army “to assist in protecting against Antwerp and holding Brussels while, if the need arose, it should also support Second Army’s movements west of Maubeuge while isolating the northern and northeastern front of this fortress.”

Despite the opinion of General von Bülow, First Army Headquarters (which remained at Louvain on 21 August) continued to believe that it would soon have to deal with the intervention of the British, who had landed several days before. Although the axis of the British advance had not yet been ascertained, it seemed probable that they would be moving via Lille—an opinion shared by the OHL. In the opinion of General von Kluck, a complete wheel to the south by First Army therefore seemed premature and hazardous. He wanted to lead his army forward as before, in a general southwesterly direction, with both wings in echelon so as to be able at any time to turn to the south, west, or northwest. In this way he hoped both to preserve his freedom of action and to avoid a premature concentration of the Army’s right-wing units. Guided by this intention, he had already fixed First Army’s marching orders for 22 August when Bülow’s instructions arrived. At this point Kluck immediately dispatched an orderly officer, Hauptmann von Brauchitsch, to Second Army Headquarters with a written report explaining his different opinion. However, Second Army’s Chief of Staff, Generalleutnant von Lauenstein, held that in continuing the advance as Kluck intended in a south-westerly direction, First Army “would stray too far and would therefore not be in a position to support the Second Army in time.” Second Army Headquarters was therefore “compelled to insist upon” the need for First Army to face in a more southerly direction in order to isolate Maubeuge and support “Second Army’s attack to the west.” Although Brauchitsch repeatedly pressed the views of his superior, Lauenstein insisted on his opinion. In the end, this was condensed to the effect that “First Army would have to support the attack of Second Army by isolating Maubeuge and, therefore, would have to approach closer.” Roeulx was given as next marching destination for the left-wing corps.

In these circumstances, Kluck had no alternative but to give the following orders for 22 August: “First Army will turn to the left so as to support Second Army.” The II Corps remained in rearward echelon to the right; the three corps in the forward line started toward the line Lessines–Soignies and to the southeast (IV Corps to Ollignie Silly, III Corps to Thoricourt–Louvignies, IX Corps to Laugrenée–Mignault).

The III Reserve Corps was to deploy on both sides of the Dyle Canal between Louvain–Malines so as to protect the army’s rear against Antwerp; IV Reserve Corps was to reach Brussels.

The Operations of First, Second, and Third Armies on 22 August

SECOND ARMY CROSSES THE SAMBRE

In the late morning of 22 August, Generaloberst von Bülow went forward with his staff to the heights near Fleurus, northeast of Charleroi, to see for himself developments on the Sambre and at the same time to gain an impression of the section of the Sambre that needed to be overcome. On his way, he crossed fertile farmland dotted with numerous settlements. Large fields of grain, potatoes, and beets covered the ground; splendid rows of majestic trees hemmed the road on both sides. Isolated farms and chateaux with large, often enchanting parks were scattered around the countryside. When he arrived on the Fleurus heights, the army commander saw a completely changed picture: at his feet lay the deep, sunlit valley of the Sambre. On his side, the ground sloped gently toward the river; on the far bank, it rose steeply like a menacing rampart. It seemed like a difficult if not impossible position to assault when occupied by the enemy, especially considering the many excellent artillery positions available to the French. Built-up areas stretched right up the river’s northern bank; these would conceal an approach, but they would also make it more difficult to control troops, weakening any assault as soon as it started. Reconnaissance had revealed that the river itself was partly canalized—that is, hemmed in by high banks. These would be another tough obstacle, especially if the bridges were destroyed or remained in enemy hands, protected by artillery.15

Aerial reconnaissance on 21 August confirmed that the enemy occupied the region of Beaumont and Philippeville in strength, but it did not reveal the location of the first columns of enemy troops moving north. One report noted enemy entrenchments north of the Beaumont–Philippeville road. On the morning of 22 August, further aerial reconnaissance from the Guard Corps reported that the region northeast of Philippeville near Mettet–Stave was strongly occupied, while enemy forces along the Meuse between Namur and Dinant, and on the Sambre west of Namur, were weak. Finally, toward noon on 22 August, aerial scouts reported that in the area Charleroi–Thuin–Philippeville–Bioul–Franière, an estimated three cavalry divisions, with artillery and infantry attached, were rallying and advancing north.16 This last report seemed to clarify the situation. Apparently, the enemy had yet to advance strong forces across the Beaumont–Philippeville road. It appeared that French forces entrenched on the heights north of this road were awaiting a German attack. Farther north, strong cavalry units, with artillery and only weak infantry attached, were advancing toward the Sambre, seemingly as an army vanguard.17

Bülow concluded that he was facing relatively weak forces, chiefly consisting of cavalry, on and directly south of the Sambre. He believed that if he acted quickly, it might be possible to advance beyond the difficult Sambre unmolested by the enemy’s main forces on 22 August. This consideration tipped the scales, but in reaching this decision he was disregarding plans that he had already agreed to with First and Third Armies—a factor that might lead to friction. However, the opportunity “to take advantage of the favourable moment and, on 22 August, to cross this difficult Sambre section with the left wing before the arrival of further enemy forces” overrode his fears.

Third Army was the first to be informed of the new decision. At 12:10, in the early afternoon, the following telegram was sent to Third Army Headquarters: “Enemy south of Sambre, apparently so far only three cavalry divisions with weak infantry. Second Army continues to advance to the line Binche18–Mettet. Quick advance of Third Army with right wing towards Mettet urgently desired.” Bülow’s rather sudden change of opinion could, in certain circumstances, jeopardize his cooperation with Third Army—for example, it was doubtful whether Third Army would have sufficient time to adapt to the changed conditions, considering the difficulties it had reported. Nevertheless, Bülow issued no new instructions to First Army, apparently assuming that it was moving quickly in the direction he had previously ordered and that no further acceleration was feasible.

At 12:45, Second Army’s troops were ordered to “march at once to the line Binche–Mettet and to make contact with Third Army, which has been asked to advance with its right wing from Yvoir (south of Namur) towards Mettet.” Simultaneously, these corps were assigned new areas of advance as well as reconnaisance tasks.

In the meantime, around noon on 22 August, events took a completely different course from that which Second Army Headquarters had expected when it issued orders on the evening of the 21st.

Only VII Corps executed Second Army’s order on the extreme right wing. During the night, after the opposing forces had departed from the area of the Canal-du-Centre, 13th Division under Generalleutnant von dem Borne marched toward Binche, while Generalleutnant Fleck’s 14th Division, to the east, moved on Anderlues. These divisions were to proceed to their rest areas north of Binche and Anderlues respectively.

But when 25th Brigade’s vanguard, which was marching on 13th Division’s right wing, approached Pèronnes (north of Binche), it unexpectedly met British cavalry, which retreated in a southwesterly direction after putting up weak resistance. This first encounter with British troops was immediately reported to Army Headquarters. In the meantime, minor forces from 26th Brigade had taken a hand in 14th Division’s battle against the French north of Anderlues, near Piéton. French resistance, however, soon abated when the division’s main forces joined the action and 26th Brigade made itself felt in their left flank. The 14th Division rested in the region north of Anderlues, while 13th Division halted in the region of Haine–St. Paul and Mont-Ste. Aldegonde.

To the left of VII Corps, X Reserve Corps had been ordered to advance on the maze of houses and mines at Charleroi. The corps commander, General der Infanterie Count von Kirchbach, had ordered 2nd Guard Reserve Division to advance via Roux toward Marchienne-au-Pont, while 19th Reserve Division was to move via Gosselies toward Charleroi. Both divisions were to take possession of the Sambre bridges in their lines of advance.

At around 11:00, news that X Corps had been fighting an intense battle since the early morning for the Sambre crossings at Pont-de-Loup (east of Charleroi), as well as east of there, reached 2nd Guard Reserve Division while it was at rest near Roux. Immediately, the divisional commander, General der Infanterie Baron von Süßkind, resumed his advance. While passing through the eastern part of Monceau-sur-Sambre, the town’s inhabitants opened fire on the vanguard troops from their houses and gardens. In a wild street battle, the division’s troops attempted to gain the Sambre crossing, but they were forced to bypass the now burning village and outflank Monceau to the west, after which they crossed the Sambre on the bridge east of Hameau. On the other bank, the division first turned against the train depot east of the bridge and then stormed the heights of Montignies-le-Tilleul. In the meantime, the remainder of the division had marched west around Monceau toward Leernes (south of Fontaine-l’Évêque) in order to protect the vanguard’s right flank. There they encountered the enemy, whom they threw back southwards after a short skirmish. Still in the evening, Landelies and the Sambre crossing at that location were occupied. The division’s rearward elements had not been committed to battle and spent the night north of Monceau.

The advance of X Reserve Corps’ other division—19th Reserve Division—ground to a halt in the suburbs of Charleroi, which had been systematically equipped for defence. This formation’s foremost units become entangled in intense street fighting during which each house had to be stormed before the fanatical resistance of the town’s inhabitants was broken. The division’s commander, Generalleutnant von Bahrfeldt, doubted that, given these circumstances, the formation could continue toward Charleroi, for that would entail violent fighting and heavy losses, all of which would preclude reaching the Sambre before nightfall. In accordance with Army Headquarters orders, Bahrfeldt therefore turned his division east toward Montignies-sur-Sambre. There the bridge, which was completely intact and unblocked, was taken without a shot at 16:30. But when the division’s leading elements began ascending the heights at Couillet, they received fire from the west. Wheeling to the right, the division advanced in fighting formation beyond the Charleroi–Philippeville road. At the same time, other forces of 19th Division destined for Loverval reached the outskirts of the forest on both sides of the village. Not until around 22:00 did the enemy evacuate its positions and disappear into the woods south of Loverval. The remainder of the division, which crossed the Sambre at 18:00 and deployed to the left of the vanguard, came into only slight contact with the enemy. The 19th Reserve Division spent the night on the battlefield.

Thus, X Reserve Corps had fought its way across the Sambre without very heavy losses. However, it had been unable to give its left neighbour, X Corps, direct support in the latter’s dire struggle for its section of the Sambre. Nevertheless, X Reserve Corps’ resolute advance had alleviated X Corps’ situation considerably.

In accordance with the army order of 21 August, X Corps’ commander, General von Emmich, instructed his two divisions to remain with the bulk of their forces massing on the northern bank of the Sambre on 22 August, but “to push strong patrols to the southern bank.”

Correspondingly, 19th Division’s commander, Generalleutnant Hofmann, assigned the reinforced 37th Brigade to capture the Sambre bridges from the outskirts of Charleroi to the edge of Tergnée and arrayed the 38th Brigade in readiness behind it. The 37th Brigade crossed the Sambre at Chatelet and Pont-du-Loup without substantial enemy interference. In the late morning, this formation threw the French, who had established themselves on the southern outskirts of Chatelet, back upon the heights east of Bouffioulx after intense street fighting. The 20th Infantry Division planned to take advantage of the darkness in order to capture the crossing points. Its commander, Generalleutnant Schmundt, started moving units from 40th Infantry Brigade via Tergnèe against the heights of Roselies, while the remainder advanced via Tamines toward the heights of Falisolles. The 39th Brigade was to remain in readiness at Velaine at 06:30. The infantry advancing via Tergnèe crossed the Sambre undisturbed at 03:30 and advanced as far as the northern exit of Roselies, although possession of this objective was wrested from the enemy only after a bitter and violent battle through a tough defence. But then the French launched a counterattack on Roselies from Aiseau. The Germans managed to halt this enemy attack with the support of field artillery, which was hurried forward, but a further advance was out of the question without reinforcements. Those segments of 40th Brigade destined for Tamines, in the meantime, started crossing the bridge south of the village at 16:00 after intense house-to-house fighting, deploying in the Sambre lowlands for an attack upon the heights at Falisolle, despite intense French artillery fire. Suffering heavy casualties, they got as far as the railway station of Falisolle, but there, strong French counterattacks forced their withdrawal back to the Sambre bridge.

Aerial reconnaissance reported the approach of additional enemy forces from the south. When General Emmich arrived soon after 08:00 at the heights north of Tamines, he concluded that his corps could only hold the Sambre crossings if he deployed his entire corps. Therefore, at 09:00, he deviated from Army Headquarters’ instructions, ordering 19th Infantry Division to advance toward the heights south of Pont-de-Loup in strong reverse echelon order to the right; at the same time, 20th Infantry Division was to move on the heights north of Le Roux. Until these orders were executed, Corps Headquarters—which in the meantime had moved to Wainage—experienced some tense hours. On the right, X Reserve Corps was advancing toward the Sambre. However, from the left, shortly after 11:00, grave news arrived that 2nd Guard Infantry Division was retreating to the northern bank of the Sambre; this news was all the more surprising because in the early morning, that division had requested the support of X Corps “in order to hold the ground gained on 21 August.” The X Corps was thus faced with a potentially dire situation; alone on the southern bank of the Sambre, the commander needed to maintain firm confidence in his troops so as to hold on to the gains already taken. The question was, what had happened to the 2nd Guard Infantry Division?

For 22 August, the Guard Corps’ commander had ordered 2nd Guard Infantry Division “to hold the crossings of the Sambre at Auvelais and Jemeppe and to construct more crossings at suitable points.”19

The advance beyond Jemeppe did not materialize at all because Corps Headquarters refused to release 1st Guard Infantry Division, as the situation near Namur remained unclear and because events at Auvelais were monopolizing 2nd Guard Infantry Division’s strength and attention. Here, Guard Infantry Brigade 4 was still in the positions it had reached on the evening of 21 August. But as soon as the fog in the valley lifted, around 06:00, it was exposed to violent French attacks from the region of Arsimont. The French poured considerably superior forces into this fight; it was later determined that the majority of French X Corps had taken part. The intensity and violence of these attacks increased continuously. The 4th Guard Infantry Brigade, which in the meantime was reinforced by 3rd Guard Infantry Brigade’s Regiment Alexander, obstinately held its positions against these attacks, despite effective enemy artillery fire. The Guard Field Artillery Regiment 4 operated against the attackers from south of Auvelais, while the 2nd deployed on the northern bank of the river. Nevertheless, the Prussian Guards’ situation soon became very difficult. Enemy artillery fire from the heights at Falisolle and Arsimont grew ever stronger, dominating the main road and bridge of Auvelais, nearly halting all traffic.

General von Gontard, commanding forces south of the Sambre, had used all his troops except five companies held back behind the centre when, toward 10:00, General von Plettenberg ordered his retreat to the northern bank of the Sambre. Gontard later complained:

My remonstrations at division headquarters were to no avail.… The divisional commander protested against the assumption that he had given the order. I was quite upset. The need to stand fast, holding out in the heaviest of enemy fire, would not last long for 20th Division and 1st Guard Infantry Division were bound to arrive eventually. I hoped to withstand even a superior enemy attack with my three grenadier regiments, protected by the entire division’s artillery.

However, the retreat order stood and had to be executed. Miraculously, the batteries of Guard Field Artillery Regiment 4 escaped almost unharmed. The infantry’s disengagement also came off surprisingly well as, shortly before, it had rebuffed a violent French attack, inflicting heavy enemy losses.

Then, in the midst of 4th Guard Infantry Brigade’s retreat, a counter-order arrived. To the columns making for the bridge, orders were called out: “Nobody retreat. Everyone resume their old positions.” General von Gontard carried out this somewhat confused order. The batteries of Guard Field Artillery Regiment 4 about-faced on the village road and resumed their old positions south of Auvelais. Toward noon, the infantry was also pushed forward, though not without casualties, back to the positions it had earlier evacuated. Thanks to the excellent conduct of the troops, who were unfailing even in the most precarious of situations, a crisis had been overcome that might easily have developed into a crisis. It was friction among higher commanders that had caused this situation.

Aerial reconnaissance indicated to the Guard Corps’ commander, General von Plettenberg, that the enemy held the region northeast of Philippeville in strength. This intelligence was immediately passed on to Second Army Headquarters. Another reliable aerial report received between 09:00 and 10:00 indicated that strong French forces, reportedly in three columns, were advancing from an area northeast of Mettet–St. Gerard toward the Sambre. Upon hearing a report from his Chief of Staff, Oberstleutnant Count von der Schulenburg, Plettenberg decided that 4th Guard Infantry Brigade, aided by the river on its right and left south of Auvelais, would have to hold its positions despite the enemy’s great superiority. This was decided chiefly in consideration of X Corps’ situation, especially since around this time Regiment Elisabeth had occupied the crossing at Jemeppe, which the French had recently abandoned. But when new and increasingly strong French attacks were launched against the weakly held bridgehead of Auvelais, Plettenberg reversed his decision. Towards 10:00, without the knowledge of his Chief of Staff, the general personally telephoned 2nd Guard Infantry Division’s commander with this order: “Immediately withdraw everything to the northern bank of the Sambre.” Very soon afterwards, the situation again changed at Corps Headquarters when aerial reconnaissance arrived at 10:40. This report noted that the approaching enemy consisted mainly of cavalry units.20 The retreat order was immediately countermanded, and 2nd Guard Infantry Division was told that the approach of several enemy divisions had been unconfirmed. The latter then dispatched an orderly officer directly to the troops to induce them to resume the advance.

General Plettenberg had taken the first decision to retreat without consulting X Corps, his neighbour to the right. When General von Emmich learned of the retreat order, towards 11:00, he advised the Guard Corps that his troops were already advancing on the southern bank of the Sambre and that it would be impossible for them to evacuate it. Emmich expressed the expectation “that 2nd Guard Division would remain on the southern bank of the Sambre as otherwise the corps’ left flank would be in grave danger.” Having made his decision to hold out, he resolutely adhered to it, despite the extremely precarious situation of his corps.

In the meantime, as per the corps order of 09:00, X Corps advanced against the heights of the Sambre’s southern bank. South of Chatelet, supported by field artillery located at Châtelineau (east of Charleroi), 19th Division led off with its 37th Brigade south of the road to Presles to attack the edge of the forest southeast of Chatelet. The 20th Division, fighting at Rosalies, broke the enemy’s obstinate resistance. The latter yielded toward Aiseau; 20th Division followed. Meanwhile, to support this division, parts of 38th Brigade (of 19th Division) that had been put in readiness near Fleurus were committed to battle via Pont-de-Loup. Shortly after 10:00, they crossed the Sambre bridge there; toward noon, they reached the sector west of Aiseau. As the retreating enemy could no longer be caught and engaged, they received orders to advance toward Presles to support 37th Brigade fighting southeast of Chatelet.

Towards 14:00, the situation at X Corps was as follows: 19th Division, with its 37th Brigade, was advancing toward the forest southeast of Chatelet; meanwhile, parts of 38th Brigade were attacking Presles, while other parts were engaged at Pont-de-Loup. Parts of 20th Division were situated south of Aiseau while other segments rested south of Roselies and near the Sambre bridge at Tamines. Around this time, Second Army Headquarters’ attack order arrived, having been issued at 12:45. The X Corps’ firm and energetic advance had successfully paved the way for this operation. At 14:15, General von Emmich ordered his divisions to reach the line Noirchien (8 kilometres south of Charleroi)–Gerpinnes–Fromiée (east of Gerpinnes).

Execution of this order meant that the direction of attack had to be shifted to the southwest, a difficult prospect for those divisions. However, only the division’s right wing was able to execute the movement: 19th Infantry Division’s 37th Brigade had followed the retreating enemy, pressing hard after him up to the heights south of Presles. Here they received the order to gain the heights of Noirchien via Lover-val. Consequently, they let the enemy continue his retreat into the woods south of Villers-Poterie and started marching in the direction ordered via Bouffioulx. However, because of another short clash southeast of this village with an enemy whose strength could no longer be ascertained owing to the encroaching darkness, the brigade proceeded to rest near and north of Acoz.

In the meantime, the united 38th Brigade had thrown its adversary back beyond Presles. From here it began a series of tiring marches from one place to another, lasting deep into the night; this was caused by 20th Division’s constantly changing situation. The brigade finally made its way into its billeting area near Acoz–Joncret.

The 20th Division did not receive the corps order of 14:15 until 17:30. Around this time, 39th Brigade, after a hard-fought battle, captured the plateau northwest of Le Roux. Because the defeated but still strong enemy occupied the town of Le Roux, it was impossible to execute the wheel into the line Gerpinnes–Fromiée as ordered. The 20th Division therefore entrenched on the plateau northwest of Le Roux.

The X Corps’ victorious advance had materially alleviated the situation of 2nd Guard Infantry Division, which was struggling bravely on its left. Enemy attacks abated after noon, when the adversary began to retreat here too. The crisis at 4th Guard Infantry Brigade had been overcome. “It grew quieter and quieter,” noted General von Gontard, “we were again masters of the situation and had fulfilled our mission.” Glad of heart, the corps and divisional commanders thanked the brigadier whose troops had brilliantly withstood this test of military ability in an extremely precarious situation. Plettenberg now ordered 2nd Guard Infantry Division to advance in the general direction of Mettet. That evening, after further small skirmishes, the division reached the line Aisemont–Ham-sur-Sambre. Attempts to join up with Third Army’s right wing—which it was assumed was advancing from Yvoir toward Mettet—were unsuccessful; from the east, where the Meuse flowed, all appeared quiet.

In the meantime, on Second Army’s extreme left wing north of the Sambre, VII Reserve Corps’ 1st Guard Infantry Division, under Generalleutnant von Hutier, had secured the area Spy–Isnes against the western front of the fortress of Namur and had drawn near 14th Reserve Division via Gembloux. As it turned out, the fortress at Namur did not threaten the army’s flank. In the evening, however, the lead elements of 1st Guard Infantry Division had to be drawn back behind the Orneau in order to put them out of range of the fortress guns.

Meanwhile, the Guard Reserve Corps and XI Corps, both subordinated to General von Gallwitz, had started their attack against the fortress of Namur from the north and northeast. The I Cavalry Corps, on its march around the fortress, reached Gembloux (Guard Cavalry Division) and Éghezée (5th Cavalry Division).

THE EXCHANGE OF IDEAS BETWEEN FIRST AND SECOND ARMY HEADQUARTERS AND THEIR ORDERS FOR 23 AUGUST

On the evening of 22 August, First Army—carrying out the army order of 21 August—had reached the line Silly–Thoricourt–Louvignies–Mignault with its foremost corps (IV, III, and IX Corps) without disturbance. The II Corps was deployed in echelon to the right at Ninove; IV Reserve Corps was in Brussels. The III Reserve Corps, as ordered, was screening Antwerp along both sides of the Dyle Canal. The II Cavalry Corps headquarters had united its divisions near Ath and had reconnoitred the army’s right flank and in front of the right wing.

Early on 22 August, Hauptmann Koeppen, dispatched from the OHL to the front, arrived at First Army Headquarters. Afterwards, he reported to the OHL on the situation of the three armies of the right wing through a telephone call routed via Liège:

Second Army will reach Binche–Fontaine-l’Évêque–Charleroi–Auvelais today. Third Army closes in on the Meuse as well. First Army follows the Second in echelon to the right, and is to advance later with its left wing hard to the west of Maubeuge. According to General von Kuhl, it should be assumed that British divisions landed on 17–18 August at Boulogne, Calais, and Dunkirk. Great logistical difficulties are also reported.

Around noon, First Army Headquarters moved from Louvain to Hal. Reports submitted at 17:00 on 22 August gave a detailed picture of the enemy situation. Cavalry and aerial reconnaissance, which had been scouting far to the west, agreed that the entire area on the army’s right flank—the country around Ghent, Deynze, Kortryk, and Audenarde as well as the Roubaix, Lille, and Tournai sectors—was free of the enemy. On the roads and railways leading east and southeast from these areas, aerial scouts noted no conspicuous traffic on 22 August. Importantly, these observations confirmed that the British troops recently disembarked in French ports were not concentrating in the area Kortryk–Lille–Tournai; thus, First Army’s flank and rear did not yet appear to be exposed to danger. However, different reconnaissance reports suggested that the BEF was probably deploying on the French Army’s left wing, in the region of Mons–Maubeuge. At 11:00 on 22 August, German cavalry had surprisingly received fire at the Canal-du-Centre, 6 kilometres east of Mons. At 11:50, army cavalry reported by radio: “A patrol from Cuirassier 4 undoubtedly identified one British squadron at Casteau, northeast of Mons.” Furthermore, IX Corps reported that, according to prisoner interrogations, British troops had occupied Mons. Already on 20 August, a British airplane had been sighted circling over Louvain, which suggested the presence of the British Army itself. Also on 22 August, around noon, 5th Division shot down a British aviator coming from Maubeuge. A clash with the British Army, perhaps as early as 23 August at the Canal-du-Centre, now seemed likely. It seems that Army Headquarters did not at this time consider using the afternoon and evening hours of 22 August to deploy II Corps and IV Reserve Corps in echelon order and bring them closer to the front line; it was assumed that the bulk of the British Army was actually farther south. Besides, Army Headquarters was reluctant to exact still greater exertions from these two corps, which were already exhausted from their recent marches.

Incomprehensibly, IX Corps Headquarters had failed to pass on further important reports from aerial scouts to First Army, apparently due to the rush of events. These gave a clear idea of the British advance: heavy automobile and other transport columns were reported moving from Valenciennes toward Mons; and strong columns consisting of combat troops and supply trains were on the Engle-fonteine (northeast of Le Cateau)–Bavai road and farther ahead toward Binche. Furthermore, an extremely important aerial reconnaissance report from Fourth Army’s VIII Corps recognized the approach of a 20 kilometre column consisting of cavalry, artillery, and infantry from La Chapelle toward Avesnes. First Army Headquarters was not advised of this report either.

Headquarters’ opinion of the developing situation in the afternoon hours of 22 August was reflected in the notes of First Army’s Chief of Staff, General von Kuhl:

Our assumption that the British had landed long ago and were advancing, was confirmed. We assumed them to be in the region between Valenciennes and Maubeuge, but perhaps further back. They appeared in conjunction with the French. The area in the direction of Lille and Tournai was free from the enemy. Anyhow, the area in front of the German armies was not fully clear. Drawing First Army much nearer to Second Army was impossible. We had to advance beside, but not adjoining, Second Army.

First Army’s mission, in Headquarters’ opinion, was chiefly to envelop the enemy’s left wing, including the British. To this end, First Army’s right wing had to swing farther. Its left wing had to be led forward in a general southwesterly direction toward Mons. Furthermore, First Army’s commander believed that on that date, Second Army having crossed the Sambre, his formation was no longer subordinated to Second Army, which the OHL had ordered only for the operations north of the Meuse and the Sambre. To ascertain this, First Army Headquarters telephoned the OHL. Oberstleutnant Tappen replied that First Army was indeed subordinated to the Second, now and for the foreseeable future, and that General von Moltke agreed with Second Army orders, which stated that First Army’s left wing was to surround Maubeuge. Close contact was to be maintained to facilitate an attack against the Sambre line. Only after the enemy was defeated could the army swing farther away.

In complete disagreement, and in light of the importance attributed to First Army’s advance for the success of the overall operation, General von Kluck once again remonstrated, this time with Second Army, again giving his opinion of the situation. He dispatched a staff officer, Hauptmann von Schuetz, to Second Army Headquarters, transmitting First Army’s reservations and concerns to Generalleutnant von Lauenstein. Hauptmann von Schuetz drafted an account of this visit after his return to First Army Headquarters. He wrote:

1. If Third Army advances between Namur and Givet in a westerly direction, the Second between Binche and Namur in southerly direction, and First Army is drawn near in an easterly direction, such a large conglomeration of troops will develop within the coming days that the unhampered continuation of operations would become badly affected, at the very least delayed.

2. The danger looms that IX Corps will be tied up before Maubeuge and will be caught lacking at the decisive moment.

3. It is feared that any diversion away from First Army’s chief aim—envelopment of the enemy’s northern wing—will be decisive. This point gains so much more importance considering that, now for the first time on 22 August, British troops have made their appearance.

General Lauenstein had just received the reports on the violent battles south of the Sambre when Hauptmann von Schuetz arrived. Lauenstein disagreed with Kluck’s desire to advance in a southwesterly direction via Mons with First Army’s left wing, because battles still raged south of the Sambre. The course of these battles thus far had shed light on the activities of the French Army. It now seemed impossible that Second Army would be able to seize the Sambre before stronger enemy forces intervened. Behind the heights directly south of the Sambre, both French cavalry and the bulk of French Fifth Army were standing in complete readiness for combat, apparently expecting a German advance. The enemy, for his part, had even begun to attack opposite X Corps and the Guard Corps. Second Army had encountered a strong and in places superior enemy in both sustained and sporadic fighting. This formation was in a rather difficult situation, with the Sambre to its rear and Namur at its flank. Third Army’s hoped-for support remained questionable. The enemy on the Meuse between Namur and Givet still seemed to be holding out against Third Army; thus, on the following day, heavy fighting had to be expected once again in crossing the river.

In these circumstances, Lauenstein felt unable to dispense with First Army’s immediate support in the continuing battles to be expected on 23 August, since, in the meantime, Second Army had received instructions from the OHL, according to which “First Army’s advance would have to be carried out in the direction of Maubeuge unless information available there required another direction of march.” But Lauenstein conceded to First Army’s requests insofar as he no longer demanded the isolation of the northeastern front of Maubeuge and deemed it sufficient if a division of First Army went as far as Givry. During these negotiations, he said that in the execution of Second Army’s order only “an intermezzo would be involved.” He very much hoped to designate marching objectives for First Army that were located farther west as early as the evening of 23 August, and he reminded General von Kluck that he would never lose sight of First Army’s important duties. In conjunction with Schuetz’s report, a radio message was sent from Second Army Headquarters to First Army, at 19:55. It said: “On 23 August, First Army would have to reach Givry northeast of Maubeuge with its left wing corps.” For the time being, this order nullified the broad outflanking manoeuvre that First Army had in view. These new instructions would require the army to wheel sharply to the south; until now, it had been advancing in a southwesterly direction.

The news submitted to First Army Headquarters by 21:00 had generally confirmed what was already understood about the enemy’s situation. While there was no imminent danger to the army’s flank, the British had appeared, joined with the French, and were expected to appear from the direction of Mons. It was possible that First Army would clash with the British the following day at that location, or more south at the Canal-du-Centre. There was a clear need to concentrate the army’s forces to meet the imminent attack more effectively.

General von Kluck, however, did not consider the situation settled. He believed it necessary to lead his army forward in echelon to the right and left in order to be “ready to quickly manoeuvre wherever the enemy showed himself.” He also believed that, until the location of the British main force was ascertained—especially their left wing—he could not relinquish the deep echelon order his army had adopted in favour of tying up the various formations in a fixed direction. Accordingly, at 21:30, he ordered that on 23 August the advance was to continue in deep echelon into the region northwest of Maubeuge. He therefore assigned the following destinations for his corps: II Corps was to advance on La Hamaide, IV Corps to Basècles and Stambruges, III Corps to St. Ghislain and Jemappes, and IV Reserve Corps to Bierghes. The IX Corps, advancing via Mons and Thieu, was to protect the army’s movements against the enemy at Maubeuge; III Reserve Corps retained its previous task of guarding against Antwerp. On 22 August, II Cavalry Corps had marched ahead of First Army’s outer wing, approaching Ath and La Hamaide in the evening. This formation communicated its intention to advance toward Kortryk but was summoned to cooperate in the impending battles by marching in the direction of Valenciennes. The British had appeared before the army in the afternoon, and this was duly reported to the OHL: “British squadron at Mons. British aviator fifth squadron coming from Maubeuge was shot down at Enghien.”

Immediately after this army order was issued at 21:50, directing operations for 23 August, IX Corps reported that, while in the section of St. Ghislain–Mons, it had not observed enemy entrenching activities: “The British already occupied the Canal-du-Centre crossings between Nimy and Ville-sur-Haine.’ Toward 02:00, the 4th Cavalry Division commander, Generalleutnant von Garnier, sent a telegram stating: “Everything up to the Scheldt free; British at Maubeuge.”

Now the situation was clear, except for the location of the British left wing. Regarding this, it seemed that only the impending battle would bring clarity. It now appeared necessary to synchronize the forward troops’ movements for the imminent attack against the Canal-du-Centre and, of primary importance, to properly coordinate the right wing. Army Headquarters, however, still awaited further intelligence, especially regarding the British left, which, come what may, had to be enveloped. New instructions, therefore, were not issued to the corps.

In the meantime, Second Army Headquarters had gained a clear understanding of the battles raging along the Sambre. The army’s left wing had gained a firm foothold south of the Sambre. The violent French attacks there had been rebuffed, and the enemy had been pushed back everywhere; nevertheless, this combat had produced no clear decision in any place. For this, Third Army’s advance of 23 August had assumed heightened importance. For Second Army, the next day promised only a continuation of these attacks.21
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When questioned, the OHL advised its armies not to expect any further orders for 23 August.

On the evening of 22 August, therefore, General von Bülow ordered Second Army’s units swinging far to the south to fix their positions and ordered, as well, the various corps to cross the line Fontaine-Valmont–Thuin–Mettet at about 08:00. The VII Reserve Corps, whose 13th Reserve Division was still deployed at Liège, was to relieve 1st Guard Infantry Division northwest of Namur with its 14th Reserve Division. The Guard Division was then to join its corps across the Sambre. Furthermore, VII Corps was ordered to provide protection against Maubeuge, while the Guards were to safeguard against Namur south of the Sambre. The II Cavalry Corps was to continue scouting on the front and on First Army’s right flank, while I Cavalry Corps was to take up reconnaissance in front of Second Army’s right wing.

First Army was issued no further instructions. However, late on the evening of 22 August, the situation south of the Sambre had eased substantially and the need for direct support by the advance of its left wing in close contact with Second Army must have seemed less urgent than it had a few hours before, when Hauptmann von Schuetz was present. Uncertainty about events at Third Army was somewhat clarified by an evening telegram from that headquarters. This report noted that Third Army intended to engage the Meuse position early on 23 August. Clearly, it had not yet complied with the request to attack on 22 August.

EVENTS IN THIRD ARMY’S SECTOR

On 21 August at 13:00, Generaloberst von Hausen, along with his Chief of Staff Generalmajor von Hoeppner, moved to Achêne. There his subordinate generals attended a conference on the impending attack.

Based on his own reconnaissance and that of his scouting detachments, the Third Army commander had gained a clear understanding of the major obstacles in the upcoming attack against the Meuse line around Dinant.

Along this stretch, the Meuse was wide, flowing through a deep ravine between rock walls that rose almost vertically. These rocky slopes, ragged, cleft, and often forested, offered the defender numerous possibilities for hiding machine guns and artillery. The river’s western bank had been reported occupied, and the bridges were mostly intact. Almost all the roads leading down into the Meuse valley, as well as those in the valley itself, could be overlooked from the western bank and could be brought under fire from there. Villages, summer cottages, and estates nestled along the river. Away from the roads, approach was possible only for troops on foot. Effective artillery support for any infantry attack from the commanding eastern bank was difficult and could be achieved only though a determined approach including both observation and artillery. The wooded ravines through which brooks ran east to west into the Meuse offered a picture similar to that of the Meuse valley itself; these flowed directly though the enemy’s field of fire. These conditions would make for severe difficulties regarding the command and control of attacking personnel.

Thus, General von Hausen knew that Third Army’s attack would have to be conducted across an extremely difficult natural obstacle. Heavy combat was sure to ensue if even an inferior enemy mounted anything more than a minimal defence.

Based on reconnaissance reports and a 21 August conference with his generals, General von Hausen thought that the Meuse could only be crossed if the attack were carefully prepared. Any undue haste, he believed, might endanger the entire enterprise.

Third Army Headquarters’ orders for 22 August stipulated that XII and XIX Corps, the two foremost corps, were to close up on the Meuse; meanwhile, XII Reserve Corps was to continue its advance toward the right wing. The day ended without serious fighting for Third Army, whose time was spent chiefly with preparations for the Meuse crossing. Also, Army Headquarters was moved to Leignon (15 kilometres east of Dinant).

The XII Reserve Corps reached the region west of Natoye and Sovet. The XII Corps cleared the enemy from the heights along the right bank of the Meuse while the majority of 24th Division (of XIX Corps) held at Dréhance north of the River Lesse. Meanwhile, 40th Division closed up as far as Mesnil–Église, east of Givet. At Feschaux, 40th Division’s cavalry scouts encountered weak enemy infantry and found the right bank of the Meuse free of the enemy. Reconnaissance of the Meuse crossings revealed that the bridges at Dinant, near Anseremme and Hastière-Lavaux, remained intact and that near the island south of Waulsort there existed suitable places to make the crossing. Hurried attempts to occupy these important points failed, however, causing heavy casualties. On the afternoon of 22 August, the French blasted the bridge near Anseremme.

With VIII Corps—the outermost unit of Fourth Army’s right wing—still far back, the XIX Corps commander, General der Kavallerie von Laffert, had made contact and requested flank protection against the Meuse line Blaimont–Givet; he also asked for forces to be pushed up to the line Mesnil–St. Blaise–Feschaux. The VIII Corps commander, General von Tuelff, thereupon promised to dispatch a reinforced infantry brigade to Beauraing, still on the evening of 22 August; but he simultaneously advised that Fourth Army had wheeled its marching columns to the south. He himself would deploy his corps in readiness around noon at Honnay–Lomprez in order to intercept enemy cavalry, which were expected to advance from the south through that location. The XIX Corps immediately reported on this situation to Third Army Headquarters. In the evening, more detailed information on Fourth Army’s situation arrived at General von Hausen’s headquarters. The first reports told only of VI Corps’ battle at Tintigny; later news, however, reported the advance of strong enemy forces in a northerly direction from the line Bouillon–Izel; it was this enemy that Fourth Army had intended to attack. To this end, VIII Corps was also to march south via Bièvre–Graide, leaving only the aforementioned reinforced brigade at Beauraing to protect against the enemy at Givet.

Because of these reports, Third Army Headquarters found itself facing a new situation. The question was: Should it adhere to its agreements with Second Army or wheel to the south with strong forces to support Fourth Army so as to eradicate the danger menacing its own flank from there? A quick decision had to be taken. Because Fourth Army had not requested that Third Army’s assistance be continued on 23 August, General von Hausen assumed that the former could handle the French approaching from the south on its own, thereby effectively protecting his army’s left flank. The expectation of an attack from this direction was lessened because, according to aerial and cavalry reconnaissance reports submitted on 22 August, the banks of the Meuse on both sides of Givet–Charleville, and the sector east of the Meuse, in the area Givet–Charleville–Bièvre–Weilin–Rochefort, were free of the enemy. Therefore, General von Hausen decided to honour his agreements with Second Army for 23 August, in spite of Fourth Army’s impending battle.

Reconnaissance reports on the condition of Third Army’s left wing on the Meuse convinced von Hausen not to attack the difficult Meuse line directly. Reports indicated that two French corps were in a strong position behind this obstacle. Therefore he instead decided to shift the attack’s centre of gravity to his own southern wing by displacing forces into the region southeast of Givet, in order to envelop the enemy’s right wing. Probably because of the urgency with which Second Army’s Commander-in-Chief pressed for the close cooperation of both armies, Hausen believed he was justified in risking a direct attack upon the enemy positions. He made his arrangements accordingly. The army order for 23 August fixed limited objectives for the attack: to force the enemy-occupied Meuse sector and gain possession of the Meuse heights west of Dinant in the line Hautle-Wastia–Sommière–Onhaye, beyond which the bulk of the forces involved were not to advance. The line of demarcation between the two active corps was formed by the road Dinant–Onhaye. Artillery fire was entirely at headquarters’ discretion. The Reserve Corps was entrusted first of all with double flank protection for XI Corps attacking the fortress of Namur, as well as for XII Corps advancing against the Meuse. The remainder of its forces were to support XII Corps’ direct attack, “as early as possible with the parts that could be spared from its other duties.” At 21:00 the OHL, as well as the neighbouring Army Headquarters, were advised of these intentions. Fourth Army Headquarters was specifically asked “to keep Givet under fire and to protect the army’s left flank against Givet.”

Toward midnight, an intelligence officer who had been dispatched to Second Army on the evening of 20 August returned to Third Army Headquarters. He brought more detailed news about events on 21 August at Second Army and those in the late morning of 22 August. He also carried copies of Second Army’s order of 12:45 on 22 August and of the telegram to Third Army Headquarters of 14:10, which until then had not arrived.22 General von Hausen and his Chief of Staff, General-major von Hoeppner, again faced the problem of whether they ought to change or supplement their orders for 23 August. The news that the corps of Second Army had already crossed the Sambre on 22 August, and that the enemy—originally overestimated—was now thought to number only three cavalry divisions with some infantry, pointed directly to a strong attack by Third Army through the area south of Givet. Hausen, however, adhered to his decision to launch a direct attack, largely because Second Army had urgently pressed the necessity of the right wing’s hurried advance toward Mettet. This betrayed the fact that Second Army had encountered strong resistance. The only supplement to the Army Commander’s orders was for XIX Corps, “along with 40th Division, to take possession of the crossing near Hastière-Lavaux during the night in order to be ready for a parallel pursuit if the enemy decided to retreat on account of Second Army’s advance.” For this mission, the division advanced one battalion, with one battery attached, during the night. Before it even reached the east bank of the river, this battalion encountered obstinate resistance, which it was unable to break.

That night, another telegram arrived from the OHL stating that “in our opinion, the region Fumay–Sedan and northeast of there was free from strong forces; at Philippeville–Beaumont today there were about three corps, and apparently a big gap between Givet–Chiny.” Despite the explicit mention of a large gap in the enemy’s front, as yet nothing was changed in the measures taken. Second Army’s urgent request to advance the right wing from Yvoir to Mettet was probably instrumental in maintaining this attitude.

Second and Third Armies, 23 August

THIRD ARMY’S OFFENSIVE ON THE MEUSE

At 04:00 on 23 August, General von Hausen and his staff visited the proposed observation post on the Achêne–Dinant road, just south of Taviet. Soon after his arrival, XII and XIX Corps Headquarters reported that their artillery batteries were ready to fire.

A dense fog hung over the Meuse valley. Before 06:00, as the fog started to dissipate, the Commander-in-Chief had gone forward to XII Corps Headquarters at Sorinne and ordered the artillery to open fire. He also ordered that the infantry make a reconnaissance in force to ascertain whether the enemy positions were still occupied. Shortly after 06:00, the artillery opened fire, to which the enemy responded feebly.

At around 06:00, XII Corps’ commander, General der Infanterie d’Elsa, exceeded the letter of the Army Commander’s order, directing his two divisions to forgo a reconnaissance in force in favour of an assault against the section of the Meuse around Houx–Les Rivages. The well-trained soldiers of these divisions were to bring the enemy-occupied western bank of the Meuse under fire. Accordingly, soldiers from both divisions reached the steep edges of the valley in a quick dash, drawing strong reserves after them. The XII Corps Headquarters thereupon advanced to Gemechenne. The enemy offered serious resistance only on the eastern outskirts of Leffe (on the crossroads north of Dinant). At 08:50, 23rd Division reported that, apparently, only rearguard units occupied the enemy position on the far bank. This report contradicted past reconnaissance suggesting that the enemy had deployed strong forces on the Meuse; in any case, there were “more than just rearguards” at this position. General d’Elsa ordered haste, pushing both divisions to approach the river and the crossing points while the last vestiges of morning fog lingered. The bridge at Dinant was still intact.

In the morning, General von Laffert, commanding XIX Corps, had readied his 24th Division near Furfooz between the road Celles–Les Rivages and the Lesse Valley, while weaker forces patrolled the vicinity of Castle Hordenne. The 40th Division was stretched out along the army’s left wing. Its troops protected the area up to the Mesnil–St. Blaise–Hastière road, with elements advanced as far as Feschaux. An all-arms corps reserve was standing at Hulsonniaux. According to the corps order issued at 06:00, all preparations were to be made for crossing the Meuse. Specifically, 24th Division was to push the bulk of its infantry under cover toward the riverbank while 40th Division stood fast and established contact with a VIII Corps brigade, which was still assumed to be at Beauraing. The execution of the corps order was delayed by the fog.

The 24th Division’s march to the river began at the late hour of 19:15. Reconnaissance revealed a suitable point for crossing the river south of Freyr, but this was outside the division’s sector. The bridge at Anseremme was still available for foot soldiers despite having been shelled. The divisional pontoon train was drawn up, and 40th Division agreed to the crossing in its sector. At 06:00, 40th Division had already entered combat, with its well-situated field artillery opening fire at Falmignoul. On its left flank, the expected brigade of VIII Corps did not materialize; instead an infantry battalion with a field battery appeared at the crossroads east of Feschaux. The bulk of the division remained at its rallying point as ordered. The only significant action took place at Hastière during the night, for which reinforcements had been brought up; this ended without decision. However, an advancing battalion broke weak enemy resistance near Tasmire. This was the first unit to cross the Meuse south of Waulsort; it achieved a firm foothold on the left bank in the late morning. Another infantry regiment, with field batteries attached, moved forward into the vicinity of Blaimont as a reserve. At 10:00, two battalions on 40th Division’s right wing crossed the Meuse east of Lenne. In this important sector, the prospects for crossing the river now seemed favourable.

In XII Reserve Corps’ sector, 24th Reserve Division advanced its 47th Reserve Infantry Brigade from the vicinity of Natoye toward Durnal. The 48th Reserve Infantry Brigade closed up at Spontin in army reserve.

Recently reinforced, 46th Reserve Infantry Brigade (of 23rd Reserve Division) marched early on the day via Spontin–Dorinne into the region of Evrehailles in order to relieve 32nd Division, which had remained on the Meuse to that point. The 45th Reserve Brigade arrived at 06:00 at the eastern approach to Awagne. In the late morning, this formation followed 32nd Division’s right wing toward Houx.

In the meantime, after the guns had started firing, the OHL intervened—in contrast to its usual restraint—with an operational suggestion, which was phrased as a “recommendation” due to the as yet unclear situation. At 08:35, Third Army Headquarters received a telegram from the OHL: “Fourth Army is fighting along the line Graide–Neufchâteau–Tintigny. Today, Second Army’s left wing will open the Meuse between Namur and Givet. It is recommended that the available units of Third Army be led south of Givet across the Meuse to cut off the enemy’s retreat.” General von Hausen at once accepted this suggestion, to the extent feasible. First he asked Fourth Army Headquarters by wireless whether the promised brigade from VIII Corps, which was nearest to the Meuse, was at his disposal for a dash across the Meuse south of Givet. Then he personally rushed to XIX Corps Headquarters and, at 09:50, ordered that corps to advance all available forces under divisional command toward Fumay in order to block the enemy’s retreat west and southwest.

Upon his return to the army observation post near Taviet, Hausen discovered aerial reconnaissance reports indicating that the trenches north of Dinant were occupied only weakly. Strong bodies of enemy troops observed near Onhaye at 09:15 had begun marching west toward Anhée; also, weak infantry from Florennes and Roséewas were spotted advancing toward Philippeville. In contrast to this, a report from XII Corps indicated that “the enemy was still deployed with strong forces west of the Meuse.” While these reports were somewhat contradictory, the general impression was that the French were in the midst of a complete rout north of the line Philippeville–Givet and that their resistance on the Meuse would collapse as their retreat progressed. General von Hausen hoped that the dash toward Fumay would either cut off parts of the yielding enemy army or drive a wedge between the latter and those parts of the French Army that was fighting German Fourth Army. Having made this favourable appraisal, at 11:45 the Army Commander reported to the OHL that the enemy was being pursued in the direction of Fumay: “The enemy is in full retreat from Dinant to Philippeville. Army follows.” Simultaneously he radioed Second Army Headquarters: “Enemy in full retreat: army pursues overtaking to the left, army’s right wing in direction Houx–Furnaux–Corenne.”

Shortly afterwards, just after noon, he issued a new army order: the entire XIX Corps was to begin a pursuit to overtake the enemy. Corps Headquarters was told of the importance of the crossing at Hastière; meanwhile, XII Corps was ordered to force the Meuse crossings at Houx and Dinant and to advance toward Anhée. The XII Reserve Corps was required to leave one division on the river’s eastern bank as a rearguard against Namur; the other division was to cross the river, if possible, on 23 August, and to safeguard the army’s right flank west of the Meuse. By now, the blazing sun had burned off the morning fog. In the later afternoon, a storm system passed through that released in a brisk, warm rainshower.

By the time XII Corps Headquarters received the army order, it had already started the pursuit on its own initiative, advancing roughly to the southwest toward Anhée based on the reports received in the course of the afternoon and on the results of aerial reconnaissance communicated by Army Headquarters.

The 32nd Division, under the command of Generalleutnant Edler von der Planitz, was already advancing against the Meuse. In this area, however, the enemy offered unexpected resistance. Houx’s capture was delayed until 14:15; at 15:30, minor elements of the division gained the western bank across the insufficiently destroyed railway bridge. Stronger forces of 23rd Reserve Division later followed this vanguard. After heated fighting, the enemy was thrown out of his positions. After the units had been rallied, a further advance towards Hontoir (at the forked road south of Haut-le-Wastia) began around 20:00. The town was reached without enemy interference.

Conditions at Leffe on the crossroads north of Dinant were hardly less difficult. At first, sniping activities totally engaged the elements of 32nd Division advancing through Leffe. The enemy had very cleverly established himself on the western bank of the Meuse, and was supported very effectively by the village’s inhabitants, who were firing from cellars, windows, and rooftop dormer windows. Only after the German batteries had suppressed the French artillery was the struggle at Leffe decided in the Germans’ favour. However, it was not until 17:30 that the foremost infantry units were ferried across the Meuse on the first pontoons. The enemy now hurriedly retreated. Bridge construction was started immediately, which took until 01:00. Despite the severe exhaustion of the men, they resumed their advance at once from this place, and toward 04:00, they reached the vicinity of Weillen. Though it had been delayed, 32nd Division had fulfilled its mission.

The battles fought by 23rd Division, under Generalleutnant von Lindemann, were much more serious. The initial underestimation of the adversary was to have grim repercussions. Despite its experience passing through other Belgian villages and towns, the entire 46th Brigade pushed straight ahead into Dinant, where francs-tireurs attacked them, defending their town by all possible means. The German troops were forced to crowd together in the narrow streets, which placed them at a disadvantage in every respect during violent fighting. Attempts to smoke out the francs-tireurs were unsuccessful and, in fact, counterproductive, as smoke, fire, and demolished houses now blocked the advance. The brigade was forced to evacuate the town and call in the artillery to engage the enemy garrison. Resistance ceased after the town had been subjected to concentrated, indirect fire for about an hour. The foremost infantry elements pushed through to the river crossing at once, whereupon the bridge blew up. Shortly after 16:00, 45th Brigade was called forward to support 46th Brigade and to effect the crossing at Les Rivages with the aid of the divisional pontoon train and half the corps’ pontoon train. The attempt to ferry over at Dinant proper, with the aid of the divisional pontoon train, failed with heavy losses. Weaker forces succeeded in crossing at Les Rivages, but there, too, as the first pontoons were lowered into the water, the troops were surprised by heavy small arms fire, chiefly from the town’s inhabitants. It was some time before resistance was broken. Finally, the crossing continued and the wooded heights south of Neffe, and Neffe itself, were taken.

During these events, the Commanding General had advanced to the eastern edge of Dinant. Despite the strong resistance, he clung to his optimistic appraisal of the enemy retreat. A corps order of 17:10 stressed the necessity of reaching the western bank of the Meuse soon with strong forces. The 32nd Division was ordered to reach Sommière; the 23rd was to occupy Onhaye. In the evening, the Corps Commander ordered the divisions to transition to rest in the billeting areas assigned at these objectives. Once these were occupied, Corps Headquarters was to advance to Onhaye.

While 32nd Division reached its assigned destination during the night, this was impossible for the bulk of 23rd Division. At Dinant, bridge reconstruction had taken considerable time. The 4th Brigade therefore established bivouacs east of Dinant. Parts of 45th Brigade advanced south to the railway bridge near Anseremme; after seizing the riverbanks shortly before midnight, they resumed their advance toward Onhaye, reaching it near daybreak. The brigade’s remaining elements were busy all night ferrying troops across the river.

Thus, the troops of XII Corps, despite their great devotion, had been unable to satisfy the demands of their corps and army commanders. The difficulties inherent in seizing a strongly occupied opposite riverbank across a river valley as deep as the Meuse had been underestimated. Neither had the commanders fully grasped the seriousness of the population’s fanatical resistance, which was a serious obstacle. Also, it seemed that planned time estimates were optimistic, a fact common to many of the opening battles of the World War.

More important was the fact that elements of 40th Division had made quick progress toward Waulsort and Lenne in the morning and had held their gains. But, here too, delays had occurred. The XIX Corps’ new task—advancing toward Fumay—had diverted considerable forces, which led to confusing entanglements of all the units involved.

Third Army’s commander issued new orders at 09:50. Accordingly, at 10:15, XIX Corps’ commander, General von Laffert, began advancing all available parts of his corps—one infantry brigade of 40th Division with three detachments of field artillery, plus two Jägerbattalions under 40th Division’s commander, Generalleutnant Goetz von Olenhusen, as well as one infantry regiment from 24th Division—with the goal of overtaking enemy elements on the eastern bank of the Meuse. They were to reach Fumay via Beauraing–Willerzie on 23 August and, once this had been done, advance towards Rocroi. The VIII Corps’ brigade, which was assumed to be at Feschaux,23 was asked to safeguard the division’s departure against enemy activity from Givet. The remainder of 40th Division, under Generalmajor Bärensprung, was to continue attacking across the Meuse; 24th Division was to shift the weight of its attack toward the left wing.

The army order also instructed the entire XIX Corps to pursue and overtake the enemy, with the aim of capturing the crossing at Hastière–Lavaux; however, the corps commander did not change his measures. He had already called attention to the importance of crossing the Meuse quickly on the corps’ southern wing. If this succeeded, Third Army Headquarters’ desire to unite the corps southwest of Givet would happen as a matter of course.

Generalleutnant Krug von Nidda, 24th Division’s commander, had taken command of all parts of XIX Corps already fighting on the Meuse. His troops had captured Lenne on the western bank of the Meuse. In this area, it was essential to cross the Meuse quickly in order to open the crossing at Hastière from the north, which remained blocked. Carrying out this intention seemed to come off relatively easily. The 48th Brigade crossed the Meuse quite undisturbed at Colebi and north of Falmignoul at Freyr, with the aid of the division pontoon train. General Bärensprung now assumed command, the troops having advanced to the left bank of the Meuse. His first task was to deal with an enemy force that had recently appeared at Onhaye; so, toward evening, he launched an enveloping attack against the village, which was on higher ground. With the support of field artillery, this quick dash was successful, but immediate and surprising counterattacks soon drove the Germans from the village. Only Froidmont Farm was held. Some of the assault troops were drawn back to a rallying point at Lenne. Thus, the crossing at Hastière failed. During the afternoon, the troops fighting at this location succeeded in taking Hastière-par-dela with their own resources. With darkness falling, the engineers started bridge construction despite artillery fire still coming from Hastière–Lavaux. Thus, here as elsewhere, the day’s success was limited to the establishment of only part of the infantry on the west bank of the Meuse. Here, too, it seems that the following day would bring a decision.

In the meantime, the combined division under General von Olenhusen had vigorously pushed southwest. Having encountered no enemy, its various units had rendezvoused without much difficulty. Their movement, however, was soon complicated. These troops had been on their feet since early morning, the roads were bad, and the sun was burning hot over the wooded Ardennes valley. While the arduous march continued unabated, the order to reach Fumay on 23 August proved impracticable. On the plateau north of Bourseigne–Neuve, the troops stopped for a much needed rest. Whether the exertions of these brave soldiers would pay dividends was a question to be answered on the following day.

On the army’s extreme right wing, General Kirchbach’s XII Reserve Corps had taken over protection of the right flank against Namur in the vicinity of Crupet and Durnal. In this task they joined 24th Reserve Division under General von Ehrenthal. Here, there was no combat; east of the Meuse was free from the enemy.

The reinforced 46th Reserve Brigade of 23rd Reserve Division reached Yvoir in the afternoon, where armed inhabitants of the town launched a surprise attack on its leading columns. In the ensuing fight, the village went up in smoke. Later, enemy forces dug in on the west bank of the Meuse caused a delay; only after nightfall could ferrying operations resume. This offered an opportunity, but the two divisional pontoon trains were insufficient for the necessary bridge construction. At 14:00, 45th Reserve Brigade arrived at Houx, where it supported 32nd Division in its struggle.

Meanwhile, General von Hausen had become convinced that his noontime appraisal of the situation had been too favourable. He concluded that his pursuit orders, with their ambitious objectives set for 23 August, had only worsened the situation. At 15:00 he rectified his earlier communication to Second Army Headquarters of 11:45, in which he had stated that the enemy was in full retreat. Now he stated that the “enemy though weak, [is] still standing on the western bank of the Meuse.” He also asked after the progress of Second Army’s advance, perhaps quietly hoping that the latter would open the Meuse crossing to Third Army. Around 18:00, the Commander-in-Chief returned to the eastern edge of Dinant. Here he realized from the intelligence reports submitted that the enemy near Philippeville was moving westward and that strong rearguards were offering obstinate resistance on the Meuse to the extent that, so far, only weak elements of XII and XIX Corps had succeeded in gaining a foothold on the left bank of the river.24 In an army order issued at 19:15 from Dinant, Hausen allowed the corps to proceed to rest with the remainder of the formation. Only mixed detachments were to advance toward Philippeville (XII Corps) and Mariembourg (XIX Corps); XII Reserve Corps was to remain with one division each at Warnant–Haut-le-Wastia and east of the Meuse.

That evening, Fourth Army advised that it had gained a complete victory on 23 August and would be pursuing the enemy on the 24th in a westerly direction with VIII Corps moving via Bièvre. This news relieved Third Army of any further worry about its left flank. According to aerial intelligence, Second Army’s left-wing corps—the Guard Corps—was in the environs of Fosse in a fight that seemed to be progressing. Though Fourth Army’s advance had hardly been noticeable from Third Army’s perspective, General von Hausen reckoned that enemy resistance on the Meuse would abate on 24 August as Second Army continued to progress. He also believed it important for Third Army to renew the attack along the entire front as early as possible on 24 August, so he set pursuit objectives for his corps that were as distant as possible. All of this had to be carried out in a southwesterly direction so as to avoid entanglement with the Second Army. These intentions were communicated to Second and Fourth Armies. For Second Army, he added that the right column would march forward on the Rosée–Villers-le-Gambon–Mariembourg (south of Philippeville) road; for Fourth Army, he ordered the left-hand column to advance on Fumay. The OHL at Coblenz received a detailed report:

On 23 August, at noon, aerial scouts ascertained that the enemy was making a retreat on the left bank of the Meuse. Hostile rearguards aggravated the army’s crossing of the Meuse until late into the night. In this the enemy was supported by extremely difficult country and innumerable franc-tireurs to such an extent that at 23:00, only weak forces from both corps held the left bank, despite their extreme bravery. On the morning of 24 August, the attack will be renewed and the advance continued.

During the night, the OHL sent a telegram in an effort to synchronize the movements of the inner wings of Third and Fourth Armies. The telegram noted: “Fourth Army’s right wing pursues the enemy from Graide towards Mèziéres. Roads north of this line are at the disposal of Third Army after agreement with Fourth Army.”

By midnight, Third Army Headquarters had gained a clear picture of the state of affairs in the Meuse sector. The three Saxon corps25 had forced the crossing of the difficult Meuse section on a wide front despite formidable obstacles and had thus brought substantial relief to Second Army. The enemy had retreated to the south and southwest, leaving only weak rearguards along the river’s hilly western banks; only in the vicinity of Onhaye was he willing to offer strong resistance. Now that he had a correct appraisal of the situation, General von Hausen issued an army order at 02:30 on 24 August, directing the day’s operations. The pursuit was to continue on both banks of the Meuse in a general southwesterly direction; those parts of the two active corps that had already crossed were first to capture Onhaye. The XII Corps was to march via Fumay toward Rocroi. Meanwhile, those troops of XIX Corps that has already crossed the Meuse while undertaking the pursuit on the previous day were to return to the right bank and there progress along the river toward Fumay. The XII Reserve Corps was to continue safeguarding against Namur with one division; the other was to reach Franchimont (east of Philippeville) via Flavion. At 22:00, Second Army’s communication of 18:30 arrived. It reported “victorious advance of the Guard Corps and X Corps against a strong enemy as far as the line Gerpinnes–Mettet–St. Gerard,” and repeated the urgent request that Third Army “advance across the Meuse today.”

Toward 04:00 on 24 August, a staff officer from Second Army Headquarters, Hauptmann von Fouqué, brought a renewed request for immediate support. He advised that Second Army was opposing an apparently strong enemy—estimated at about five corps—that had successfully attacked X Reserve Corps. The army had advanced into the general line Merbes-le-Château–St. Gérard, and the attack was to be continued on 24 August at daybreak. However, Second Army Headquarters urgently requested Third Army’s support in the form of an east-to-west advance against the enemy’s right wing east of Mettet. This was the second call for help received within a few hours, and it was a disappointment for Third Army Headquarters. The first thought was to refuse the requested aid. Would Third Army’s chosen advance to the southwest not bring the quickest and most effective support to Second Army and, at the same time, prevent the entanglement of troops from both armies? Yet the news of the successful French dash against X Reserve Corps, the consequences of which were unclear, caused serious anxiety. Was it possible that, if Third Army refused to intervene immediately in this difficult operation, a superior enemy might defeat Second Army? If this came to pass, Third Army’s Commander-in-Chief would have to bear responsibility for Second Army’s eventual defeat. The situation seemed to demand that tactical victory on the field of battle be secured as a priority of the first order; only then could one think of taking operational advantage of the situation. Time was of the essence. Second Army wanted to resume the battle at daybreak, and it was no longer possible to communicate with the latter or with the OHL. A quick decision had to be taken. The army leader’s mind was filled with conflicting ideas, considerations, and feelings; in the end, he abandoned the seemingly brilliant prospects offered by the operative pursuit—for the time being—and decided to immediately assist the hard-pressed neighbouring army. At 05:45, Hausen radioed Second Army Headquarters: “We attack in direction Mettet and south, Fouqué is here.” Immediately afterwards, at 05:50, new orders were issued directing the entire army—except for the parts that had branched off toward Fumay on 23 August—to advance directly to the west, with the right wing (23rd Reserve Division) striking toward Mettet. To gain quick clarification of the situation at Second Army and on the areas ahead of its front, aerial reconnaissance was sent forward. What had taken place there? How was the neighbouring army to the right faring in the early morning hours? Had the enemy again advanced for the attack? Third Army Headquarters impatiently waited for aerial reconnaissance to answer such questions.

THE CONTINUATION OF SECOND ARMY’S ATTACK SOUTH OF THE SAMBRE

The night of 22–23 August elapsed without serious hostilities in front of Second Army. At 07:30 on 23 August, General von Bülow drove from Fleurus via Auvelais in the direction of Fosse, heading for the Guard Corps. He expected that the collaboration of the inner wings of Second and Third Armies would have already brought about a decision there. As he reached the heights north of Nevremont, he received the first reports. The Guard Corps announced that, at 06:00, 2nd Guard Infantry Division had advanced from its start line near Aisemont–Nevremont in the direction of Fosse; X Corps intended to join this forward movement in a line running from Gerpinnes through the sector north of Mettet as soon as the Guards reached the same latitude in their advance toward Fosse. From the Meuse, thunderous artillery could be heard. At the same time, General von Bülow learned that in the previous day’s battles, troops from French III, VIII, X, and XIX Corps had been identified. This meant that he was opposing an equally strong enemy and perhaps even a superior one. On the battlefield, an important 20 August order from French Fifth Army Headquarters had been found. It stated that the French intended to allow the German Second Army’s leading elements to cross the Sambre in order to pounce on them with concentrated and superior force. Second Army had already encountered this plan during the surprise attack on its main forces across the Sambre on 22 August; clearly, further violent conflicts were certain to follow on 23 August south of the Sambre.

The battle had flared up first on the Guard Corps’ left wing, where 2nd Division encountered the enemy. During the advance via Fosse toward Mettet, the enemy was observed making a retreat toward Sart-St. Laurent and toward St. Gérard. On the line Mettet–Graux, the enemy was discovered in his positions. After pushing back the enemy’s advanced elements, around noon the division deployed in readiness east of the railway line Fosse–Mettet, protected by the fire of its entire field and heavy artillery. Here the division prepared itself for an attack against the enemy, who had meanwhile retreated toward Mettet–Graux. However, it was not until 16:30 that the division’s infantry managed to work their way through the woods north of the Le Hameau–St. Gérard road—only then could they hope to mount a uniform attack. While it enjoyed excellent artillery support, the advance encountered strong resistance. By the time darkness fell, a line skirting the eastern outskirts of Mettet–Graux had been reached.

Meanwhile, 1st Guard Infantry Division had advanced via Jemeppe toward Ham-sur-Sambre. There, at 13:30, it received the Corps Headquarters order to continue marching beyond Fosse and, if necessary, to intervene in 2nd Guard Infantry Division’s battle. Having learned that enemy forces were operating in the Bijard sector, the division turned southeast, anticipating an instruction from Corps Headquarters to ward off eventual attacks against 2nd Guard Infantry Division’s left flank. The enemy yielded before the latter, as he did in front of 1st Guard Infantry Division. The French finally stood their ground at St. Gérard. Nevertheless, at this location too, combined artillery and machine-gun fire broke their resistance around 18:00. The division’s infantry continued the pursuit as far as Graux–Denée and thus reached a line parallel with 2nd Guard Infantry Division. In the meantime, the French disappeared under cover of darkness.

General von Bülow had followed the course of the Guard Corps’ battle until noon from the heights north of Nevremont. Until this moment he believed that the enemy intended to obstinately resist on the heights north and west of St. Gérard. The X Corps and X Reserve Corps reported that they had started their advance. In some places they had already encountered advanced French detachments. The X Reserve Corps added that VII Corps was likewise advancing and that gunfire could be heard from around Thuin. Between 12:00 and 13:00, the army commander returned to X Corps, south of Acoz, in order to follow the corps’ attack against the heights on both sides of Hanzinelle.

The X Corps had begun its advance at 09:00, each division in two columns. On the right, 19th Division was repeatedly bombarded by French artillery but was able to reach the protection of the valley at Les Flaches and Gerpinnes between 10:00 and 11:00. There it deployed for an attack against the heights west of Hanzinelle. This objective, sloped like a glacis, was strongly occupied by an enemy that clearly expected 20th Division’s approach. Based on a report that the enemy was in a strong position on the heights on both sides of Wagnée, 20th Division proceeded to the attack. Around 14:00, General von Emmich ordered 19th Division to advance toward the eastern outskirts of Somzée and against the heights west of Hanzinelle. The 20th Division was to attack the main position’s right wing, which was assumed to be east of Hanzinelle. To support X Corps, Bülow simultaneously ordered X Reserve Corps to hurriedly advance into the former’s combat sector.

The 20th Division’s attack was planned as an envelopment, employing a strong left flanking manoeuvre. However, the French enjoyed artillery superiority here from the very start. Without effective artillery support, the German infantry only slowly achieved the heights west of Mettet. Only after several batteries unlimbered directly behind the front line were the troops able to capture the heights west of Wagnée in the approaching dusk. Because the enemy still held this place, the troops entrenched.

The 19th Division proceeded to attack the line Tarcienne–Hanzinne. In so doing, it realized that the defenders were part of a detached position because the neighbouring 20th Division arrived at the same skirmish line. Despite ferocious enemy shell and shrapnel fire, the attack proceeded. Aheree and the heights east of there were captured, and when 20th Division simultaneously advanced, the French retreated toward their main position. The German infantry followed, entrenching along the line Somzée–Hanzinelle.

There was no information about the situation at X Reserve Corps. The anticipated support from the right had so far failed to materialize. It had taken the corps some time to rally its badly entangled units on 22 August. Therefore, toward 10:00, 19th Reserve Division began advancing on the road to Somzée. Toward noon, its patrols encountered enemy troops at Nalinnes, whose tenacious resistance could not be broken despite the strong intervention of artillery deploying close behind the line. While attempting to personally lead his troops forward, 39th Reserve Brigade’s commander, Generalleutnant Prince Friedrich von Sachsen-Meiningen, was killed. Thereafter, the bulk of the division moved in a westerly direction, then launched an enveloping attack against Nalinnes. The enemy yielded to this uniform pressure. While still close to the south end of Nalinnes, Corps Headquarters ordered the division to immediately assist the neighbouring 2nd Guard Reserve Division, which was locked in fierce fighting around Gozée, farther to the right.

Toward 09:00, the latter began its advance in one column on the Montigny-le-Tilleul–Gozée road. After a light skirmish, it passed through the woods north of Bout-la-Haut to capture the village itself. The village of Gozée was more strongly occupied. The divisional commander hurried forward to Le Bout and ordered his foremost brigade, the 26th, to capture Gozée. He also turned the rearmost unit (the 38th) off towards Marbaix in order to there turn the enemy’s right flank. Thus, he had anticipated the corps’ order summoning him to advance toward Marbaix and to ascertain whether enemy forces were located west of the Heure River.

As expected, the attack on Gozée proved very difficult. The advancing troops of 26th Reserve Brigade were soon blanketed in heavy enemy artillery and infantry fire. Despite the intercession of their own artillery, the advance soon ground to halt. For their part, the French proceeded to launch violent counterattacks in places. The intervention of reinforcements east of the road to Gozée did not change the situation.

At 13:30, General der Infanterie Baron von Süßkind ordered 38th Reserve Brigade to attack Marbaix. This attack, despite the troops’ heroism, also failed because of the vastly superior French field and heavy artillery.

Having been supplied with insufficient equipment, the reserve division’s artillery was consistently stymied. Here, too, the enemy counterattacked the valiant Westphalians, who could barely defend themselves. The Division Commander urgently requested that the neighbouring 19th Reserve Division come to his aid; likewise, Corps Headquarters instructed the division to assist 2nd Guard Reserve Infantry Division with all its available forces.

On hearing of the danger facing X Reserve Corps, General von Bülow hurried down from the heights south of Acoz to this corps. There he witnessed extremely violent and bloody engagements that left him with the impression that the battle was in crisis. The Commander-in-Chief felt compelled to personally intervene, for it seemed that “order was about to dissolve.” He saw this as a dangerous situation; he wondered whether the badly exhausted troops would long be able to ward off ferocious French counterattacks. From the army’s right wing, where the Guard Corps, X Corps, and VII Corps were fighting, no recent reports had been sent. Neither had First or Third Armies sent any relevant reports. The first news arrived late, towards 16:30, from Third Army. In a telegram sent at 11:45, General von Hausen’s headquarters stated that the enemy was in full retreat and that the army intended to pursue them so as to overtake to the left, with its right wing in the direction of Corenne (7 kilometres south of Mettet). Soon afterwards, X Corps and the Guard Corps reported their victorious advance against a strong enemy up to the region Gerpinnes–Mettet–St. Gérard. This finally eased the situation; the victorious advance of Second Army’s left wing had evidently opened the Meuse crossings for Third Army. Now it seemed to be only a matter of hours before the enemy would have to abandon his obstinate resistance opposite Second Army. Within half an hour, these hopes were destroyed with the arrival of a second telegram from Third Army, sent at 15:00. This reported that the enemy—though weak—still held out on the western bank of the Meuse. Simultaneously, Second Army’s victorious left wing reported that it had not made contact with Third Army near Mettet. Apparently, the latter had yet to cross the Meuse and seemed hopeful that Second Army’s advance would alleviate the situation, as Third Army’s telegram seemed to indicate. But whether General von Bülow’s army would be able to keep its promise—made under different circumstances—was at the very least doubtful, given the enemy’s superiority in his sector. Second Army had encountered the main forces of French Fifth Army, and while it had managed to pin down the adversary with its attack, it seemed apparent that it could not force a decision with its own resources. For this, it would require tactical assistance from Third Army, which probably faced a weak enemy on the Meuse. The above-mentioned telegram was sent to Third Army at 18:30, to underscore that its advance across the Meuse was urgently desired on that day.

In the meantime, however, the situation at the front had taken a favourable turn. The 2nd Guard Reserve Division had prevailed on its own despite the enemy’s great superiority. Toward evening, the valiant infantry of 26th Reserve Brigade, with their last reserves thrown in, had seized Gozée. Though utterly exhausted and disorganized, they also succeeded in gaining the southern outskirts of the village in intense, house-to-house fighting. They also succeeded in gaining the heights northwest of there after repelling repeated and violent counterattacks. Thus, 38th Reserve Brigade also gained some breathing room. Its much-reduced ranks rose to the assault, and this time, the enemy could hold out no longer. Badly shaken, he yielded to the southwest with 2nd Guard Reserve Division in full pursuit as far as Marbaix.

The 19th Reserve Division’s support, which was anxiously awaited owing to the extreme ferocity of the fighting, failed to materialize. Though General von Bahrfeldt had dispatched one battalion, with a heavy battery attached, as well as the division’s cavalry, to 2nd Guard Reserve Division, this assistance was cut short by the darkness. The bulk of 19th Reserve Division proceeded to rest, having captured the enemy position between Fontenelle and Limsonry.

The Army Commander, having personally witnessed 2nd Guard Reserve Division’s battle, was obviously relieved by the success. He had not yet received a detailed report about events in VII Corps’ sector, neighbouring on the right; he only knew that it was fighting to gain the Sambre crossing at Thuin. This task, having been given to his extreme right wing corps on 23 August, was by no means easy, considering the great difficulties that the Sambre presented around Thuin. This river, deep and meandering across the terrain at the foot of a steep valley, represented a considerable obstacle. Approaching it across the sparsely covered slopes of the northern bank was difficult, since the enemy was at least equal in number and ready to defend. The VII Corps commander, General von Einem, ordered 14th Division to force the crossing; 13th Division was to remain with the rest of the corps in the sector north of Binche as flank protection against Maubeuge and British forces who were known to be east of the fortress.

The 14th Division’s vanguard jumped off at 07:00 from Fontaine-l’Évêque, toward Lobbes, and found the latter place occupied. These troops were soon engaged in violent house-to-house fighting. The crossing of Lobbes’s large bridge across the Sambre failed, as did an attempt to swing east around the town. To gain the peninsula of Terre-du-Roeulx, projecting to the northwest of Lobbes, 27th Brigade had turned off to the west on bad forest paths through the Bois de la Houssière, losing considerable time. Thanks to the artillery’s excellent effort, the French were compelled to relinquish the peninsula. Now larger parts of the division were able to cross the Sambre on the two existing railway bridges. In the burning August sun these troops climbed the steep slope of the southern bank. On the far heights, however, the attack came to a standstill because of heavy enemy fire. In the afternoon, the enemy launched a violent counterthrust, in several places pushing the German skirmishers back onto the north bank. The infantry remaining south of the Sambre could hardly maintain its positions. The French also counterattacked on the division’s left wing at Thuin, charging the northern bank of the Sambre. But all their efforts were in vain: the Westphalians repelled them. It was now 18:00.

General von Einem thought that the prospects of seizing and holding the south bank of the Sambre on 23 August were very slim. During this battle, he gained the impression that the enemy had been reinforced considerably along the river; he reported this to Second Army Headquarters soon after 18:00.

A little while later, 14th Division received considerable relief from the field artillery, which had joined the battle west of Lobbes. These gunners had been delayed by a wasteful march along poor forest roads from the other wing. Now, at dusk, the division succeeded in bringing reinforcements to the south bank of the Sambre on its right wing; here ground was gained, step by step, to the south. Around 22:00, the firing ceased and the Germans entrenched where they stood.

At first, 13th Division had remained north of Binche, where their cavalry had joined up with First Army’s left wing (17th Division) despite the presence of superior British mounted troops. At 23:30, Corps Headquarters instructed 13th Division to intervene in 14th Division’s struggle on the Sambre. Upon receiving this instruction, it marched via Buvrinnes toward Merbes-Sainte-Marie in order to reach Fontaine-Valmont (west of Thuin). The troops were delayed in this country, which was difficult to cross at the best of times and which was now even harder to cross because of repeated attacks from weak enemy detachments. By nightfall, the formation had not progressed far beyond Merbes-Sainte-Marie.

Reports on the situation at VII Corps did not reach the Army Commander, who had left the battlefield. The difficult situation at X Reserve Corps having been overcome, he had retired to headquarters at Fleurus, arriving as dusk fell. He had hoped to find detailed reports about the events at First and Third Armies, but none had arrived. However, the OHL had sent several telegrams about a large battle in which Fourth and Fifth Armies were engaged; attached to these was an urgent request for information about the state of affairs in the First, Second, and Third Army sectors, as well as about their intentions for 24 August.

Soon after, a report from VII Corps headquarters of 15:15 arrived, which brought little favourable news. Due to the serious difficulties in the wooded country on the north bank of the Sambre, and owing to the lack of suitable artillery positions, the corps had not yet been able to cross the Sambre, despite frequent and heavy fighting. First Army’s IX Corps, advancing on VII Corps’ right, communicated that it would not be crossing the line Cuesmes (southwest of Mons)–Villers–St. Ghislain, in deference to the fortress of Maubeuge, since the neighbouring column of III Corps would advance only as far as Jemappes. The Guard Cavalry Division arrived north of Binche and was ordered to close the wide gap between VII and IX Corps for the time being. Here, the impression had developed that the French had been considerably reinforced during the fighting. The VII Corps would remain north of the Sambre this day, screening the fortress of Maubeuge.

The I Cavalry Corps reported its arrival on the army’s right wing; the Guard Cavalry Division remained at Binche; 5th Cavalry Division stood at Gosselies. No information had arrived yet from General von Gallwitz’s troops (Guard Reserve Corps) about the events in his sector. The VII Reserve Corps, under Generalleutnant von Zwehl, had protected rearward communications using its 14th Reserve Division against the western front of Namur, north of the Sambre.

During the late evening hours, no news arrived regarding First or Third Armies. According to its late evening report, the Guard Corps had not made contact with Third Army. Thus, it was doubtful whether this army had even crossed the Meuse. If that was so, then Second Army’s situation appeared somewhat uncertain. The right wing had not submitted any further information; VII Corps had failed to cross the Sambre. The remaining three corps had held their ground on the southern bank of the Sambre in spite of the enemy’s superiority. During the day, they had even pushed the enemy south along the entire front.

With its four exhausted corps stretched along a front extending more than 40 kilometres, the army faced an enemy that apparently was much superior and that was receiving reinforcements opposite VII Corps. According to soldiers’ reports, seven French corps stood opposite the army. At any time, the enemy could mount a strong, uniform counterattack along the entire front, as he had repeatedly tried on this day against X Corps and X Reserve Corps. In its present position, weakened by the violent battles lasting already for two days, with a difficult river section in its rear and strong fortresses still in enemy hands on both flanks, would the army be able to withstand a superior enemy alone on 24 August, without First and Third Armies’ support? The X Reserve Corps had already reported that “if the enemy attacks again tomorrow, the corps’ sector will be too large to safely hold with the weakened units at hand.” The lack of any news, especially from First Army Headquarters, was beyond comprehension. Had Second Army’s premature charge across the Sambre, before First and Third Armies were ready to attack, been too bold? Might the consequences be dire? The deep concern at Second Army Headquarters during the night of 23–24 August is evident in a note from General von Lauenstein, written during these precarious hours: “Yesterday and during the night were critical hours. The anxiety over whether everything would work out as planned almost got the upper hand. Our operation was doubtlessly very bold.”

At this critical juncture, General von Bülow, believing firmly in his troops, decided to continue the attack the following day. At the same time, however, he urgently requested immediate support from both neighbouring armies. In the evening, Hauptmann von Fouqué was dispatched to Third Army around Namur, carrying the request that it advance its right wing toward Mettet on 24 August. By telegram, First Army was summoned to support Second Army’s attack: though the British presence in the vicinity of Mons was known, “Second Army will continue its attack from the line Merbes–St. Gérard on the 24th. IX Corps is at once to launch an enveloping attack against the enemy left wing. III Corps will adjoin IX Corps in echelon.” A similar request had already been addressed directly to IX Corps.

The corps of Second Army were ordered to continue the attack at daybreak on 24 August. The same order expressed the expectation that the corps would keep better contact internally and between one another than had been the case.

A report on the results of the battle to that point was dispatched to the OHL at Coblenz around noon. It stated:

On the 23rd, Second Army reached the line Merbes-le-Chateau–Gerpinnes–St. Gérard. A victory was won against an adversary who obstinately defended himself, who partly went on the offensive, and who in places was supported by the civilian population. Besides the French I and II Corps that have been reported on the Meuse opposite Second Army’s left wing, X and III Corps, as well as parts of V, VIII, XI, XVIII, and XIX Corps are present. Information about the enemy’s right wing is still lacking. II Cavalry Corps is at Renaix; I Cavalry Corps’ attack will be continued at Binche–Gosselies, IX Corps is west of Maubeuge opposite the enemy’s left wing, and Third Army is crossing the Meuse against the enemy’s right flank.

The tension was relieved somewhat during the night. General von Gallwitz reported that the forts on Namur’s northern front had fallen and that the northern part of the town was firmly in his hands. He expected that the remaining forts would fall the next day. Once again, joy over this quick success was cut short by the arrival of more news. A Third Army communiqué issued shortly after midnight stated that it had only been able to establish weak forces on the western bank of the Meuse on 23 August and that it would continue the attack early on the 24th in order to prepare for the southwest advance as ordered; its right wing would advance on the Rosée–Mariembourg road. The conjecture at Second Army Headquarters—that Third Army had been denied a complete success on 23 August—was thus corroborated. Furthermore, at 04:00, a report arrived from IX Corps on First Army’s left wing stating that it was positively unable to support Second Army’s attack by advancing west of Maubeuge against the enemy left wing; as in III Corps’ sector, it stood opposite strong British forces, and only after a hard fight with this enemy had they been able to take possession of the canal crossings on both sides of Mons and the town itself. Reports of the British Army’s intervention made it questionable whether First Army could provide immediate support as Second Army hoped in the latter’s difficult struggle with the French Army. However, at the late hour of 04:00, still no news had arrived from First Army Headquarters.

Therefore, it was presumed that the battles of 24 August would force a decision. If First Army succeeded in enveloping the British, the German commanders could anticipate that the French Army’s fate was likewise soon to be sealed.

Second and Third Armies on 24 August

THE END OF SECOND ARMY’S OPERATIONS

Early on 24 August, General von Bülow hurried once again to X Corps’ battlefield in the region of Gerpinnes. Since daybreak, heavy gunfire had been audible from Thuin, where VII Corps was fighting for the Sambre crossing and where the battle seemed to have flared up again.

On the heights at Gerpinnes, the army commander finally received word from First Army. Its report arrived at 07:00 on 24 August at Second Army Headquarters in Fleurus; it had been dispatched at 17:00 the day before. It was immediately passed to General von Bülow’s forward post. According to the report, III and IX Corps had been engaged with British forces north of Mons at the Canal-du-Centre on 23 August; also, the French had occupied Tournai. First Army Headquarters conjectured that the British had intended to shift their detraining operations into the Valenciennes–Maubeuge–Mons region but that First Army’s rapid advance had disturbed those plans. It added that on 24 August, when First Army continued its advance as planned, west of Maubeuge beyond the line Condé–Mons, serious fighting with the enemy—who would be reinforced from the south—was expected. This considerably increased existing doubts as to whether Second Army could count on First Army’s immediate support on 24 August. Third Army’s assistance was likewise uncertain.

Still, when no news had arrived from Third Army by 08:00, an urgent request for information on the situation was issued, which made clear the need for speedy support: “Immediately report position of Third Army Headquarters. Is Meuse section gained? Answer at once.” Immediately after this telegram was sent, a message from Third Army, sent at 05:45, arrived stating that it would comply with Second Army Headquarters’ request by attacking toward Mettet. Exactly when such support would become effective was still unknown; for the present, Second Army would have to deal with the enemy opposing it using its own resources. Confidence in this course of action was slowly confirmed as favourable news trickled in from the various Corps Headquarters concerning their progress.

The VII Corps reported that they had crossed the Sambre on 23 August.

On the evening of 23 August, General von Einem, worried about the obstinate resistance of an enemy who seemed to be continuously reinforced, decided to remain with 14th Division in the defence at Thuin and to facilitate the general advance by having the right-hand neighbouring division, the 13th, strike in the direction of Fontaine–Valmont.

On the morning of 24 August, however, both divisions found that enemy positions on both banks of the Sambre had been evacuated. They immediately pushed after the enemy toward the south.

While pressing this advance, 13th Division, having crossed the river at Fontaine–Valmont, encountered resistance, taking brisk fire from the fortress of Maubeuge. Its right wing, therefore, did not pass the approximate line Solre–(north of)Montignies–St. Christophe.

At 09:00, an aerial scout reported that the road Thuin–Beaumont was free. A corps order issued at 10:30 directed 14th Division toward Clermont (northeast of Beaumont) and 13th Division toward Marzelle, “branching off from the fortress if the state of the battle permits.” A report on these events was then made to the Army Headquarters.

In the meantime, more favourable information arrived from X Reserve Corps. The forenoon hours of 24 August had come off better than General Count von Kirchbach had expected during the night when he was issuing the corps order, which had laid out the difficulties encountered in previous combat. The divisions were instructed “to stand in readiness in the positions obtained and, with daybreak, to hold these under any circumstances.” The further advance was to come off on both sides of the railway line leading south toward Cour-sur-Heure, depending on the progress of the neighbouring corps.

However, 2nd Guard Reserve Division, located west of the railway, had recognized rather early that the enemy had left. It started its advance at 06:15, reaching its preliminary destination Cour-sur-Heure at 10:45 without fighting. The 19th Reserve Division proceeded much more cautiously. At 07:20, it reported that the position taken on 23 August had been an advanced position; the division, at the time, would not be able to attack. Even when Corps Headquarters ordered the capture of the heights north of Gourdinne at 09:00, the division made no immediate forward movement. Only after it had been recognized that the heights were free from the enemy, and that X Corps had reached the latitude of Somzée, did the division advance.

Lastly, reports came in from the army’s left wing: X Corps and the Guard Corps. At daybreak, both corps had continued their strong attacks. General von Emmich had informed the Guards on the evening of 23 August that due to heavy losses, X Corps could no longer advance, and had requested speedy support. But at the same time, late in the evening, he ordered the troops to approach the enemy positions during the night and to storm them in the morning of 24 August after sufficient artillery preparation. When it was launched, this attack struck only enemy rearguards. At 09:00, Corps Headquarters was able to order the pursuit in a southerly direction on both sides of the line Hanzinelle–Vodecée.

Likewise, General von Plettenberg of the Guard Corps had ordered that his divisions be readied for an attack at 04:30. They were to advance “as soon as their rear and front sights were aligned.” In order to provide X Corps with the requested support, he added in the early morning that 2nd Guard Infantry Division was to advance in the centre toward Oret (southwest of Mettet), while 1st Guard Infantry Division, in echelons to the left, was to push forward along the road to Florennes. However, in the opinion of Army Headquarters, this wheel to the west was going too far. An order arrived at Guard Corps Headquarters at 09:00 pointing out that the corps’ left wing should be stopped and that it was not to wheel toward the west before Third Army’s right wing was able to advance west of the Meuse. As 1st Guard Infantry Division had failed to ascertain the whereabouts of any nearby enemies, it was stopped south of Florennes.

From the intelligence submitted to corps, the army commander, who remained on the heights near Gerpinnes, gained an extremely favourable impression regarding the progress of the battle in late morning of 24 August. Everything hinged on Third Army quickly gaining the western bank of the Meuse; after that, the French could not hope to escape a heavy defeat. Finally, toward noon, a telegram arrived via Fleurus (which Third Army had sent at 09:35) with long-expected news: “Section captured; French gone; our right wing at Florennes–Philippe-ville. Army Headquarters proceeding to Anthée.” A decision by battle had been achieved. It was now essential to ensure that the victory was put to the best use, in an operational sense, by immediately pursuing the enemy. This meant, first of all, preventing the entanglement of Second and Third Armies’ inner wings. According to Third Army’s telegram regarding the direction of its right wing, it could be assumed that the entire army was already pursuing to the southwest. Therefore Second Army’s corps pressing south had to be hurriedly turned in the same direction. This was done via individual orders issued without delay to each Corps Headquarters, in which each was assigned new combat sectors along the line Beaumont–Philippeville.

Around 15:00, the battle’s favourable turn was reported to the OHL by telegram: “Enemy right wing decisively defeated by Second Army. Third Army advances beyond Meuse toward Philippeville. His Majesty the Emperor to be notified. Everyone continues the attack.”

Thereafter, events at the neighbouring armies took on decisive importance for the operational utilization of this victory. Had Third Army’s left wing advanced across the Meuse between Givet and Fumay and dashed into the flank and rear of the retreating French? Had First Army succeeded in enveloping the British left wing and throwing it back toward Maubeuge? While still on the battlefield, at 14:00 on 24 August, General von Lauenstein wrote, “If now my friend and right hand neighbour Kuhl polishes off the British, as we have done to the French, then the first chapter of this campaign on the western scene of action has been decided in our favour.”

But hour after hour passed anxiously without any news from the neighbouring armies. Finally, General von Bülow asked First Army for a report in a telegram that clearly betrayed the impatience and the tension at his headquarters: “Where are II and IV Corps today? What is the state of operations today? Requesting that you report daily accordingly.”

Bülow believed that the victorious advance of Second Army alone had, as Lauenstein wrote, “opened the way across the Meuse to the Saxon Army and thus had paved the road to further successes.”26

The End of Third Army’s Operations

In contrast, Third Army Headquarters, based on the impressions it had gained in the fighting of 23–24 August, was convinced that Second Army owed its victory first and foremost to Third Army’s foreceful crossing of the Meuse.

The events of 24 August, on the latter’s front, had taken a considerably different course than what General von Hausen had expected in the early morning after he received Second Army’s call for assistance. Third Army Headquarters’ staff had spent a tense morning on the heights northeast of Dinant awaiting the results of aerial reconnaissance in front of Second and Third Armies. There were some questions as to whether the aid promised to Second Army was actually so urgently required; if it were, the next hours would bring a dangerous conglomeration as the columns of the two armies marched into each other. Finally, around 09:00, the tension was relieved as excellent reports from aerial scouts showed that without question, the enemy opposite Second and Third Armies was in full retreat beyond the line Beaumont–Philippeville–Givet. The anticipated entanglement of the two armies seemed inevitable unless Third Army’s corps could quickly turn in the original southwesterly direction of advance. At the same time, repeatedly changed orders and counter-orders might lead to disorder and confusion among the troops. An army order issued at 09:45 generally reinstated the original destinations of march. Additionally, though it had been tempting to hold back parts of XIX Corps on the left bank of the Meuse, the entire corps was started off in the direction of Romedenne–Romerée–Fumay, under 24th Division’s commander, Generalleutnant von Nidda.

On the morning of 24 August, 23rd Reserve Division of XII Reserve Corps was still busy at Yvoir ferrying across the river. At 07:00, 24th Reserve Division had received the order to deploy in readiness on the eastern bank of the Meuse at Dorinne (northeast of Dinant), as it was considered possible that the fortress garrison of Namur might sally out in a southerly direction. After the arrival of Second Army’s order of 05:50, 23rd Reserve Division was instructed to prepare for an attack on Mettet in the line Marnant–Haut-le-Wastia, and the majority of 24th Reserve Division was marched via Dinant toward Sommière and placed at Army Headquarters’ disposal. These movements were all delayed because the roads were so jammed and there were difficulties in crossing. After considerable delay, XII Reserve Corps received the army order issued at 09:45 only at 14:30. Thereupon, General von Kirchbach marched 23rd Reserve Division, which had meanwhile arrived near and south of Warnant, toward Florennes–Philippeville–Mariembourg–Bruly (on the road to Rocroi). However, the division found that the Guard Corps already occupied parts of the villages along its route of march. Contact with the enemy occurred only while the division was preparing for the advance at Bioul. Here, the Saxons captured 5,600 men of Belgian 4th Division, who had escaped Namur with many guns and other war materiel. Eventually, the division advanced as far as Florennes.

Because 24th Reserve Division remained unaware of Namur’s fall, it maintained a strong detachment at Dorinne to protect the army’s right flank. The bulk of the division reached the sector east of Dinant by evening with much difficulty owing to the jammed roads and bridges. During the evening of 24 August, they were forced to abandon attempts to push at least parts of the formation across the Meuse at Leffe, in order to take over protection duties against Namur on the left bank.

On XII Corps’ front, the situation was clarified by the fact that on the morning of 24 August, Onhaye was taken for the second time after a brief skirmish. This time, during the subsequent pursuit, no significant resistance was encountered. This corps’ advance was also delayed considerably due to repeated orders and counter-orders being sent from Army Headquarters and because of ongoing difficulties with the river crossing. In the evening, leading elements of 23rd Division reached Franchimont (east of Philippeville); 32nd Division, behind it, reached the sector of Corenne.

Still greater were the problems faced by XIX Corps (which was still on the field of battle), because of the changing orders issued by Army Headquarters. The composite division under Krug von Nidda was first ordered to attack Onhaye and Hastière; after it had embarked on this, it was halted and instructed to march back to the east bank of the river. After rallying its units, it was then to follow Division Goetz von Olenhusen. Finally, Third Army ordered that it pursue the enemy along the narrow, roadless strip of ground between the Onhaye–Rosée road and the Meuse. Severe delays were thus inevitable. As a result, it was impossible to assault the enemy at the spot where he was most vulnerable. Late that evening, the division’s leading elements found themselves engaged in street fighting with French stragglers in the village of Surice.

The composite Division Goetz von Olenhusen, advancing on the right bank of the Meuse, where its actions had the potential to gain special importance, did not see decisive action. Nevertheless, on the morning of 24 August in the large forest east of Fumay, at Willerzie, the division broke the resistance of the weak French forces that had been hurriedly deployed there. More fighting to take the town of Haybes, on the Meuse, caused a longer delay as the retreating French occupied the heights along the west bank of the river in the Fumay sector in order to protect their right flank. Under these circumstances, and due to lack of sufficient bridging materials, General von Olenhusen postponed the crossing by his exhausted troops until 25 August.

Thus, on 24 August, Third Army had failed to draw any substantial enemy forces into a fight. At Army Headquarters, which had moved to Gerin (west of Dinant), there was no elation like that which existed at Second Army Headquarters. To be sure, a fine success by arms had been obtained over the French, but the great hopes that had been attached to the pursuit on the morning of 24 August had not been fulfilled. While the enemy must have been in a precarious situation that morning, they had evidently wiggled free, especially since Division Goetz von Olenhusen had not been able to reach the Meuse’s west bank. The distant targets that the Corps Commander had assigned in his order of 02:30 for the pursuit to the southwest remained unattained; thus, no new orders were required for 25 August.

Shortly before midnight, telegrams reporting victory arrived from the neighbouring armies: “Second Army, after victorious fighting on 24th, is as far as Beaumont–Florennes. Further advance as agreed upon in a more southwesterly direction on 25th.” Meanwhile, Fourth Army sent the following message: “Complete victory gained: pursuit started beyond line Charleville–Margut-au-Chiers.”

In assessing its own situation, Third Army sent a much more sober reply. Second and Fourth Armies were simply informed where Third Army’s flanks were advancing. To Second Army, Hausen wrote: “Right wing XII Reserve Corps from Philippeville in direction Mariembourg.” To Fourth Army, he wrote: “Left wing Revin.” A telegram was dispatched to the OHL at Coblenz at 01:50 on the night of 24–25 August; it reported that Third Army’s right wing had reached Florennes. “Contact with the Guard Corps. Several thousand prisoners, mostly Belgians. A weak division of XII Reserve Corps employed against Namur for protection against Givet and Meuse crossings.”27 Thus, Third Army’s report to the OHL regarding its battles on the Meuse provided no extravagant claims of victory. This was entirely at odds with the sentiments and report of Second Army Headquarters, which had been sent earlier that evening.

THE END OF THE BATTLE ON SECOND ARMY’S FRONT

After the arrival of new instructions from Army Headquarters, Second Army’s corps immediately redirected their divisions, which had already begun the pursuit to the southwest. However, after the victory, human nature took its course due to the enormous exertions of the last days of fighting—some of the troops had fought without interruption since 21 August. The general exhaustion was so great that by the afternoon hours, the pursuing units were unable to advance beyond the line that had been reached around noon. Therefore, the corps proceeded to rest in the general line North of Beaumont–Hemptinne (north of Philippeville). The following took up bivouacs: VII Corps with 13th Division near and east of Solre, with the 14th around Strée; X Reserve Corps with 2nd Guard Reserve Division near Castillon, with 19th Reserve Division around Thy-le-Chateau; X Corps with 19th Division around Pry–Walcourt–Chastres, with the 20th around Yves-Gomezée–Fraire–Laneffe; the Guard Corps with 2nd Guard Infantry Division near St. Aubin–Florennes; and 1st Guard Infantry Division near Florennes-Biesmerée.

Serious fighting had not taken place anywhere. In VII Corps’ sector, on the right wing, 13th Division was held up in front of Maubeuge by heavy fire and had taken over protection duties against the fortress at Solre on the Sambre; 14th Division sat opposite Beaumont, which the enemy held in force, near Strée. In the sectors occupied by X Reserve Corps, X Corps, and the Guard Corps, the areas immediately to their fronts were found to be free of the enemy; here the French had apparently evaded pursuit very easily and had escaped serious damage at the hands of the German forces. The X Corps was able to capture twelve guns and several machine guns, while 2nd Guard Infantry Division seized fifteen field guns. The parts of 1st Guard Infantry Division deployed south of St. Gérard to protect the left flank had driven strong Belgian units of all arms from Namur in an easterly direction toward Third Army around noon. In several reports, the Guard Corps informed Army Headquarters about events on the left wing; at midday it was reported: “The enemy retreats before X Corps and 2nd Guard Infantry Division in a manner suggesting flight.” This information greatly contributed to the favourable appraisal of the situation at Army Headquarters. Around 16:00, the army commander moved from Gerpinnes to the sector south of Acoz, where he received a telegram from the OHL ordering that II Cavalry Corps be subordinated to First Army. Shortly after noon, a report arrived from First Army stating that the fighting against the British northwest of Maubeuge was persisting and that attempts to draw IX and III Corps around Maubeuge were now out of the question.

An army order issued at 16:50 assigned new objectives toward the southwest for the pursuit planned for 25 August. Only VII Corps received a special mission: it was to try to advance forces against the British right flank south of Maubeuge toward Aulnoye (northwest of Avesnes) on 25 August. Once this order was issued, the army commander returned to his headquarters, where rather gratifying news awaited him.28 First Army had submitted a written report dispatched at 11:30 which stated that it was “still fighting south of the Thulin–Mons canal line and, especially its centre corps (III), was engaged in very heavy fighting south of Mons–St. Ghislain.” Meanwhile, “II Corps approaching Condé, IV Reserve Corps via Ath. II Cavalry Corps headquarters is subordinated to First Army and is instructed to intervene against the British left wing in the direction of Denain. Just now an enemy column is reported to be marching from Valenciennes toward Condé. We intend to cut off the British shortly by advancing in a southwesterly direction while safeguarding against Maubeuge; army headquarters remains for the time being at Soignies.”

The I Cavalry Corps reported that a complete victory had been achieved over the British. Early on 24 August, General von Richthofen decided to intercede in IX Corps’ (First Army’s left-wing corps) battle against the British.

His Guards Cavalry Division, approaching from Pêronnes (northwest of Binche), had successfully attacked British troops at Haulchin, but yielded in the face of superior artillery fire near Binche, where it proceeded to seek an early rest on orders from Richthofen. The 5th Cavalry Division, south of Binche, entered into combat with the enemy at Peissant–Merbes-le-Château. When the latter retreated, this division also took up early bivouacs near and north of Peissant. Meanwhile, Richthofen had prohibited a crossing to the south bank of the Sambre. East of the cavalry, at Merbes-le-Château, Second Army’s VII Corps encamped. In the afternoon, I Cavalry Corps reported a British retreat “towards Maubeuge.” In the evening, a supplementary report was dispatched: “The nature of the war materiel collected shows that the British have evacuated their positions in a manner resembling flight. Parts of the British 3rd and 6th Divisions have been identified. Remaining before Maubeuge on 25th for support of VII Corps.”

General von Gallwitz then reported the fall of Namur and its forts, except for a few on the southern and southeastern fronts. Several thousand French and Belgian prisoners had been captured along with ten field guns, innumerable fortress guns, and many pieces of war materiel. The XI Corps was standing by south of Namur; the Reserve Guard Corps stood by at Namur and to the west of the town.

This news elated those at Second Army Headquarters, as if there had been a total victory. The grim appraisal of the situation that had been given on the previous evening was completely reversed. In particular, reports of a British retreat “resembling flight” strengthened the impression that a decisive victory was now in the works. Only Third Army’s evening report showed reservations and did not speak at all of victory; nor did it mention anything about the decisive advance of its left wing via Fumay. But that seemed explicable, since Third Army Headquarters was showing appropriate prudence in assessing the results of a pursuit that was still in progress on 24 August. The parts of Third Army that had pushed beyond Fumay were to plunge directly into the French retreat and there to transform the enemy’s defeat into a catastrophe. It was further hoped that on 25 August the pursuit would bear the fruit of Second Army’s victory and thus become a decicive factor in the overall campaign. It was this opinion and sentiment that germinated a report to the OHL dispatched at 23:50. It read:

On 24 August, the second day of the “Battle of Namur,” Second Army decisively defeated the enemy despite his obstinate and partly offensive resistance during intense fighting. Numerous guns captured. Decided to take offensive across the Sambre against superior enemy to open the road across the Meuse to Third Army. First Army, west of Maubeuge, fighting with British army; envelopment started. II Cavalry Corps headquarters routed a British brigade; divisional commander and several officers taken prisoner. I Cavalry Corps headquarters reports flight-like retreat of the British from their positions. Parts of 3rd and 6th British Divisions have been ascertained. Attack upon Namur victoriously carried out. All town and forts, except four, are in our hands. Several thousand prisoners, ten field-guns captured. Besides Belgian garrison, Regiments 45 and 148 of French II Corps were at Namur. The intermediate space was strongly fortified. Troops attacking Namur, except half a division, have become free for other employment. Attack on Maubeuge being prepared. Second Army evening of 24th along line Beaumont—Hemptinne, 25 August further advance and will vacate front of Third Army towards the southwest. Today opposed Belgian XVIII, III, X, XIX, and I Corps on the Meuse, as well as II Corps and reserve divisions.

The Capture of Namur

Sitting at the intersection of the main traffic arteries between Belgium and France, the fortress of Namur—at the junction of the Meuse and Sambre rivers—was a key asset in the projected operations of the Franco-Belgian Field Army between the two rivers and north of them.29 Like Liège, Namur had been upgraded to a modern fortress and possessed a zone of forts that had been rebuilt as strong and heavily armed resistance points.

On 18 August the OHL sent a telegram to Second and Third Army Headquarters, which read in part:

Send a request to Namur seeking their surrender; summon the commander to evacuate women and children from the town as the attack upon the fortress will commence as soon as we receive his refusal. It is recommended that the fortress be attacked simultaneously on the northeastern and southeastern fronts. Second Army is to direct the attack. It must request the forces of Third Army’s right wing in time to lead the attack against the southeastern front, which must include Third Army’s heaviest artillery.

Third Army was instructed to guard the attack on Namur from an enemy attack from the Meuse between Namur and Givet.

Second Army Headquarters assigned General der Artillerie von Gallwitz, commander of the Reserve Guard Corps, to lead the attack on the fortress. Besides his own corps, XI Corps (from Third Army) was subordinated to Gallwitz. Heavy artillery and engineering siege formations approached from Liège along the Meuse Valley. Corps Headquarters did not provide detailed instructions for the operations, but it did provide the attacking formations with the experience gained at Liège.

All of this suggested that it was of primary importance for the attacking troops to take the shortest possible routes toward their assigned sections of the fortress. The directions of approach suggested that Reserve Guard Corps would attack on the north side of the Meuse; XI Corps would operate on the south side. Correspondingly, 3rd Guard Infantry Division was to reach Huy on 19 August, with its vanguard at Héron. The 22nd Division of XI Corps was to march to Havelange, with 38th Division advancing to Hamois. The 1st Guard Reserve Division was to remain stationary south of Andenne to cover this movement.

Based on reconnaissance carried out on 19 August, and on consultations with front-line commanders, Gallwitz decided to lead the attack against Namur’s northeastern front with 3rd Guard Infantry Division from the line Hingeon–Vezin, with XI Corps against the eastern front. He also ordered 1st Guard Reserve Division to deploy in readiness as reserve at Andenne. The troops were provided with instructions, and the siege artillery arriving from Liège was distributed to the units in the sectors tasked with overcoming the obstacles: Forts Marchovelette, Maizeret, and Andoy. At 11:00 on 20 August, the attacking troops, fully deployed, were to reach the line Franc-Waret–Vezin–Sclayn–Strud–Les Tombes. In the afternoon, the entire artillery complement was to open fire in unison.

On the evening of 19 August, the attacking troops were located as follows: the Reserve Guard Corps’ 3rd Guard Infantry Division northwest of Huy at Héron; 1st Guard Reserve Division at Coutisse; XI Corps’ 22nd Division south of Andenne at Ohey with elements as far to the rear as Maffe (southeast of Havelange); and 38th Division at Hamois. General von Gallwitz’s headquarters were at Ohey.

On 19 August the OHL dispatched a General Staff memorandum that had been prepared during peacetime regarding the fortress of Namur. This comprehensive document ruminated on the siege of Namur and included numerous plans and enclosures. It contained detailed information about the garrison’s size, strength, and ability to resist, and about the artillery defences at the fortress; as well as a predetermined plan of attack, rules dictating the direction of attack; and details of the operation’s overall execution. However, Gallwitz received this painstaking work only after he had reached his basic decisions. In any case, the attack on Namur was not as had been assumed in peacetime planning—an isolated, independent action. Rather, it was a single link in the larger operation of the German Army’s right wing. Thus, Gallwitz had to adapt his decisions to the operational situation of his neighbouring armies. Such were the difficulties of his command. In contrast to existing ideas of siege warfare, which were somewhat schematic, the tactical, technical, and operational considerations of open warfare proved to be more decisive in the attack upon Namur. Command decisions, especially regarding which front to attack, had to be highly versatile.

On the morning of 20 August, the troops marched into their sectors. Aerial scouts had identified troop deployments at Cognelée of about a division as well as military bridges that had been established at Vépion, above Namur, and at Arrêt, east of it. Weaker enemy deployments were observed north of Port Dave, as well as railway traffic from the south and southwest heading toward Namur. On the east-southeast and northern fronts, strong infantry and gun emplacements had been erected on the intermediate ground between the forts. The enemy had taken good advantage of the time that had elapsed since the outbreak of war by systematically enlarging the fortress and making the interstices safe from assault. A coup de main against this objective, therefore, was quite out of the question. Its capture was therefore to be attempted in a shortened attack.

Soon afterwards, the results of the reconnaissance arrived, and at around 10:30, General von Bülow arrived at Gallwitz’s headquarters at Ohey. There he approved the latter’s intentions and instructions. He suggested that 1st Guard Reserve Division, rather than remaining on the Meuse, be drawn to the northern (and if possible the northwestern) front of Namur, there to safeguard Second Army’s left flank, which was wheeling around the fortress. Gallwitz believed that displacing this formation as far as the northwestern front was going too far; however, he agreed to incorporate it into the attack on the northern front. This required new reconnaissance, which was ordered at once. In the meantime, 1st Guard Reserve Division was instructed to cross the river on 20 August using a newly erected military bridge at Andenne in order to advance its vanguard to the environs of Noville-les-Bois. Owing to intense street fighting with hostile Belgian civilians near the crossing at Andenne, the division only reached Landenne on the 20th.

North of the Meuse, 3rd Guard Infantry Division reached the line Hingeon–Vezin. This division was delayed by fighting west of Hingeon, as well as by a dash of strong enemy forces from the direction of Cognelée against its right flank. South of the Meuse, XI Corps reached the line Sclayn–Faulx–Les-Tombes while safeguarding its left flank at Florée. In this area, however, all enemy assaults were rebuffed. The artillery deployment north and south of the Meuse, therefore, was carried out without disturbance. However, because the bulk of the artillery had not been brought into position in time, the commencement of fire was no longer possible on 20 August; it was postponed until 21 August.

These deployment delays provided enough time to move infantry forces into their positions on 20 August. Reconnaissance had shown that the terrain along the southeastern front presented considerable difficulties to an attack. Instead of 1st Guard Reserve Division marching upon the north bank, 38th Division under Generalleutnant Wagner now marched from the foremost line to Haltinne; 22nd Division alone took over the sector of attack south of the Meuse line, shortening the front.

On account of the fog in the early morning hours of 21 August, by noon the artillery on the northeastern and southeastern fronts was firing only against the Forts Marchovelette, Maizeret, and Andoy as well as against the intervening countryside. Under cover of this artillery barrage (to which the enemy responded weakly), 1st Guard Reserve Division, which had been ordered to march into the sector Longchamps–Leuze, only reached the region of Hemptinne–Meeffe. The 3rd Guard Infantry Division reached the eastern outskirts of the three towns in a line Marchovelette–Gelbressée–Wartet. The 22nd Division reached the line east of Thon–Goyet–west of Faulx, while 38th Division advanced to Andenne.

In the meantime, further reconnaissance reports arrived during 21 August. These concurred that the terrain on the eastern and southeastern fronts would render the advance much more difficult in these sectors as it was difficult to survey and laced with deep and rocky ravines. These reports concurred that the ground on the northeastern and northern fronts was more suited to an attack. Thereupon, General von Gallwitz decided to conduct a secondary attack south of the Meuse by feigning intense activity, while shifting the actual attack entirely to the northern front. To this end, he drew 38th Division up to the north bank of the Meuse on 22 August.

In the afternoon, Second Army Headquarters sent instructions:

The wheel to the left of First and Second Armies will be continued today onto the general line Ninove–Jemeppe (west of Namur). Third Army today approaches the line Spontin–Celles and south as far as the Meuse. The left wing of the attacking troops at Namur, therefore, appears completely protected. It seems admissible to extend the right wing of these attacking troops at Namur still farther in a westerly direction approximately as far as the vicinity of Meux depending upon the advance of the army’s left wing.

The staff officer delivering this letter verbally stated Bülow’s desire that, on 22 August, Gallwitz should advance at least parts of 1st Guard Reserve Division farther to the west to safeguard the Guard Corps’ left flank advancing along the western front of Namur toward the Sambre.

Gallwitz, however, believed that the best best way to protect Second and Third Armies’ flanks was to capture the fortress as quickly as possible; also, that his most important duty was to avoid squandering his forces on secondary tasks. Furthermore, he believed he had sufficiently addressed the army commander’s suggestions by displacing 1st Guard Reserve Division; and he wanted to avoid wasting time shifting the weight of the attack farther to the west.

Owing to unfavourable weather, the aerial reconnaissance brought no new information. The airplanes dispatched for photographic purposes had been unable to complete their missions.

At 23:50 on 21 August, headquarters at Ohey ordered 1st Guard Reserve Division and 38th Infantry Division, under the XI Corps commander, Generalleutnant von Plüskow, to lead the decisive attack against the northern front of Namur beyond the line Daussoulx–Gelbressée; meanwhile, the bulk of 3rd Guard Infantry Division was to deploy at Trou-du-Sart as reserve at the disposal of Gallwitz and was to continue holding its previous sector at Bois-d’Ambraine–Meuse. The following boundaries for the attack were designated: on the right, the line running from Éghezée–Daussoulx up to the Tirlemont-Namur railway; on the left, the line running from the eastern outskirts of the wood to Fernellemont–Franc-Waret–the eastern outskirts of Gelbressée–and the road to Namur. Also, the artillery received orders to open fire against Fort Cognelée.

The 38th Division’s delays crossing the Meuse bridge at Andenne delayed the execution of Gallwitz’s orders on 22 August. Meanwhile, contrary to the wishes of Corps Headquarters, 3rd Guard Infantry Division became entangled in serious fighting. The commander of a mortar battalion moving into position near Tillier wanted to shift his observation post ahead to the vicinity of Marchovelette. Complying with his request, a battalion tasked with protecting this mortar group advanced toward the south and encountered enemy infantry positions. All regiments of 3rd Guard Infantry Division took a hand in the ensuing fight so that shortly after noon, they were fighting hard along their entire front. Gallwitz soon arrived in the vicinity of Franc-Waret, where he ordered Generalleutnant von Bonin, commander of 3rd Guard Infantry Division, to cease fire but to maintain the positions taken. This unwanted advance had run counter to the Corps Commander’s intentions and necessitated another change in troop disposition in all sectors. At 14:30, General von Plüskow was instructed to carry out the main attack in his assigned sector, as ordered, but now with the participation of those elements of 3rd Guard Infantry Division that had moved into his area of operations. Also, a new reserve was created consisting of an infantry brigade and an artillery detachment of 1st Guard Reserve Division, as well as an infantry regiment of 38th Division. This reserve was to deploy behind the centre of this sector, near Cortil-Wodon. The commencement of the attack was set for 23 August.

During the entire day of 22 August, German artillery fire continued with unabated violence against the enemy forts. Opinions regarding the outcome of this fire were divided until evening. The artillery commanders believed that the forts and the intervening enemy lines would be overcome quickly; however, infantry and aerial scouts, as well as the engineers, insisted there had been no observable change in the forts, nor had there been any effect on the intermediate positions. Despite this disagreement, Gallwitz ordered that the attack be launched against the northeastern and northern fronts of the fortress on the following day. To this end, all attacking forces were to be subordinated to Plüskow. The attack was to be directed against the intermediate lines while the fortress defenders were suppressed using heavy artillery; medium and light artillery were to lay preparatory fire on the intermediate lines, which the infantry and engineers would assault. After that, a forceful advance was to pierce through to the northern outskirts of the town of Namur, though it was not to go beyond the Gembloux–Namur–Huy railway.

In the late evening, Plüskow and his Chief of Staff, Oberst von Sauberzweig, appeared at Gallwitz’s headquarters, where they asserted that the attack should not be carried out as early as 23 August. That day, they argued, ought to be reserved exclusively for artillery preparation. Only after its effects had been positively ascertained, and after the forts were disabled, should the infantry attack. Gallwitz, however, rejected Plüskow’s arguments and vehemently maintained his decision. The measures taken thus far would stand.

Early on 23 August, a staff officer of 14th Reserve Division, located southeast of Gembloux, reported that his division was destined for the relief of 1st Guard Infantry Division, which was at that time standing west of Namur. Gallwitz immediately requested that 14th Division conduct a feint against Namur’s western front in order to tie up the enemy’s artillery forces there.

The first reports arriving from the foremost line in the morning hours sounded grave. Apparently, the enemy positions on the northern and northeastern fronts were very strongly fortified. Again, several commanders warned against a premature attack. Gallwitz remained unperturbed; clearly recognizing the demands of the general situation, he stood by his original decision. Soon, news arrived that German infantry had closed with the enemy in several places thanks to effective field artillery support. Toward 09:30, gratifying news arrived that parts of 3rd Guard Infantry Division had invaded the strongly fortified intermediate position east of Fort Cognelée after a vigorous assault. Having heard this, Plüskow ordered the remaining units in his sector to mount a general assault. At the same time, Gallwitz instructed the reserve to advance to Arrêt–Maulauche.

By 11:15 the intermediate positions on both sides of Fort Marchovelette had been captured. Defensive fire from Forts Cognelée and Marchovelette ceased. Along the entire front, the victorious German troops dashed toward the town of Namur while the reserve, in an uninterrupted advance, remained on and west of the Leuze–Namur road, tasked with protecting the right flank against the Forts Emines and Suarlée simultaneously. In the second and third hours of the afternoon, Forts Cognelée and Marchovelette surrendered. Toward 16:00, the storming infantry reached the northern outskirts of Namur. The 14th Reserve Division, under Generalleutnant von Unger, facilitated the advance by tying up the defensive fire of Forts Emines and Suarlée to the west so that the attacking infantry, from the start, received minimal harassment from these positions. To suppress the fire from the fortresses, Gallwitz ordered the artillery groups located east of Maulauche to move west. On the south bank of the Meuse, Generalmajor Dieffenbach’s 22nd Division had at first limited itself to firing on Forts Maizeret and Andoy, but its infantry had recently approached the enemy’s intermediate positions along the division’s entire front.

Between 15:00 and 16:00, Gallwitz advanced with his staff to the heights of Champion. From there, soon after 17:00, an envoy was sent to the commander of Namur demanding that he at once surrender the town and all forts not yet captured. If by 19:00 the request had not been accepted, the town—which had so far been spared artillery fire—and the citadel were to be bombarded. All preparations to execute this threat were made; the field and heavy artillery were readied. At the same time, Plüskow was instructed to lay a barrage south of Namur using his long-range artillery to prevent both the arrival of reinforcements and the departure of the garrison. At 19:00, when the envoy had still not returned and there seemed to be no discernable intention of surrender, Gallwitz ordered a general advance. On the urgent insistence of his Chief of Staff, Oberst von Bartenwerffer, who argued against exposing the infantry to an uncertain street battle in the town at such a late hour, Gallwitz amended his order to the effect that by opening fire on the citadel and the southern part of the town, pressure would brought to bear upon the defenders. Consequently, field and heavy artillery bombarded the southern part of the town. After a quarter of an hour, however, the firing ceased. Isolated units had not received the instruction to cease at the Gembloux–Namur–Huy railway and had pushed farther south, advancing boldly. Gallwitz, therefore, ordered his unit to pierce through to the Sambre and Meuse, an order that was carried out in the evening successfully and without resistance. Shortly before their arrival, however, the bridges were blown. Just a single small bridge over the Sambre fell into German hands intact. In the late evening, troops invading the northern part of the town reported that Belgian 4th Division, which had been located in the town, had departed for the south after the German infantry had broken through the line of forts. During the night, the German troops rested in the lines attained.

On 24 August at 05:00, everything was prepared for a further assault. The heavy artillery resumed firing against the southeastern front and against Forts Emines and Suarlée. In the town proper, the troops that had invaded the northern part of the town quickly repaired the destroyed Meuse and Sambre bridges.

From 05:30 on, Gallwitz was stationed on the heights south of Champion. Here he received detailed troop reports about the previous day’s combat; these included reports on the fall of Fort Maizeret, which succumbed to 22nd Division’s attack on 23 August. Though Forts Emines and Suarlée had not yet fallen, at 08:00 Gallwitz ordered 38th Division to advance across the Sambre into the wooded, hilly country southwest of Namur and, there, to assault Forts Malonne and St. Héribert. The 3rd Guard Infantry Division was to occupy the town, while elements of 1st Guard Reserve Division, under Generalmajor Albrecht, was to assume protection of the heavy artillery north of the Meuse. The latter was to continue firing against Forts Emines and Suarlée. West of these works, 14th Reserve Division was ready to prevent the Belgian garrison’s flight to the west or southwest. Its artillery, too, fired against the forts. The 22nd Division was now instructed to overcome Forts Andoy and Dave and then to push south of the town toward the Meuse.

Toward 10:00, Gallwitz received the first detailed report from 22nd Division about its operations of the day before. After the fall of Fort Maizeret, it had advanced against the enemy’s intermediate line, thrown back the enemy here, and pushed farther ahead in the evening.

In the late morning of 24 August, 3rd Guard Infantry Division took complete possession of the town of Namur. Gallwitz and his staff immediately moved to the town. Here, toward 15:00, reports were received of the fall of Fort Andoy and, some time later, Fort Malonne southwest of Namur. The latter had been seized in a bold coup de main led by Leutnant von der Linde and several courageous grenadiers of Foot Guards Regiment 5, which on its own initiative had advanced in the forenoon, south of the town. The XI Corps reported that 38th Division would be advancing as far as south of Malonne. As Forts Suarlée and Dave were also under heavy artillery fire, and their fall was expected at any moment, the routes of advance to the south and southwest were declared opened to both corps. Immediately, these developments were reported to Second Army Headquarters, and orders were requested for the further employment of Reserve Guard Corps and XI Corps, since at Namur, one reinforced brigade was sufficient to occupy the town and its forts.

Late in the evening of 24 August, Fort St. Héribert fell to 38th Division; the final surrender of the three remaining forts—Emines, Dave, and Suarlée—would come only on the 25th.

Thus, within a few days, the fortress of Namur, whose importance to the overall conduct of operations had become clear in recent days, had fallen to the Germans.

The importance of the speedy fall of the fortress should not be underestimated. With its capture, the French pillar on the Meuse and Sambre front had been demolished, thus rendering further resistance impossible in the acute angle between the two rivers.

This success was due first and foremost to the clearheaded command of General von Gallwitz, who skillfully adapted his plans to the diverse requirements of open and siege warfare; he adopted a versatile attack procedure that amounted to a compromise between a coup de main and a more limited attack. This procedure had now proven its value compared to one followed at Liège. This operation had taken less time, fewer forces, and a smaller toll than the capture of Liège, even though the enemy had enjoyed three full weeks to prepare his defence at Namur. The bag totalled 5,700 Belgian and French prisoners, twelve field guns, and the forts’ voluminous armament. Additionally, elements of Belgian 4th Division, which had left the fortress when the situation became critical, fell into the hands of the Guards and the Saxons, south of Namur. The quantity of captured automobiles, vehicles, provisions, and supplies of all kinds was enormous. By comparison, German casualties were relatively light: a little over 900 men, about one-third of these killed.

During the night of 24–25 August, Second Army Headquarters ordered that all forces thus freed from duty at Namur were to return to their armies at once. Reserve Guard Corps, except for one brigade left at Namur, was to be marched south of the Sambre via Fosse–Gerpinnes toward Thy and placed at the disposal of Second Army, while XI Corps was marched via St. Gérard toward Philippeville and taken under Third Army’s command.

First Army’s Operations on 23 and 24 August

THE BATTLE OF MONS

Early on 23 August, First Army’s corps executed the army order that had been issued the previous evening and began advancing into the region northwest of Maubeuge against the line Basècles (northeast of Péruwelz)–St. Ghislain–Jemappes (west of Mons).30 The II Cavalry Corps, in accordance with First Army Headquarters’ intentions, originally wanted to advance south toward Valenciennes to participate in the expected battle against the British. However, II Cavalry Corps instead received an order from Second Army Headquarters, to which it was still subordinated, to advance west toward Kortryk to protect the army’s flank. The weather was cloudy and at times rainy.

During the late morning, the Army’s command staff remained at its headquarters at Hal. The aerial reconnaissance expected to arrive early on 23 August did not materialize as unfavourable weather prevented the aircraft from flying, but this changed after noon. However, the Flieger-Abteilung directly subordinated to Army Headquarters did not take off at any time during the day—the reason is unknown.31 Matters were further complicated as the army commander believed that II Cavalry Corps had been incorrectly deployed. Then, at 10:00, a IV Corps intelligence officer arrived from Ath with a report dispatched at 06:30. According to this report, reconnaissance results had arrived during the night at II Cavalry Corps stating that since 22 August heavy bodies of troops had been detraining at Tournai and that patrols had received fire from that location; whether British or French troops had been unloaded was not known. This news was in sharp contrast to the reconnaissance received the previous day, which had reported the region of Tournai to be free of enemy forces. Second Army Headquarters pondered

whether British forces had detrained at Tournai. But they were probably too numerous to unload exclusively at Tournai. Was Tournai now the centre, right, or left wing of the newly arrived troops? In all probability, the British were at Maubeuge. Were they also to appear at Tournai? This seemed unlikely. A detraining so far forward seemed too risky, given the proximity of our cavalry corps. Perhaps it was the garrison of Lille; but to order the army to shift its movement based on any report was impossible. Though we would be able to meet a danger to our right flank by forming in echelons on that wing, we might miss the opportunity to envelop the British if we continue our march.32

Because of these considerations, Army Headquarters decided to halt the army’s advance. At 09:30, the front-line corps were told not to cross the line Leuze–Mons–Binche. Simultaneously, a telegram was sent to II Cavalry Corps asking it to “ascertain northern wing of detrainings. Are the French or British being detrained?”

In the meantime, matters had come to life on the army’s left wing, nearest to the enemy.33

Expecting a clash with the enemy, IX Corps had advanced in four columns against the Canal-du-Centre from north of Mons to south of Roeulx. The 17th Division’s two columns, marching on the left, found the Canal-du-Centre occupied. The divisional commander, Generalleutnant von Bauer, through his contacts with Second Army’s right-wing division (the 13th), learned the details of Second Army’s battles in the area on 22 August. Here the enemy had been identified as French; thus, IX Corps’ thrust was likely to strike the seam between the two allies, rendering it especially significant. General der Infanterie von Quast, commanding IX Corps, immediately decided upon an attack and at 09:55 ordered his troops to seize the canal crossings. The divisions were prohibited from crossing the line running from the railway south of Nimy up to the southern edge of the woods east of Mons. Soon after the corps’ order was issued, the army order of 09:30 arrived, which prevented the army from crossing the line Leuze–Mons–Binche. The measures taken at corps level thus far did not exceed this order.

Both of III Corps’ divisions were also approaching their destinations of St. Ghislain and east of there, when the army order arrived. As a clash with the enemy was certain if the advance continued, General von Lochow ordered that the corps be readied for the attack along the line Tertre–Ghlin. Furthermore, 6th Division was to deploy “in such a way that it could also take a hand in IX Corps’ fighting, attacking with its right wing from the direction of Soignies towards Mons.” But for the time being, the canal was not to be crossed. The 5th Division had been instructed to advance only up to the point where it emerged from the forest north of St. Ghislain. In this place, too, a clash with the enemy appeared imminent.

The IV Corps commander, General der Infanterie Sixt von Armin, decided to take possession of the canal crossings of Péruwelz and Blaton, which he believed was in keeping with the army order. He instructed his divisions accordingly. Their vanguards were to reach Basècles (8th Division) and Stambruges (7th Division) and occupy the bridges, whereupon the bulk of these formations were then to rest. The 8th Division was also to reconnoitre as far as the Scheldt between Tournai and Condé, while maintaining contact with II Cavalry Corps.

MEANWHILE, IX CORPS BECAME ENGAGED IN ENERGETIC FIGHTING. THE 18TH Division under Generalleutnant von Kluge was destined for the crossings at Nimy and Obourg. Around noon, artillery opened fire against the enemy positions along the canal in the sector north of Maisières and at St. Denis. Thanks to its effectiveness, the parts of 35th Brigade that had set out toward the sector east of Nimy crossed the canal without heavy losses and, at 14:15, reached the railway. Meanwhile, the attack against the strongly fortified town of Nimy itself ground to a halt. At about the same time, 36th Brigade captured the bridges at Obourg after brisk fighting. In the face of such progress, British resistance at Nimy gradually diminished. Toward 16:00, the bridges north of Nimy were gained. Immediately afterwards, the town itself was stormed. The field artillery immediately followed the advancing infantry to the south bank. In the meantime, at 15:30, General von Quast commissioned 18th Division to take possession of Mons and to push troops forward beyond to Cuesmes–Mesvin. The division in this way maintained its forward momentum. Mons was taken without a fight; the resistance that flared up at its southeastern exit was quickly broken. By the time darkness fell, 35th Brigade had reached the region east of Cuesmes and Hyon. On the heights east of Mons, however, the enemy offered obstinate resistance.

Along 17th Division’s front, British cavalry had evacuated the canal crossings at Ville-sur-Haine and Thieu. At 13:30 the division continued its advance after a short restm reaching the St. Symphorien–Villers–St. Ghislain road, where it broke weak enemy resistance. At 17:00 the Division Commander ordered an envelopment of the enemy still holding out east of Mons. Toward evening, the British were thrown back after a stubborn resistance beyond the Mons–Givry road. Thus, IX Corps could record a complete success along its entire front.

By 11:00, Army Headquarters had advanced from Hal to Soignies. Soon after its arrival the situation became clear. Reports coming in from IV, III, and IX Corps left no doubt about the location of the British. They stated that the British occupied St. Ghislain and the canal crossings west of there, up to the bridge southwest of Pommeroeul. However, the enemy was absent from the region east of Condé. Intelligence of the previous day noted that 30,000 men had marched through Dour (southwest of St. Ghislain) toward Mons; another column went through Blaregnies (northeast of Bavai). Meanwhile, on the present day, 40,000 men had been seen marching toward Genlis (south of Mons) while other troops were seen detraining around 11:00 at Jemappes. North of Binche, Second Army’s right division had been thrown back by a British cavalry brigade toward the southwest. Based on this intelligence, Army Headquarters assumed that it was now certain that “strong British troops were present at Mons.” Then, at 13:00, II Cavalry Corps headquarters reported that the country as far as Thielt–Kortryk–Tournai had been taken from the enemy overnight and that a French infantry brigade had retreated toward Lannoy (southeast of Roubaix). The situation on the army’s right flank was again clarified and, as a result, the army commander believed that the advance could resume.34 At 13:15, Generaloberst von Kluck ordered III Corps—which was deployed to the right of IX Corps—to advance via St. Ghislain–Jemappes; IV Corps was to continue its march toward Hensies–Thulin. While II and IV Reserve Corps received no instructions to close up with the corps of the foremost line, the latter was already fighting at Canal-du-Centre. Regarding this decision, General von Kuhl wrote:

On the contrary, I never wanted to concentrate the corps on one battlefield. We were vastly superior to the British, that much was certain. Therefore, it was always the intention to advance along a broad front, not to concentrate. The corps on the wings, especially the right wing, were to overtake the enemy while the others stood fighting. This was always the explicit intention in operations against the British, which is repeatedly expressed in the orders.

Regardless, the army commander had given III Corps a difficult task. The attack was to proceed directly across wide-open lowland against an obstacle that could be crossed at few places, all of which were assumed to have been destroyed. However, General von Lochow was leading an excellent group of soldiers into combat. The Brandenburg divisions, impatiently deployed in the face of the enemy, welcomed the order to attack.

On the right wing, Generalleutnant Wichura’s 5th Division advanced with 10th Brigade against Tertre and the railway bridge southwest of the town. The place itself was taken after a quick fight. South of there, as they approached the railway bridge, enemy fire from across the canal brought them to a halt. Farther to the left, at 15:15, 9th Brigade attacked from the railway east of St. Ghislain toward the bridge northeast of Wasmuel. After a hard-fought battle, it succeeded in crossing the canal. Parts of the brigade wheeled onto the south bank toward St. Ghislain and Hornu but stopped short of the towns themselves. Other elements of the brigade occupied Wasmuel around 20:00. As darkness fell, the advance ended in the country south of the canal. At 18:30, 10th Brigade’s attempt to gain ground toward St. Ghislain failed in the face of enemy machine-gun fire, which had already deployed north of the canal. Only the brigade’s right wing gained the south bank at the destroyed railway bridge southwest of Tertre. Here too, darkness prevented a further advance.

Simultaneously with 5th Division, the 6th under Generalmajor Herhudt von Rohden clashed with the enemy, who had attacked from the vicinity of Ghlin. This formation was to take possession of the hilly country south of Jemappes. The infantry’s advance came off much the same as that of 5th Division. British fire emanating from the houses of Jemappes compelled the troops, advancing without cover, to halt before they reached the canal. Only weak elements found a little cover in the bushes west of the Ghlin–Jemappes path. Around 17:00, in a surprise attack, these troops—supported by a limited number of field guns—valiantly captured the crossing north of Jemappes. Their success was facilitated by their relative proximity to the objective compared to that of the majority of the attacking troops. Jemappes was stormed and the canal crossing opened to remainder of the division. The pursuit was immediately joined toward Frameries and Ciply (south of Mons), but was terminated by nightfall.

The IV Corps came into action only late in the afternoon. General Sixt von Armin—after receiving the army commander’s order to march towards Hensies–Thulin—ordered 8th Division out of rest and started its advance. He commanded 7th Division to continue marching toward Ville-Pommeroeul. Here, two canals—one behind the other—needed to be crossed. The 8th Division under Generalleutnant Hildebrandt encountered the enemy on the northern canal crossing west of Pommeroeul. He was thrown from this position. Further attacks against the southern canal crossing, however, stuck fast in the face of heavy enemy machine-gun fire from the far bank. The attack ceased entirely as artillery support proved impossible after nightfall. During the night, the British blew up the southern bridge. In the meantime, 7th Division under Generalleutnant Riedel had thrown back the enemy from the railway embankment east of Pommeroeul across the canal in a dashing attack; but it failed to hold the crossing. Toward midnight, weak forces gained the south bank across a footbridge erected in the interim. Under their protection, the road bridge that the British had dynamited was temporarily repaired, whereupon additional troops changed banks, aided in part by the division’s pontoon train. They entrenched 400 metres south of the canal on both sides of the road to Thulin. The majority of the division spent the night on the river’s northern bank.

The II Corps and IV Reserve Corps proceeded to rest along their routes of march after reaching their destinations—La Hamaide (north of Ath) and Bierghes (southwest of Hal)—after marches of 32 kilometres and 20 kilometres respectively. This was without contacting the enemy. The II Corps was more than 30 kilometres short of the front, while IV Reserve Corps was more than 45 kilometres distant. It seemed doubtful that they would reach the front in time to take part in any continuation of battle.

At 02:55, Army Headquarters notified IV Corps that the support of III Corps and IX Corps was no longer necessary. Unless there was some extraordinary reason, IV Corps was to rest wherever such an order was received. The reasons behind this order, given the situation at III and IX Corps, can no longer be determined. General von Kuhl maintained that Army Headquarters had gained the impression in the early afternoon hours that enemy resistance on the canal was weak. However, a III Corps report to that effect, dispatched at 15:30, arrived at Army Headquarters only at 16:30. Apparently this or a similar report had been transmitted by telephone earlier to Army Headquarters, resulting in the instruction to IV Corps. Around this time, the army commander seems to have assumed that the main enemy forces were located farther south, between Maubeuge and Valenciennes. General von Kuhl noted:

We were still uncertain so, first and foremost, we endeavoured to keep the army from forming on Maubeuge. We did not want to concentrate it prematurely. A formation in echelon to the right was still deemed necessary on the 23rd in order to protect against a surprise attack and to envelop the British, whatever the circumstances. I entered this in my daily journal; therefore, on the afternoon of 22 August, it was determined incorrect to immediately draw II Corps and IV Reserve Corps near. Farther destinations of march were not ordered for the 23rd. I always proceeded from the fact that, in a fight, given our great superiority, the British would soon retreat. Therefore, our right wing should not wheel prematurely as it was to overtake the enemy instead.

At 18:00, Army Headquarters once again changed its opinion: IX Corps reported that at 12:30, its aerial scouts had ascertained a 3-kilometre-long enemy column south of Mons marching north on the La Longueville–Malplaquet road. Additionally, at 14:00, two columns of the same length were sighted on the Malplaquet–Genly and Quévy–Genly roads, with their leading elements at Genly, while further large troop deployments were detected west of Malplaquet, near Quévy and Asquillies. Cavalry was spotted east of Asquillies. There was now no doubt that the bulk of the BEF stood opposite. It was now of the utmost importance to take possession of the southern canal crossing, a feat that so far only IX Corps and parts of III Corps had managed to accomplish. Consequently, soon after 18:00, IV Corps was ordered to advance its left wing toward Thulin in order to open the crossings to III Corps. It was essential to gain possession of the canal’s southern bank before nightfall.

The repeated fluctuations in army orders did not make IV Corps’ task any easier. On receiving First Army’s rest order, which had been issued at 14:55, General von Armin instructed his two divisions to take up quarters north of the canal and to take possession of the bridges from Péruwelz to Pommeroeul. This order, however, could not be executed as both divisions were already fighting for the canal crossings when the instruction arrived. When the army’s orders again changed—directing that it resume the advance across the canal—General von Armin did nothing as, in his opinion, his divisions were already carrying out this new instruction.35

The attack by III and IX Corps struck the British with great force. With surprising speed, the army’s left wing had solved the difficult problem of forcing a crossing of the wide lowland around the canal against a tough, nearly invisible enemy. The troops of these corps could reflect on their achievements of this day with well-earned pride. In this first battle, the outstanding influence the corps commanders—Generals von Lochow and von Quast—exerted on their troops was a clear factor.

However, reflection would have to wait, for the advance continued and a decision had to be reached. It appeared that only the army’s right wing could envelop the British. Now, whether the German commanders succeeded in pressing First Army’s right wing against the British left wing and left flank in time became of decisive importance for the overall battle—not only for First Army, but also along the entire German front.

THE EVENTS OF 24 AUGUST

By the evening of 23 August, General von Kluck had yet to gain a clear view of the general situation on the German Army’s right flank. Telephone communications between First and Second Army Headquarters had been ordered but had not materialized because of technical difficulties. Nor had liaison officers been dispatched, and as a result, timely exchanges of ideas between Army Commanders were out of the question in these decisive hours. Timely knowledge of Second Army’s situation on 23 August would have greatly stimulated First Army Headquarters’ decision to push forward its right wing. The IX Corps had only reported that, on this evening, their neighbour to the left, Second Army’s VII Corps, was still fighting for the Sambre crossing in the vicinity of Thuin. Second Army Headquarters had issued no general orders whatsoever. Only IX Corps had received instructions directly from Second Army—to advance for the latter’s support west of Maubeuge, a request it had to refuse as impracticable.36

Nor had instructions of operational importance arrived from the OHL, since First Army had been subordinated to Second Army Headquarters. The OHL had taken a hand in command decisions at First Army only when it demanded in a telegram that protection against Antwerp be effected using III and IV Reserve Corps until the arrival of IX Reserve Corps. Brussels was to be kept strongly occupied until further orders. This stipulation regarding the employment of the corps subordinated to First Army Headquarters was considered problematic. The Army Commander believed that he alone should be able to fix the size of the forces required before Antwerp and at Brussels. Nevertheless, the order was taken into account so far as the garrison at Brussels was concerned; it was increased to an infantry brigade by dispatching further battalions from IV Reserve Corps. But General von Kluck wanted to draw near the remaining parts of IV Reserve Corps for the decisive struggle that had already started. The only thing that seemed certain was that, in this battle, no decision had been achieved as yet. General von Kuhl reports that

First Army Headquarters opinion of the situation on the evening of the 23rd was that after the enemy’s strong resistance, the attack would have to continue on 24 August. First, the right wing also had to force its way across the canal. In the advance that was to proceed from there, a conglomeration of the army on Maubeuge was to be avoided at all costs. If at all possible, the army wanted to prevent the enemy from retreating west and hoped to throw him into Maubeuge.37

In these circumstances, First Army Headquarters limited itself to ordering the continuation of the attack west past Maubeuge, for 05:00 the next day, and to drawing II Corps, which was still in deep echelon, to the front line. Meanwhile, IV Reserve Corps was to march behind the army’s right wing. In detail, IX Corps was to advance with the right wing toward Bavai, and III Corps was to push its left wing past the town. Simultaneously, IV Corps was to move toward Wargniesle-Grand (10 kilometres west of Bavai) and west of there, while II Corps and IV Reserve Corps were to turn out at 02:00 and were to reach Condé and Ligne (west of Ath). The II Cavalry Corps Headquarters, complying with orders from Second Army Headquarters, intended to head in the direction of Kortryk but was repeatedly and urgently requested to advance south toward Denain in order to block the enemy’s retreat. In its late evening report to the OHL, First Army Headquarters requested the support of II Cavalry Corps in the direction of Denain: “Today, First Army encountered British army at St. Ghislain–Mons, captured canal crossings after violent fighting; will attack tomorrow via Condé–Mons. Cooperation of II Cavalry Corps commander, who unfortunately wants to go Kortryk, is requested towards Denain. Army Headquarters at Soignies.”

During the night, the stubborn enemy made numerous counterthrusts against III and IX Corps in an attempt to regain their lost ground. Here, losses and gains of ground alternated on both sides, but everywhere the German troops clung to the southern bank of the canal.

At daybreak the fighting in IX Corps sector resumed along the entire front. But the enemy limited himself to defence and seemed intent on departing. As soon as this had been recognized, toward 09:00, General von Quast ordered that the attack be continued against the Frameries–Givry road, echeloned in depth to the left. In this way, ground was gained in obstinate combat with enemy rearguards; however, the attack was stopped in the first hours of the afternoon because of the uncertain conditions on the left flank and in consideration of the proximity of the fortress of Maubeuge. Toward 16:00, however, the appearance of I Cavalry Corps clarified the situation to the point that nothing was to be feared in the vicinity of First Army’s left wing. General von Quast thereupon ordered his corps to advance on the Frameries–Sars-La-Bruyère road. However, this movement was fraught with delays because the fortress of Maubeuge pressed against it on one side and III Corps hemmed it in on the other. Some of the corps’ units reached the area Eugies–Genly–Asquillies during the night and took up protection duties against Maubeuge along a wide front.

Considerably more serious than the fighting in IX Corps’ sector was the combat that III Corps—its neighbour to the right—had to endure on 24 August. During the night, at 01:00, 6th Division had again readied its troops for combat in order to prevent the enemy’s escape; they were still assumed to be at Mons, to the south. At daybreak, the division turned against the village of Frameries, gaining it at 10:30 despite intense sniping. A little later, La Bouverie and Pâturages (to the west) likewise fell to the division. Only at this point did the British begin their retreat. At 13:45 the division received orders to advance west toward Warquignies to support 5th Division.

The 5th Division had first attacked St. Ghislaln and the positions east of Hornu. Effective intervention of the artillery drawn forward into the infantry line had succeeded in driving the British infantry from the houses overlooking the bridge. Now 10th Brigade’s left wing crossed the canal, seized St. Ghislaln in difficult, house-to-house fighting, and pushed ahead as far as the southern outskirts of Hornu. There, however, the attackers encountered stronger British infantry supported by artillery in a fortified position running along the Dour–Wasmes railway. Another difficult struggle ensued during which, piece by piece, the brigade’s right wing, as well as 9th Brigade attacking along the Wasmuel–Wasmes road and the artillery drawn forward across the canal, eventually interceded. Towards 17:00, the enemy relinquished his positions and retreated south. No pursuit was mounted because the troops were utterly exhausted. The two divisions of III Corps proceeded to rest at Dour and Warquignies.

First Army’s Commander, who had remained at his headquarters at Soignies on 24 August, was constantly provided with good information about these developments. The previous evening he had strongly believed that the British would hold out on 24 August. By morning, however, it was clear that the enemy was on the verge of departing.38 First Army Headquarters at once dispatched officers to all its Corps Headquarters “to impress upon them that the army could not concentrate towards Maubeuge but that everything should be kept to the right.” In so doing, Army Headquarters was already preparing to pursue and overtake the enemy to the right as planned. However, hope still lingered that the British retreat might be cut off in a westerly or southwesterly direction, thereby forcing them to the southeast. Of decisive importance in this situation was whether and how far the right wing corps—IV and II Corps as well as II Cavalry Corps—had penetrated into the British flank. Thus, Army Headquarters anxiously awaited progress reports from this sector of the front.

At 23:00, IV Corps Headquarters, anticipating the army order issued on the evening of 23 August, had ordered its divisions to force their way across the canal at daybreak on 24 August. Early in the morning, however, the enemy here had disappeared, destroying the bridges. As the military bridges were not ready until 09:00, 8th Division was delayed in reaching its destination at Quiévrain until around noon. East of it, at 09:30, 7th Division’s vanguard reached the railway south of Thulin, where it had been ordered to stop and close ranks. It had been ascertained that the heights of Élouges, situated opposite on the canal’s south bank, were occupied only weakly. General Sixt von Armin, therefore, assigned the capture of Élouges to 7th Division; 8th Division, meanwhile, was to march on toward Valenciennes. The 7th Division met no resistance. Élouges was captured at 16:00. The division’s leading elements reached Angre to the southwest. The 8th Division encountered stronger resistance. Parts of British 1st Cavalry Division pounced on its foremost brigade at Quiévrain just as the march toward Valenciennes was to begin. This attack was rebuffed with minimal difficulty. In the further advance, the brigade attacked enemy rearguards holding the heights at Baisieux; the enemy evacuated this position soon after the intervention of German artillery, and the adversary was pursued as far as the area south of Audregnies. The division’s other brigade reached the sector southwest of Baisieux after short skirmishes with stragglers of a French territorial regiment. IV Corps’ advance had caused the enemy to hurriedly evacuate his rearguard positions but had not permanently damaged him anywhere. This was chiefly because the destroyed canal crossings had slowed the German advance.

The corps of the second line reached their destinations of march over the course of the day. The II Corps reached Condé after inconsequential clashes with French Territorial troops, while IV Reserve Corps reached Ligne.

The II Cavalry Corps, now finally subordinated to First Army by order of the OHL, had turned off to the south via Tournai–Orchies toward Marchiennes in order to reach Denain. Its united Jägerbattalions had scattered a brigade of French 88th Territorial Division at Tournai; the corps itself reached the sector of Marchiennes in the evening after minor combat with elements of French 83rd Territorial Division at Orchies. The corps had not materially influenced First Army’s battle because of its circuitous route via Tournai.

Neither had the advance of First Army’s right wing on 24 August been of decisive importance.

Nowhere had Army Headquarters intervened in the various corps’ operations. A report was made to the OHL and Second Army Headquarters only late that evening. It read: “First Army threw two to three British divisions back in the direction Courgies–Bavai after serious fighting. Hostile main position assumed in the line Bavai–Valenciennes. First Army will attack later on 26th, enveloping enemy’s left wing. II Cavalry Corps will advance against rear of enemy.” At around noon, a detailed written report had been dispatched to Second Army Headquarters. Toward the end of this report, it was stated that First Army intended “to cut off the British.”

The results of these two days’ fighing did not quite match First Army Headquarters’ expectations. These events seemed to have justified the opinion of General von Kluck, who from the very start had urged that his army be diverted in order to swing farther to the south. First Army Headquarters staff believed that they had failed to envelop the British, for the time being, primarily because of the decision to draw First Army close to Second Army’s right wing. Kluck had wanted to start his own left wing toward Mons; unless Second Army Headquarters had intervened to obstruct this move, only First Army’s left wing would, in all likelihood, have come in direct contact with the enemy, while the centre could envelop him and, if necessary, the right wing might conduct an overtaking pursuit. The measures taken at Second Army Headquarters had frustrated this plan. Nevertheless, First Army Headquarters was absolutely confident on the evening of 24 August; there, everyone hoped they would achieve their great goal in the days to come. Kluck’s opinion was that so far, only detached parts of the British Army—two or three divisions—had opposed him and that these had yielded toward their main position, which was assumed to be along the line Valenciennes–Bavai. The latter was to be attacked on 25 August by an envelopment of First Army’s left wing.

The appearance of French Territorial troops on the army’s right flank had seemed surprising. However, for the time being, army headquarters did not attribute any importance to this development.

The OHL during the Frontier Battles

As the First and Second Armies advanced through Belgium, on 20 August Fifth Army slowly moved up to the general line Etalle—Châtillon—Kerschen—Redingen—Oettingen—Araweiler.39 There they were supposed to wait for Fourth Army to close up on the right while preparations continued for the assault on the fortresses at Longwy and Montmédy. But on the afternoon of 21 August, French troops were reported to be advancing from Othain, positions along the Meuse, and Verdun. Restless to get his troops into action, the German Crown Prince sought to seize the initiative, ordering Fifth Army to prepare a limited pre-emptive attack of its own for 22 August. When the OHL was informed of these intentions, Moltke initially disagreed as it might cause the separation of the two armies. That afternoon, the Crown Prince’s Chief of Staff, Schmidt von Knobelsdorf, eventually succeeded in convincing the Chief of the General Staff of the Field Army that such an attack would be limited to improving Fifth Army’s connection with Thionville without endangering its ability to support the advance of the wheeling wing. Based on the condition of a limited attack aimed at improving its defensive positions, the General Staff Chief agreed to allow Fifth Army’s attack to go forward. But the Crown Prince’s intentions were not as limited as his Chief of Staff led Moltke to believe. His plan was to throw the enemy back to the line Virton—Longuyon—Audun-le-Roman, ordering his corps to “proceed to the attack and to destroy everything between the Chiers and Crusnes without quarter.” In commanding V Corps to advance as far as Belmont, however, a serious threat would arise on the army’s right flank, where it would become separated from Fourth Army by more than 20 kilometres. The V Corps Chief of Staff, Oberstleutnant von Kessel, pointed the danger out to Army Headquarters but his protests were ignored. When V Corps was called on to move even farther to its left so as to protect a neighbouring corps that had already become engaged with the French on the night of 21 August, Kessel took it upon himself to seek assistance from Fourth Army to close the widening gap.40

Fourth Army’s orders were to maintain contact with Fifth Army on its left while its right pushed forward in echelon behind Third Army to Ciergnon. Repeated instructions from the OHL made it clear that contact had to be secure between Third and Fourth Armies while the former prepared to assault the Meuse between Namur and Givet. Meanwhile, aerial reconnaissance detected that a French Army, three or four corps strong, was advancing north from Hirson—Charleville just as French forces closed up between the Meuse and the Chiers. It was unclear, though, whether the French would seek to attack north into Fourth Army or turn east to strike Fifth Army. On 21 August, Fourth Army continued its advance while thunderstorms and fog obscured enemy movements. Orders were given to defend against a possible French attack on 22 August while maintaining readiness to assist Third Army if it became necessary. At 03:00 on 22 August, word of V Corps’ ‘strange’ request for assistance reached Duke Albrecht’s Fourth Army Headquarters. The army commander was unaware of Fifth Army’s intention to mount an advance of its own, but, given the dispositions of the enemy, Albrecht recognized the immediacy of the threat to V Corps’ flanks, and he agreed to intervene.41

At 06:30 on 22 August, Fourth Army’s VI Corps began its advance from Leglise—Thibésart towards Rossignol—Tintigny, where it was to link up with V Corps. By noon, however, both of its divisions were heavily engaged in the Ardennes. Soon after, the fog and rain that had obscured observation for the past twenty-four hours cleared, and the large French forces that had been spotted on 21 August were found to be advancing; they had indeed turned north against Fourth Army. This placed the Duke in a difficult position. Although Albrecht had stretched his left north to assist Fifth Army, he was now forced to meet a threat to his centre and right, where his primary duty was to protect Third Army in its crossing of the Meuse.42

The French troops advancing on Fourth and Fifth Armies were delivering Joffre’s great counteroffensive.43 The French refer to the battles that developed on 21–22 August as the Battle of the Ardennes; the German official history differentiates between Fifth Army’s Battle of Longwy—where 119 German battalions with 680 guns met 193 French battalions supported by 692 guns—and Fourth Army’s Battle of Neufchâteau—in which 117 German battalions supported by 640 guns faced 184 French battalions with 848 guns.44 Casualties were heavy on both sides, but the German forces succeeded in turning back Joffre’s attack, which created the impression that a significant victory had been won in the centre. The German Crown Prince’s report for 22 August read: “in advancing, the army has been attacked by very strong forces on the whole line. In fighting which grew progressively more successful the army has thrown back the enemy.”45 Duke Albrecht was less restrained. “Complete victory gained, thousands of prisoners, among them generals, and very many guns!” he told the OHL. “Army pursues the defeated enemy, right wing towards Mézières, left towards Margut … troops have fought marvellously, but losses of some units very heavy.”46 The authors of Der Weltkrieg conclude that Fourth Army “got ahead of itself in making claims of ‘complete victory’; when, on the evening [of 23 August] Fourth Army Headquarters learned that few results had been gained from the pursuit, it began to reappraise the situation.”47

Meanwhile, Bavarian Crown Prince Rupprecht’s Lorraine offensive—which he hoped would be the start of a great envelopment on the German left—began at 05:00 on 20 August.48 Sixth and Seventh Army’s attack was mounted along a 100 kilometre front on both sides of Sarrebourg, supported by a careful artillery preparation. On the right, Sixth Army caught the French completely by surprise, but on the left, Seventh Army delayed the start of its attack for six hours, which nullified any advantage, minimizing German gains. Nevertheless, the French suffered as many as 10,000 casualties on the first day of battle alone, and the attacks were renewed the next day.49 Again the results fell short of Rupprecht’s expectations. As the French began to retreat on the afternoon of 21 August, orders were given for Sixth Army to pursue. Der Weltkrieg reports that “valuable time elapsed before the German soldiers took up the pursuit; strong friction developed which then hindered the momentum of their advance.”50 On Seventh Army’s front, the French mounted a surprisingly strong resistance and the German troops failed to take their objectives. Rupprecht’s dreams of envelopment had not become reality. Nevertheless the Bavarian Crown Prince was “firmly resolved to try anything to enlarge the success.”51 He thus issued orders for an advance to be made to the Meurthe on 22 August. That day, the German Sixth and Seventh Armies gained Lunéville, the Donon, and Markirch, but “an envelopment and the destruction of at least some of the enemy’s forces was not effected.”52 As the German troops advanced, their flanks came under increasing threat from the massive French fortifications at Toul–Nancy, while Fort Manonviller hampered the German pursuit. The OHL was now faced with deciding whether to continue the pursuit of a French Army said to be “in flight, morally shaken to the core, and suffering from heavy casualties” toward the southwest.53

MEANWHILE, ON THE EASTERN FRONT, EIGHTH ARMY UNDER GENERAL VON Prittwitz prepared to defend East Prussia against the advance of the Russian armies. There the path of the Russian offensive across the great wilderness borderlands between the two empires was divided by the Masurian Lakes. Russian First Army, operating to the north under Rennenkampf, prepared to move on the Baltic coast toward the fortress city of Königsberg; Samsonov’s Second Army would advance south of the lakes. Prittwitz had only eight infantry divisions and one cavalry division at his disposal. He sent six of his infantry divisions (along with his cavalry forces) to the north and the remaining two to defend against Second Army in the south. Above all else, the German general’s task was to avoid the destruction of his forces, retreating behind the Vistula if it became necessary. As overly optimistic reports of successes in the West began to arrive at Moltke’s headquarters, equally pessimistic reports appeared from the Eastern frontier. This led the German commander to revaluate his original distribution of forces for the second time and to sack his commander in the East, sending Paul von Hindenburg and Erich Ludendorff to replace him.54

JUST AS OPERATIONS ON THE WESTERN FRONT WERE ENTERING A DECISIVE STAGE, requiring the utmost moral and mental concentration, the OHL’s attention was demanded if not diverted by events on the Eastern Front.55

A sudden change had taken place in the situation in East Prussia. On the night of 20 August, news arrived that General von Prittwitz had suddenly broken off the battle at Gumbinnen after achieving a partial victory; a report had given him the impression that the Russian Narew Army was advancing against East Prussia’s southern front, and thus he had ordered a retreat. This was astonishing news, given the favourable reports that had arrived at noon. By the evening of 21 August, the OHL had formed the view that Prittwitz intended to retreat immediately behind the Vistula despite all protests to the contrary. In a telephone conversation with Moltke, Prittwitz had urgently requested reinforcements; otherwise, he did not know whether he could even be expected to hold the Vistula line. If Eighth Army retreated behind the river, however, this would pose a grave danger to the Austro-Hungarian offensive that was about to begin. If the Russians succeeded in turning against the flanks of the Austro-Hungarian Army with overwhelming superiority, there could be a catastrophe on the Eastern Front; the inevitable consequences of that for the war in the West were obvious. Thus the retreat of the German Eighth Army beyond the Vistula had to be prevented at any cost!

There was only one choice: to immediately change the army’s Commander-in-Chief. It was the first case of this kind during the war, and Moltke was loath to interfere with the independence of his lower commanders. The decision was not an easy one for him to make and caused him much inner turmoil. Nevertheless, there was no alternative but to suggest this change to the Supreme Warlord. An order of the Kaiser (Kaiserlichen Befehl) dated 22 August replaced General von Prittwitz with General der Infanterie Paul von Hindenburg; his Chief of Staff became Generalmajor Erich Ludendorff, in whose abilities Moltke placed especially great faith.56 Ludendorff, who had heretofore been Second Army’s Deputy Chief of Staff (Oberquartiermeister), was ordered to appear at GHQ without delay; there, on the afternoon of 22 August, he received orders to conduct offensive operations in East Prussia.

Only the forces left in the northern district (IX Reserve Corps along with two Landwehr brigades) were available as reinforcements. As on 22 August, the general situation in the West also became clearer with a report of British landings in France, thus making the troops stationed in Sleswick available for redeployment. It seemed obvious that they would now be sent to the East. A letter from the Austro-Hungarian Chief of the General Staff had urged the dispatch of the five additional divisions that had been promised for East Prussia as they had not yet arrived; again this pointed toward the need for such a decision.57 The OHL, however, was not disconcerted by the difficulties of the situation in the East. Instead it clung to the great operational plan, which demanded that a decision first be sought in West. It was therefore necessary to draw upon all available forces to achieve this end, including IX Reserve Corps. Although this decision was not easy for Moltke (considering developments in the East), the departure of the two Landwehr brigades could only be approved following the departure of the reserve corps; this allowed him to reserve a final decision about their employment.

It was hoped that the new Commander-in-Chief in the East, who would arrive there as early as the evening of 23 August, would succeed in turning the situation around without the need for troop reinforcements. During the next few days, however, the great danger in the East remained present.

In the meantime, the tension inherent in the situation in the West had been ratcheted up. There too, 22 August was a critical day of the first magnitude for German operations—even for the fate of the German nation. On the fronts of Second, Fourth, and Fifth Armies a heated battle was unfolding. The operations of First and Third Armies were maturing to a great decision. This was the final moment at which it was still possible for the OHL to intervene decisively in the course of events, especially on the German Army’s right wing, so as to strike a destructive blow against the enemy army’s left. The basis for such a blow had been established by the deployment plan, despite initial vacillations in its actual execution. A strong German right wing had been secured and numerical superiority achieved in the decisive place. Thus the OHL had accomplished one of its most important and difficult tasks. By its calculations, in the most favourable case the enemy would be able to oppose the fourteen and a half corps of the German right wing with only about ten corps including the British, or only seven or eight corps without them. The Belgians had been bottled up in Antwerp by III Reserve Corps alone.

THE MOST IMPORTANT TASK NOW WAS TO USE THIS SUPERIORITY TO ITS COMPLETE effect against the flanks and rear of the enemy’s right wing, a feat that would require skilled leadership. Moltke had entrusted this important problem to General von Bülow. Despite the extremely tense situation, Moltke did not believe he could interfere with Bülow’s right of command. Only this, he believed, would prevent obsolete and contrary orders from being issued. He retained this view even after First Army Headquarters pointed out that Second Army’s instructions were, in its opinion, inadequate. Demonstrating his unswerving confidence in Bülow’s superior abilities, Moltke acceded to that general’s opinion when this serious divergence of operational views appeared. In the orders that Moltke issued to both Army Headquarters at 20:00 on 21 August, First Army was given Maubeuge as the direction for its further advance “unless other information [in the possession of First Army Headquarters] requires another marching direction.” The qualifier at the end had been added given that the whereabouts of the British—who were still expected to advance via Lille—had not yet been clarified. The OHL received the first detailed news of the British landings in a telephone dispatch from Hauptmann Koeppen at 11:30 on 22 August. Later that afternoon, this report was followed by a telephone conversation (connected via Liège) between First Army and the Chief of the Operations Department, Oberstleutnant Tappen, which included the inquiry about First Army’s subordination to Second Army. Moltke continued to insist on the opinion he had expressed on the evening of 21 August.

Thus it seems that the OHL believed that French Fifth Army, which was advancing on the Sambre, could be defeated before the British intervened. At the time of the telephone conversation, it was not aware of the surprise British appearance in front of First Army near Mons and Maubeuge; it only learned of it from a wireless message sent by First Army at 17:00.

Now as before, the OHL remained committed to the basic premise contained in the operations plan, that is, to achieving a decision on the German Army’s right wing by means of an envelopment with First Army; this commitment was proved by the movement of the available reinforcements to this wing.

As mentioned previously, 37th and 38th Landwehr Brigades had been conveyed to Liège on 18 August; IX Reserve Corps received orders to depart on 22 August immediately after the OHL ascertained the whereabouts of the British. It is true that the six and a half Ersatz divisions that had originally been allotted to the right wing had already been spent on reinforcing the left. But it was no longer possible to reroute them. In Tappen’s report of 22 August to Moltke, he had expressed the following: “If we still had more forces available, they too would have to be placed on the northern wing.”58 The decisive factor in determining the deployment of the Landwehr brigades was no doubt the view that a favourable German decision would have to be achieved no matter what on the German right wing. The speed and decisiveness of the decision would, in time, release considerable reinforcements for the East.
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Over the next few days, the OHL did not exert any significant influence on the development of the operations on the Army’s extreme right wing. It did not overlook the still unclear and constantly changing situation on the German right; that said, communications from Coblenz were completely inadequate. But again, Moltke thought it impossible to physically travel to the decisive wing because of the situation in the East. Even after Bülow inquired on 22 August about the new instructions that he anticipated for the 23rd, the OHL remained silent and did not issue any further orders for First or Second Armies. It did, however, try to interfere in operations on Third Army’s left wing so as to exploit the gap that had appeared in front of the French Army at Fumay. Nevertheless, definite orders were not given to Second and Third Armies, for reasons that have already been given. Because Fourth Army was apparently ignorant of the battle that had flared up along its front, orders were issued at 14:00 on 22 August for it to keep in readiness “for an advance by its right wing adjoining Third Army if it became necessary to cut off a French retreat from the vicinity of Dinant and to the south.” Later it appeared from Third Army’s evening reports that its commander desired to mount a purely frontal attack on 25 August. Meanwhile, since 22 August all of Fourth Army’s corps had been engaged in constant fighting along the line Graide–Neufchateau–Tintigny with its front facing toward the Southwest. As the OHL was unable to view the situation with sufficient clarity, rather than issue definitive orders, early on 23 August it “recommended” to General von Hausen that he “lead Third Army’s available parts across the Meuse south of Givet so as to block the enemy’s retreat.” By the time these instructions arrived at Third Army, however, nearly all its units were already engaged along the entire front. Thus, the OHL’s intervention in the battle had come too late and had the effect of hampering rather than furthering operations.

The OHL wanted to keep the development of the situation along the German Army’s centre under its direct control. When Fifth Army Headquarters reported on 21 August that it intended to attack the enemy, the OHL issued an order giving the German centre a well-defined defensive duty in achieving a larger decision by battle—but it was an order that the OHL did not wholly uphold when it was confronted by new and urgent demands from Fifth Army Headquarters. However, it only allowed Fifth Army to mount a very limited attack so as to improve the local situation. It appears from this order that Moltke was certain that the enemy would make their reported advance between Chiers and the Meuse against Fifth, but not Fourth Army; thus he was anticipating that a wide gap would open in the French front. The better part of the envelopment task would then fall to Fourth Army. This might explain the OHL’s instructions, which had already been issued on 20–21 August to Fourth Army Headquarters, compelling this army to execute what might be called an “eccentric operation.”

On the evening of 22 August, on the extreme left wing, all dangers to the German Army’s flank in the Imperial provinces appeared to have vanished. Sixth Army Headquarters suggested that the situation was such that forces could now be freed up either for redeployment to the Army’s right wing or for repositioning via Metz to the left bank of the Moselle so as to have them follow in echelon behind the right or left wing of the wheeling wing as the situation demanded. But the OHL believed that it could not make such decisions before the victory in Lorraine had been consolidated; rather, it hoped to be able to cut off the retreat of considerable French forces that were reported behind the Meurthe and in the Vosges with a sharp pursuit in a southerly direction. Even if it failed in this effort, troops in the Imperial provinces would at least be able to hold the enemy by mounting a close pursuit, thus preventing them from redeploying their forces by rail and intervening in the decisive fighting on the Army’s right wing.

The instructions given on 23 August to the Army Headquarters on the wheeling wing clearly reflected the OHL’s operational aims. It knew that all armies were labouring through difficult battles. On the right wing and on Fourth Army’s front, a decision was expected at any moment; it had already happened for Fifth, Sixth, and Seventh Armies. In the Imperial provinces the pursuit to the southwest had taken a more southerly direction. The clarification of the situation in Lorraine allowed the OHL to give Fifth Army—whose left wing had heretofore been chained to Thionville—more freedom of action. Consistent instructions were issued to accomplish this end. The special task of throwing the enemy back westwards by pursuing them from the north, past Verdun, was assigned to Fifth Army; Fourth Army was to hold the enemy by continuing its attack until the Army’s right wing, which was advancing quickly in a southerly direction, came into action. At that point the victorious and final decision would be achieved by operational collaboration between the centre and right wings.

Success in such an operation was contingent on protecting the wheeling wing’s left flank. This was especially necessary for Fifth Army, which in the course of its advance would likely lose its support at Thionville–Metz. At this point it would obviously have been prudent to shift all of those elements of Sixth Army that had become available after the victory in Lorraine in echelon behind the left wing of the Fifth Army via Metz. However, such orders were not issued despite repeated requests to this effect by Fifth Army Headquarters. Instead, Sixth Army received instructions to use all of its forces to mount a pursuit in a southerly direction so that its right wing diverged entirely from Fifth Army’s right. In time this would open up an ever-widening gap in the German Army’s front, one that would pose a serious danger to the denuded inner flanks of both armies. The OHL, however, believed that it was possible to downplay this peril, given the victory to be gained.

In order to arrive at his own, decisive decision, independent of the influence of his army commanders, Moltke required accurate intelligence as well as timely and accurate reports about the always changing conditions on the battlefront and events at each army. Because he remained far to the rear, in a location remote from the action, he was unable to form an independent judgment about the situation at the front; he only learned about the situation at the front from the Army Headquarters’ reports, which were slow in arriving and were often overtaken by the rush of events. Errors were not investigated by the OHL and thus were capable of producing disastrous effects. The OHL’s own intelligence officers had not been dispatched to the various Army Headquarters in either airplanes or motorcars, although the OHL had achieved positive results when it attempted to liaise in this way with Fifth Army on 22 August. Tappen explains the failure to dispatch OHL officers to the army headquarters as follows:

Given that the army headquarters was such an important command authority, intelligence officers could only be dispatched if they were capable of gaining personal impressions about the course of events at the respective army. Furthermore, they would have to be so personally familiar to the OHL that it would be possible to place great stock by their judgment. Because there were not many such suitable officers at the disposal of the OHL—unless, that is, the supply of senior general staff officers at the headquarters themselves were to be used—only when a special case made it appear necessary to dispatch an intelligence officer was one sent by the OHL.… As to the rest, the daily telephone conversations with the chief-of-staff or first general staff officers at each army headquarters, or at least for the central and left wing armies, provided a safe means of exchanging ideas.59

The reports that had come into the OHL between 20 and 24 August about the fighting had, as a whole, pointed strongly toward a “great and complete victory” along the Army’s entire front. On 20 August, Sixth Army Headquarters had advised that a “victorious battle” had taken place on the German Army’s left wing, resulting in the capture of “many thousands of prisoners, numerous guns, and machine guns.” On 22 August, Seventh Army had reported that a strong enemy was in a “flight-like” (fluchtartigem) retreat, their “morale having been badly shaken and having suffered heavy casualties.” Likewise on the evening of 22 August, Fifth Army Headquarters reported “successful fighting,” which, in its subsequent report dispatched early on the morning of 23 August, it upgraded to a “complete victory.” Some hours later, on the afternoon of 23 August, a report of a “total victory,” including the “capture of thousands of prisoners, among them generals and very many guns,” arrived from Fourth Army. A few hours later, Fourth Army stated that “the enemy’s casualties have been very considerable and he has been completely defeated.” Also on the afternoon of 23 August, Third Army Headquarters reported that the enemy along its front was “in complete retreat”; in the evening it followed up by saying that the army was “overtaking them to the left” in its pursuit.

These reports all constituted highly favourable news, indicative of great success, but they did not indicate that a decision had yet been achieved. That decision was still expected to arise from the battle on the Army’s extreme right wing, from the areas assigned to First and Second Armies. Thus it was that news from those armies was awaited with the utmost tension. When reports from those armies still had not arrived by the late afternoon of 23 August, a wireless message was dispatched to Second Army Headquarters advising it of “Fourth Army’s victory” and urgently requesting detailed information about the status of the battle in front of First, Second, and Third Armies. However, the first detailed news about the heavy but “victorious fighting” on 23 August did not arrive from Second Army Headquarters until early in the morning of 24 August. It relayed news of Second Army’s battle against an apparently superior French force while First Army had fought the British. A decision had not yet been achieved, it continued, but the attack was to be sustained by all three armies on 24 August: Third Army would move against the enemy’s right flank. The tension reached a fever pitch at GHQ.

Finally, on the afternoon of 24 August the long-awaited communication arrived:

Right wing of enemy decisively defeated by Second Army.” This was followed during the night of 24–25 August by the great news of victory: “Second Army has decisively defeated enemy. Numerous guns have been captured. … First Army is west of Maubeuge fighting the British army. The envelopment has started. … Senior Cavalry Commander reports a flight-like retreat by the British. The attack on Namur has finished victoriously. … Attacking troops at Namur except that half a division will become free for other employment.

The OHL had no reason to doubt the accuracy of this decisive report. Its contents had a determining influence on Moltke’s views. He believed that on the decisive wing, First Army had begun its envelopment of the British—even though a little later on a report arrived from I Corps Headquarters that only expressed an intention to envelop the enemy’s left wing. South of the Sambre the French seemed to have been soundly defeated by Second Army; meanwhile, Third Army was pushing forward into the gap at Fumay and advancing against the “enemy’s right flank.” A victory seemed to have been gained that the enemy could no longer overturn—the great campaign decision in the West seemed to have taken place in favour of German arms! Apparently, Second Army Headquarters shared this view, for it released Attacking Group Namur for other employment. The two corps that had been destined for Namur all of a sudden appeared to become dispensable to the German Army’s right wing.

On the evening of 24 August, reports from the East appeared more ominous. The Russians were attacking with greatly superior numbers along the southern front in East Prussia, where Eighth Army’s forces had not yet completely formed up. Nevertheless, General von Hindenburg wanted to accept battle where he stood as, given his army’s situation, any further retreat would be tantamount to a defeat. “Sentiment resolute, though a bad outcome cannot be ruled out,” read the final words of Eighth Army’s evening report. This appraisal of the situation was not taken lightly by the OHL, but since the decision had seemingly taken place in the West, the whole situation no longer seemed as serious as it had been a few days before. Furthermore, immediately after the report arrived from East Prussia, a message came in from Generalleutnant Baron von Freytag-Loringhoven, who was attached to Austro-Hungarian Headquarters, reporting victory on the Austro-Hungarian left wing at Krasnik. Nevertheless, it was evident that the Chief of the General Staff of the Austro-Hungarian Army, Conrad von Hötzendorf, still viewed the situation in the East as serious, for the closing words of the same report said that a quick reinforcement of the German Eastern Army was urgently anticipated by Austro-Hungarian Headquarters.

At this point it seemed that the victories in the West might allow a consideration of the troubling situation in East Prussia. The moment in the great operations plan that called for the large-scale redeployment of German fighting forces from West to East had perhaps arrived. Given Moltke’s impression that he had achieved a “decisive victory” on the Western Front, that same day the he decided to dispatch forces from the Western Army to the East. He first thought of freeing up six corps for the East (two each from the centre and right and left wings). However, these corps would only be extracted from the front after ongoing operations had been concluded, especially after the victory pursuit had been completed. On the other hand, 33rd and 34th Landwehr Brigades (under Senior Landwehr Commander 1) were available immediately and waiting in Sleswick to depart; they were given orders to redeploy to East Prussia on the night of 24–25 August. At the same time, Second Army Headquarters had released two other corps on the right wing for other duties: the Reserve Guard Corps and XI Corps. As Moltke believed that immediate assistance in East Prussia was imperative, on the evening of 25 August they too were ordered to depart for the East. A short time later, after V Corps Headquarters reported the “disintegration” of the enemy along Fifth Army’s front, this fateful decision was enlarged, and the next day, Fifth Army’s V Corps was likewise slated for conveyance to the East. The obvious choice—to extract reinforcements for the East from the Army’s left wing, where the decision was not being sought—did not seem practical because of the tense situation there that was completely occupying all corps.

It would appear that it was the favourable appraisal of the situation on the Western Front that was exclusively responsible for the redeployment of three corps to the East, not a weak assessment of the difficult situation in the East. This is confirmed by a message from General von Plessen which reads:

I was regularly present at the Chief of General Staff’s daily briefings to the Kaiser and am able to assure with absolute certainty that his opinion was extraordinarily optimistic after the arrival of the detailed report from Second Army Headquarters about the course of the battle in the Sambre–Meuse salient on 25 August. The General Staff Chief, as well as the Chief of the Operations Section, Oberstleutnant Tappen, advanced the opinion that the Battle of the Frontiers had resulted in achieving a decision in the West which was favourable to Germany. This much too optimistic opinion alone explains the decision to convey the Reserve Guard Corps and XI Corps to the East. On 25 August, Tappen said to me: “The whole matter will be settled within six weeks.”60


VI

THE PURSUIT

1. The Operations of the German Right Wing until 27 August

Second Army on 25 August

Anticipating victory, on 25 August, Second Army’s Commander-in-Chief once again travelled to the southern front from Somzée. There he anxiously awaited news of the effects of the previous day’s fighting; he hoped that on 25 August the campaign might be decided on the German Army’s right wing. The enemy’s whereabouts remained unclear. Third Army, which had just designated the Philippeville–Mariembourg road as the direction of advance for its right wing (XII Reserve Corps), provided the first news. However, no reports arrived about the situation on the left wing or about the local commanders’ intentions. In his communication with the neighbouring army to the left, on the other hand, General von Bülow had ordered neither a new objective nor a task for the pursuit. In his communication, Bülow simply fixed a new direction of advance for Third Army’s right wing: the line running from Auvillers, west past Reims. Accordingly, at 09:00 he provided his corps with new pursuit objectives situated to the west-southwest: X Reserve Corps’ right wing was to advance toward Felleries (east of Avesnes); X Corps was to march on Eppe-Sauvage and the Guard Corps on Ronce (south of Beaumont). The VII Corps was ordered to isolate the southeastern front of Maubeuge using 13th Division and to push its remaining units south around the town, against the British rear; I Cavalry Corps received the same mission.
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Soon after the issuance of this order, reliable aerial reconnaissance clarified the enemy’s situation.1 The enemy had evaded contact by withdrawing under cover of darkness; everywhere they were reported to be in retreat to the west and southwest. The road west from Givet via Chimay was covered with marching columns on the Chimay–Couvin and Trélon–Salles stretches; a similar picture presented itself north of Chimay. Large masses of troops were still encamped near Chimay and Salles; east of the Beaumont–Chimay road, as far as Philippeville, no enemy had been sighted. Nevertheless, if Third Army’s left wing made progress, it would still be able to intercept considerable parts of French Fifth Army, despite its hurried nocturnal retreat.

Just after 10:00, promising intelligence arrived from First Army: early on 25 August the enemy had begun to yield toward Maubeuge, apparently via Bavai, all along its front. The army wanted to continue its march south and attempt to intercept the retreat of the British left wing. It seemed that First Army’s operations might indeed achieve the much-anticipated victory. Intelligence on the army’s wheel to the south led to the conclusion that the planned envelopment of the British had succeeded. A massive success loomed. Now, importantly, VII Corps and I Cavalry Corps blocked the British, who were retiring toward Maubeuge. The VII Corps was therefore reminded of the importance of isolating Maubeuge on the south bank of the Sambre, and was to make contact with IX Corps, which had deployed north of that river. The 14th Division of VII Reserve Corps, hitherto employed against Namur, was ordered to reach Fontaine-l’Évêque by nightfall. The corps’ cavalry was to reach Binche and make contact with IX and VII Corps, thereby isolating Maubeuge on both banks of the Sambre. I Cavalry Corps was instructed to advance south around Maubeuge via Aulnoye toward Le Quesnoy, in order to block the British retreat. Army Headquarters dispatched a short report to the OHL at Coblenz regarding the enemy retreat and the measures taken for the pursuit. During the pursuit, the army commander was kept well informed of the progress of Second Army’s various corps. Its movements were executed in a narrow area with multiple stoppages and difficulties but without serious contact with the enemy. Only two formations encountered combat: 14th Division in the vicinity of Sars-Poteries, and 5th Cavalry Division north of Damousies.

Aerial reconnaissance was dispatched to discover the direction of the British retreat. By 15:00, a surprising picture had developed: “An artillery battle is taking place at Solre-le-Château (southeast of Maubeuge) and southwest of Valenciennes; all enemy arms are retreating on the Maubeuge–Le Cateau road; likewise on the same railway line, heavy traffic moves in the direction of Le Cateau.” This was a disappointing report. The hopes so recently entertained in Army Headquarters about First Army’s advance had faded. It seemed that the British had escaped the threat posed by First Army’s envelopment manoeuvre, while artillery fire suggested that rearguard actions were already under way. This heightened hopes that Third Army would achieve a great success—a hope entertained all the more because the Guard Corps reported that “the French were demoralized.” Furthermore, on the previous day, Third Army Headquarters had advised that it had taken many prisoners and captured numerous guns and machine guns. Bülow did not know that this report in fact referred to the Belgian garrison of Namur, not to the enemy retiring before Second Army. General von Lauenstein’s note of 19:00 on 25 August described the situation at Second Army Headquarters:
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The success of the two-day battle at Namur has proven to be very important. This morning, aerial scouts reported that all French corps continue their retreat. The fruits of our victory now fall to Third Army, whose route we have opened across the Meuse through our bold offensive across the Sambre; it is marching directly into the flank of the enemy we recently defeated. The success on our right wing against the British does not seem so grand; apparently they have recognized the danger threatening them in time and are in full retreat to the south. But the result of the last three days still stands: the Belgians, British, and French are defeated. That is a good start.

By the evening of 25 August, Second Army’s pursuit operation had reached the following objectives: I Cavalry Corps (which sallied out only toward noon from the vicinity of Haulchin) laboriously worked its way through colums of troops and supply trains until late in the evening it had gone 30 kilometres to the south, reaching Liessies (10 kilometres east of Avesnes). Behind it, VII Corps had reached Solre-le-Château; X Reserve Corps, Clairfayts and parts southeast; X Corps—marching in one column—Eppe-Sauvage; and the Guard Corps, towards the army’s rear left, Ronce. Leading elements of 14th Reserve Division (one half of VII Reserve Corps), marching behind the army, approached Binche, while 13th Reserve Division (the corps’ other half) remained at Liège. The Reserve Guard Corps had advanced as far as Presles (east of Chatelet). Meanwhile, Namur’s last fort had fallen and Army Headquarters had advanced to Walcourt. Still, the day’s pursuit had produced no important results; the left wing had even lost contact with the enemy. Reports on the amount of captured war materiel were unavailable, even though Army Headquarters—obviously puzzled by their absence—had requested these numbers early that morning.

Bülow saw Second Army’s future task as continuing to energetically pursue the enemy while simultaneously isolating Maubeuge. He entrusted General von Einem, commanding VII Corps, with the task. For this, he subordinated to Einem his own VII Corps (minus 14th Division), VII Reserve Corps (minus 13th Reserve Division), and IX Corps, as well as the artillery and siege formations freed from duty at Namur. The remaining parts of Second Army received the following destinations for 26 August: I Cavalry Corps to Le Cateau; behind it, 14th Division to Aulnoye; X Reserve Corps to Marbaix; X Corps to Boulogne (south of Avesnes); the Guard Corps to Féron (halfway between Avesnes and Hirson); and Reserve Guard Corps to the region northeast of Beaumont. The evening report to the OHL was considerably more reserved in tone and wording than the one given on the previous evening. In part, it stated: “On the 25th, Second Army pursued as far as Beugnies–Ronce. The fleeing enemy was driven towards Third Army, thus taking several thousand prisoners.”
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First Army, too, was notified of its marching destinations and of the measures taken for the isolation of Maubeuge.

From the start, the two army commanders disagreed over the strength of the forces to be left at this fortress. General von Kluck stated that one to two reserve divisions from Second Army would be sufficient to isolate Maubeuge, for the obsolete fortress and its weak garrison did not deserve any serious attention. Bülow, however, held that about four divisions were required and that, therefore, the entire IX Corps of First Army had to be left behind. Second Army’s Commander yielded only after Kluck’s repeated remonstrances; he requested only one division from IX Corps, in addition to two allocated by Second Army, ordering that the former be subordinated to General von Einem, who had been entrusted with the siege. The resultant order sent to First Army closed with the urgent request that it immediately report on the situation on its front, since the early-morning report had said nothing in that regard.

Late in the evening, a telegram was sent to Third Army with the same request. Specifically, Second Army Headquarters wanted to know the direction of advance of its right wing; strangely, however, it did not ask after its left wing, even though the result of the pursuit was chiefly dependent on the latter and nothing had been learned of its progress since noon on 24 August.

Third Army on 25 and 26 August

The army order issued at 09:45 on 24 August had set pursuit objectives that were so distant for Third Army that a separate order on 25 August was unnecessary. The following were to begin their advances: XII Reserve Corps (without 24th Reserve Division) via Philippeville–Mariembourg toward Brûly (north of Rocroi); XII Corps via Franchimont toward Rocroi; XIX Corps, on both banks of the Meuse, toward Fumay–Revin. On this day, their pursuit operations encountered obstinate enemy rearguards everywhere.

At 05:00, XII Reserve Corps started its advance via Philippeville with its 23rd Reserve Division. But the enemy occupied Mariembourg and the hilly country on both sides of the town in such strength that the division had to throw in almost its entire infantry and artillery complement before it succeeded in capturing the place. Losses were considerable, but the troops even managed to advance to the heights of Frasnes, south of the town. On this day too, parts of 24th Reserve Division remained at Dinant to protect the Meuse crossings, while other elements of the division safeguarded against Givet.

Northeast of Mariembourg, in the vicinity of Fagnolle, XII Corps also encountered enemy rearguards, which only began to retreat in the afternoon, before 23rd Division’s attack. Further resistance at Nismes was quickly broken. Units dispatched ahead reached the French border at Brûly during the night of 25–26 August, while the bulk of the corps set up bivouac around Nismes.

Half of XIX Corps, which was pursuing the enemy along the western bank of the Meuse, had to ward off a surprise attack at Surice on the night of 24–25 August. In the morning, while advancing, it broke the enemy’s rearguard resistance south of Romerée and, moving in several columns while always fighting, reached the region north of Oignies (northwest of Fumay) that evening. But at the same time, the pursuit was badly hampered, for Division Goetz von Olenhusen had been delayed with most of its forces on the east bank of the Meuse. Because it lacked a pontoon train, only individual companies could be ferried over to the west bank during the night of 24–25 August at Haybes (north of Fumay). These companies made only slight headway against the French snipers’ nests on the sloping riverbanks, which were covered with dense shrubs. On the east bank, the rest of the division fought all day for the village of Haybes. All attempts at crossing the river at Fumay, Revin, and Monthermé failed. The bridges had been blasted, and French infantry occupied the river’s west bank. The request to use VIII Corps’ (Fourth Army) bridging materials was refused.

Meanwhile, XI Corps—advancing from Namur—had reached Florennes. Army Headquarters went to Merlemont in the evening.

On this day, too, Third Army’s action against the retreating enemy’s flank and rear had only minimal effects. The army commander, who was well informed about these events, as well as those of Second Army, could hardly be satisfied with the results of the pursuit thus far. The French, thanks to the stubborn resistance of their rearguards, had apparently succeeded in evading the danger threatening their right flank.

At noon, Fourth Army advised that the enemy was retreating southwest from Mézières–Sedan and that railway traffic was heavy and moving in the same direction. In the evening, a short telegram arrived from Fourth Army: “Army attacking–right wing towards Sedan.”2

This short message was to become the starting point of new operational considerations at Third Army Headquarters. The enemy retiring opposite Fourth Army seemed to be offering fresh resistance on the Meuse. Given this, Third Army began to shift the weight of its operations from the right to the left, directing its attention less to the pursuit and events on Second Army’s front and more to the struggles developing for the Meuse in Fourth Army’s sector. The faster Third Army advanced south in the general direction of Rocroi–Rethel, the faster French resistance on the Meuse might collapse; it was hoped that at least parts of these enemy forces might be quickly intercepted.

Thus, for 26 August, Third Army’s commander ordered the continuation of the pursuit to the south against the Sormonne sector. The XII Reserve Corps (without 24th Reserve Division) was to strike toward Le Tremblois, south of Rocroi, while XII Corps advanced toward Rimogne and XIX Corps towards Renwez. The XI Corps was to follow toward Maubert-Fontaine; the entire 24th Reserve Division was tasked with isolating the small and obsolete fortress of Givet. The OHL and the neighbouring armies were informed of these intentions; to Second Army it was added that, on 25 August, the advance had been greatly delayed owing to rearguard skirmishes. The report to the OHL also noted that a grand total of 6,000 men, forty guns, and 100 motorcars had been captured from the Belgian Army south of Namur.

During the night of 25–26 August, Third Army Headquarters received a telegram from the OHL, which quickly ended the Commander-in-Chief’s happiness about the restitution of XI Corps. It said: “On 26 August, the following units are to depart as soon as possible for the east: the available elements of the Reserve Guard Corps in two marching columns, segregated according to infantry divisions, to Aix-la-Chapelle; available elements of infantry divisions from XI Corps to Malmedy via St. Vith.” The phrase “available parts” cast doubt on whether Army Headquarters was to send only parts of the entire corps to the East. While awaiting clarification, only a mixed detachment consisting of one infantry brigade, one squadron, and one field artillery regiment was readied for the march; the other parts were to be held for the time being. But XI Corps’ commander, to whom Second Army had already passed the order directly, had ordered the entire corps to march back, which was in fact the OHL’s intention.

The 26th of August was another hot and sunny day. The corps belonging to Third Army resumed the pursuit early along the roads allotted to them. Serious fighting failed to develop. The 23rd Reserve Division managed to bring artillery fire down on enemy columns retreating close by, north of the Franco-Belgian border; XII Corps quickly broke enemy resistance near Brûly and Rocroi. The vanguard of 24th Division (of XIX Corps) chased the enemy away near Fumay and thereby established contact with 40th Division located on the right bank of the Meuse. By evening the Army reached the line Regniowez (on the border)–Rocroi–Les Mazures. The 24th Reserve Division isolated Givet and planned to start the heavy artillery bombardment on 28 August.

Generaloberst von Hausen knew that Fourth Army was still attacking toward the Meuse line from Sedan to Stenay; Second Army intended to advance its left wing as far as Trélon on 26 August. Around 12:00, Second Army Headquarters’ inquiry as to whether Third Army’s right wing would advance from Auvillers via Montcornet west past Reims was answered in the affirmative. Army Headquarters intended to have its corps close up on the Sormonne sector on 27 August.

Second Army on 26 August

During the night of 25–26 August, the OHL’s order for the departure of the Reserve Guard Corps and XI Corps arrived at Second Army Headquarters at Walcourt. Here too the order caused surprise, as it had at Third Army Headquarters, but likewise no objection was raised. While the order was executed early on 26 August, everybody clearly began to see the results of the pursuit and the effects of the victory in the battle of Mons–Namur.

Third Army’s telegram, received shortly after 06:00, reported the insignificant results of the pursuit. This had to destroy any last hopes; it was clear that the neighbouring armies had been unable to seize the immediate advantage. By executing a hurried and skillful retreat, the enemy had evaded pursuit everywhere. As the requested reports on captured war materiel arrived at Army Headquarters throughout the morning, it became more and more evident that the enemy’s fighting ability had been damaged as a result of the battles from 21–24 August but that he had not been decisively defeated. A nice initial success had been obtained, but the highly anticipated destruction of the French Army’s left wing had not been realized. A major battle to decide the campaign was still impending, and one could hardly be strong enough in preparation for it. The absence of the two corps that were destined for the Eastern Front, as well as the divisions left around Maubeuge, might therefore become of critical importance. In Bülow’s opinion, the most important matter was to compensate for what had not been obtained in battle by conducting a sharp pursuit to overtake the enemy from the flanks using the army’s right wing. It was essential to further damage the enemy and “to gradually gain the left wing from him.” To this end, it was necessary that First and Second Armies pursue hard to the southwest in order to “leave sufficient elbow-room to Third, Fourth, and Fifth Armies for the army’s big wheeling manoeuvre around Verdun.”

This idea was taken into account in the pursuit of 26 August. The destinations that Army Headquarters had assigned were all reached, though some corps engaged in serious pursuit operations. The X Reserve Corps encountered especially obstinate rearguard resistance at Marbaix and Le Grand-Fayt. In the evening, the lead formations were arrayed thus: I Cavalry Corps had advanced only 16 kilometres in the direction of Le Cateau, near Taisnières; 14th Division near Aulnoye; X Reserve Corps near Marbaix and Avesnes; X Corps near Boulogne (south of Avesnes); and the Guard Corps near Féron and Ohain (south of Trèlon). Meanwhile, Einem had begun to surround Maubeuge using VII Corps (without 14th Division), Reserve Corps (without 13th Reserve Division), and one half of IX Corps. The Reserve Guard Corps had started marching back to Aix-la-Chapelle, having severed its union with Second Army. For the relief of its brigade that had remained at Namur, the OHL at Liège released 13th Reserve Division for service at Namur.

No news had arrived from First Army since the late morning of 25 August; this had serious deleterious effects. An intelligence officer was therefore dispatched by airplane to First Army Headquarters around noon. He was to report General von Bülow’s opinion of how to conduct operations on the army’s right wing. In his opinion, the operational situation required “a movement further west of First and Second Armies”; both must “proceed westward as—otherwise—stoppages would occur.” Therefore, Second Army’s right wing was to advance in the direction of Aulnoye–Catillon–Maretz (southwest of Le Cateau).

By about 15:30, the intelligence officer had returned with First Army Headquarters’ response, along with a detailed report about the situation there. In continuous intense combat, First Army’s pursuit operations had thrown the British back to the south and southwest. The army requested that the road running through Landrecies–Le Cateau–Maretz–Brancourt–Bellenglise (north of St. Quentin) be allocated for its left wing. One division of IX Corps was still located before Maubeuge in the line Aulnoye–Bavai. However, Army Headquarters believed that two reserve divisions, appropriately to be drawn from Second Army, would be sufficient to isolate the fortress since First Army, being far ahead, was better positioned to push the French left wing south. The corps of First Army were to advance as follows: II Corps to Graincourt, southwest of Cambrai; IV Reserve Corps to Cattenières; IV Corps to Walincourt; III Corps to Le Cateau; and IX Corps to Landrecies.

At that moment, II Cavalry Corps was located in the sector southeast of Cambrai, while III and IV Corps were engaged in violent fighting, the outcome of which was as yet unknown. Army Headquarters intended to remain on that day and the next at Solesmes, from where it sought Second Army Headquarters’ agreement with the suggestions made.

General von Bülow reasoned that any further weakening of Second Army, which had just contributed its Reserve Guard Corps for the seclusion of Maubeuge, would be just as disadvantageous for future operations as was the weakening of First Army. He immediately sent a telegram rejecting First Army’s proposition outright, referring to the relief of the division of IX Corps that was still located before Maubeuge, but gave his agreement to the proposed routes of march for the inner wings of the two armies. First Army’s suggestion of leaving only two divisions before Maubeuge—considering the reduced importance of this fortress—was accounted for in another way. In a new order, Generalleutnant von Zwehl, commanding VII Reserve Corps, was instructed to attack the fortress using his own corps (without 13th Reserve Division) and one of the divisions of IX Corps.

All of Second Army’s corps had, during the course of 26 August, regained contact with the enemy, which had been lost in places on 24 August. Aerial reconnaissance ascertained that strong enemy columns in the area of Oisy (south of Landrecies)–Fourmies (southeast of Avesnes)–Hirson–Guise were retreating to the southwest. The Commander-in-Chief maintained his intention “to gain the left flank from the enemy by pursuit, overtaking him to the right.” Accordingly, on 27 August, First Army was to continue the pursuit via Cambrai–Le Cateau, while Second Army was to pursue via Landrecies–Trélon. The advancing corps received far-flung and detailed objectives. The following were to advance their right wings: VII Corps via Landrecies (south) toward St. Souplet (south of Le Cateau); X Reserve Corps toward Wassigny; X Corps towards La Neuville-lès-Dorengt (southeast of Étreux); and the Guard Corps towards Buironfosse (southeast of Le Nouvion). The Cavalry Corps was to lead the pursuit before the army’s front. Meanwhile, Army Headquarters planned a move to Avesnes.

Third Army had sent notice that, on 27 August, it intended to advance with its right wing from Mariembourg toward Auvillers. On the morning of 25 August, General von Bülow had designated this as the line of demarcation between both armies. But as Second Army had taken a sharply southwesterly direction, he expected that Third Army would have to change its direction so as to keep close contact with Second Army’s left wing. If Third Army’s right wing kept up the pursuit in the direction of Auvillers, a gap would open up between both armies that would only widen in the further course of operations. In its evening report, Army Headquarters explicitly pointed out this fact to the OHL in the hope that the latter would take a hand in repairing the situation. In the same report, more detailed information was given about the capture of Namur, including the war materiel captured by the Guard Corps, X Corps, and X Reserve Corps during the two days’ battle of Namur. These numbers likely had a sobering effect: they did not bear testimony to a decisive success. A total of 4,000 prisoners, six flags, 35 guns, 53 machine guns, 6,600 small arms, and 50 vehicles had been captured. The VII Corps’ report, however outstanding, could not materially change the overall result: the enemy was retreating in good order and firm deportment.

By midnight, no report had been received from First Army about the violent fighting in which II and IV Corps had been engaged during the afternoon hours. Finally, in the early morning of 27 August, a telegram arrived reporting that it had once again drawn the enemy into combat. The II, III, and IV Corps, as well as IV Reserve Corps, were attacking a strong enemy on the Cambrai–Le Cateau road along the line Crèvecoeur–Caudry–Reumont. The attack was to be continued on 27 August. This news revived the hope that the enemy had ceased his flight and that it might become possible to block his retreat and crowd him away to the southeast.

First Army’s Pursuit of the British from 25 to 27 August

25 AUGUST

First Army’s aerial reconnaissance provided information about the British retreat from the line Condé–Mons in a generally southwesterly direction.3 Rail movements observed from 08:30 to 10:00 on the Valenciennes–Douai and Valenciennes–Cambrai lines suggested the transportation of enemy forces away from the front to the west and southwest. At 04:35, French Territorial troops located on the left wing of the British Army near Condé had been seen departing their positions south of the canal toward Valenciennes. Enemy troops, one division strong, had been observed rallying south of the Valenciennes–Mons rail line and departing toward Bavai. The British right wing, too, was in full retreat, going around the fortress district of Maubeuge in the north, in a southwesterly direction toward Bavai. Towards 08:45, IX Corps’ aerial scouts reported: “Enemy retires from the line St. Ghislain–Givry to the west and south. Main routes of retreat: Givry–Bavai, Mons–La Longueville, and Mons–Genly–Bavai.” The hostile artillery, which was deployed at Wasmes, Nouvelles, and Harmignies, protected their departure.

First Army’s commanding general now assumed that the enemy detachments defeated at Mons would yield toward their main forces, which he assumed were between Valenciennes and Maubeuge. Here, on 25 August, he wanted to attack the united British Army, enveloping its left wing. The resultant army order, issued on the evening of 24 August, directed IV and III Corps to attack directly beyond the line Onnaing–Angres–Athis; II Corps was to advance through the forest of Raismes, thus swinging so far to the south of Valenciennes that the attack would strike the enemy flank. The II Cavalry Corps was instructed to advance against the British rear south of Denain and to cut off their westward retreat. Following them, IV Reserve Corps was to march behind the cavalry’s right wing as far as Condé until 09:00. IX Corps, meanwhile, was still screening against Maubeuge, but also had to detach elements to support the attack of III Corps on the latter’s left wing.

After this order had been issued, captured enemy orders revealed that between Mons and Condé the enemy comprised not two to three infantry divisions, as assumed, but four British infantry divisions and one cavalry division. Northeast of Condé, at Flines-lès-Mortagne, a French Territorial brigade had been committed to battle. Already on 23 and 24 August, the Germans had fought against the bulk of the British Army.

Aerial reconnaissance on the night of 24–25 August generally confirmed headquarters’ appreciation of the situation. The British columns radiated toward Bavai, traversing the important road junction on the northern outskirts of the large Forest of Mormal. Aerial scouts presented an important report to Fourth Army Headquarters concerning the enemy’s movements beyond Bavai: “Infantry and artillery columns at 16:30 retreating on Bavai–Pont road. At 16:45 baggage and other trains near Bachant and driving on Aulnoye–Noyelles road.” This report, which offered the first clue of strong British columns marching west past Maubeuge on the Bavai–Aulnoye–Landrecies road, was transmitted to the OHL at 23:00. Aerial reconnaissance had thus noted unequivocally the departure of at least elements of the enemy army beyond the line Valenciennes–Maubeuge toward the south and southwest.

Then, at 02:00 that night, an aerial scouting report submitted to III Corps Headquarters suggested that, at first sight, the enemy had suddenly changed the direction of his retreat and was yielding in an easterly direction toward the fortress of Maubeuge in order to offer new resistance under its protection. Furthermore, the aerial scout corroborated the reports of the retreat of enemy columns toward Bavai. However, based on observations that the roads leading south and southwest from Le Quesnoy, as well as all roads through the Forest of Mormal, were free of the enemy and that enemy columns were approaching Bavai from La Flamengrie west of Bavai, the aerial scout inferred that the British would maintain this easterly direction and retire toward Maubeuge via Bavai. The scout added his personal opinion to the report, noting: “General impression: general retreat towards Maubeuge.” This report contradicted numerous other reconnaissance submitted throughout the day, but it did not necessarily conclude that the entire British Army was in full retreat toward Maubeuge.4 Nevertheless, the corps commander accepted this single aviator’s opinion, however improbable his reporting, as a matter of fact. Even if reports of the enemy’s retreat toward Maubeuge were correct, the British would have been crowded together and their envelopment would effectively have been started by retaining the present direction of advance to the southwest. The corps commander, however, immediately turned his corps southeast toward Le Cateau–Landrecies–Aulnoye.

The orders issued to this effect on 25 August, soon after 08:00, provided the following destinations: II Corps toward Le Cateau and west; IV Corps toward Landrecies; and III Corps toward Maroilles. The Cavalry Corps was to block the enemy’s retreat in the sector northwest of Guise. These new orders were already being executed when, toward noon, new reports from aerial scouts indicated that the information regarding the British retreat toward Maubeuge was erroneous. Rather, they were moving in the general direction of Le Cateau, as was noted in the majority of the reports. Meanwhile, the Army Headquarters had moved from Soignies to the sector east of Condé and had there appointed messengers who could quickly pass new instructions to the corps. By an order of 12:30, the various corps’ marching columns were again turned more to the west: II Corps was to advance as far south as possible, west of the Valenciennes–Solesmes road; the road itself was assigned to IV Corps for the advance of its right wing; and III Corps was to draw the main forces to its right wing and was to march as far as possible beyond Maroilles. The IX Corps was to expand the perimeter surrounding Maubeuge as far as Aulnoye, which corresponded with III Corps’ progress. When IV Reserve Corps arrived at Condé, it at first received no further orders. The Cavalry Corps’ mission to block the enemy retiring northwest of Guise and to hold him whatever the circumstances remained unchanged.

Fortunately, these vacillations among the higher commanders had not seriously influenced actual troop movements.

The Cavalry Corps, parts of which had started out from the vicinity of Marchiennes before midnight, reached the environs of Avesnes-le-Sec (northeast of Cambrai) at noon, after some minor combat with French Territorial troops. In the course of the afternoon, it entered combat—dismounted—with a British brigade that had deployed west of Solesmes; in the evening, the corps proceeded to rest around Avesnes-les-Aubert. The corps had not fully complied with the far-flung pursuit objectives that Army Headquarters had assigned, but it had ascertained that the British retreat was still in full swing and that their left wing was pressing southwest, west of Solesmes.

Behind the cavalry, II Corps reached Douchy and Monchaux (southeast of Denain), while IV Reserve Corps, bringing up the rear, reached Condé and Valenciennes.

Based on the army order of 08:30, IV Corps had designated Pommereuil (8th Division) and Landrecies (7th Division) as destinations and had changed nothing after the arrival of the army order of 12:30. At 20:00, 8th Division received strong fire from the heights north of Solesmes and began to attack on both sides of the road, but it did not press this attack because darkness fell. At Landrecies, 7th Division’s vanguard entered a night fight with a British brigade. After a large portion of the division had taken part, the fighting ended on the morning of 26 August with a British withdrawal.5

The III Corps, too, marching with the division via Roisin–Jolimetz, advanced its 6th Division via Houdoin and, in the evening, reached the enemy after small British detachments had repeatedly detained it in the Forest of Mormal. In the complete darkness, a battle between 5th Division’s vanguard and strong British infantry developed near Halte-Hachette (northeast of Landrecies). The latter, however, soon departed. The 6th Division still occupied the Sambre bridges at Aulnoye in the evening.

The IX Corps had discharged its duty of protecting against Maubeuge without incident. In the evening, it was located with 17th Division between Genly and Hon, while 18th Division was situated between Bavai and Pont.

In the afternoon, Army Headquarters advanced from the environs of Condé with the intention of setting up at Solesmes. As the town was still in British hands, headquarters spent the night in a little cottage north of the town. Without communication with its corps commanders, Army Headquarters encountered much difficulty in transmitting its orders for the following day.

Aerial reconnaissance had observed the enemy all day in full retreat on the three roads from Bavai to Le Cateau, Landrecies, and Avesnes and on both sides of Solesmes. The French Territorial troops, having yielded via Valenciennes, had been observed south of Denain. After 25 August, there seemed little hope of inflicting appreciable harm on the British, who obviously were retiring systematically. The German right wing, whose primary task was to mount a sidelong pursuit, was now hanging back. The left wing had condensed on the Sambre; if it maintained its direction it would soon collide with Second Army pressing forward to the southwest, south of the Sambre.

The army order for 26 August, therefore, continued the pursuit southwest in forced marches and broadened the front once again. A report to the OHL stated that the intention on 26 August was “to block the enemy retreat between Cambrai and St. Quentin.” The following objectives were assigned: II Corps to Graincourt (southwest of Cambrai); IV Corps to Vendhuille (halfway between Cambrai and St. Quentin); and III Corps to Maretz (southwest of Le Cateau). The IV Reserve Corps was to reach Cattenières (southeast of Cambrai), while IX Corps was ordered to continue safeguarding against Maubeuge and to march any dispensable forces toward Landrecies. The Cavalry Corps commander reported his desire to advance toward Bohain, thereby continuing the pursuit on 26 August. Army Headquarters agreed.

THE BATTLE OF LE CATEAU ON 26 AUGUST

During the afternoon of 25 August, First Army Headquarters learned—through a note from I Cavalry Corps sent at 12:30 via IX Corps from Binche—that the former was “departing upon orders from Second Army Headquarters to pursue the British via Beaumont towards Aulnoye.” Early on 26 August, it became known that I Cavalry Corps was located south of Mons “in First Army’s sector” and that “the columns of First Army” were hampering its movements south and north of Maubeuge. Thus, Army Headquarters felt justified, in view of the haste necessary and of the difficult communications among the various Army Headquarters, to adjust the Cavalry Corps’ movements directly. General von Kluck hoped to impede the British retreat more effectively by combining the two cavalry corps on the extreme right wing. To that end, he dispatched a telegram to I Cavalry Corps directing it to march to First Army’s right wing via Valenciennes and to advance in the direction of Cambrai. However, on 26 August, I Cavalry Corps had already begun its advance with 5th Cavalry Division toward Catillon (southeast of Le Cateau) and with the Horse Guards Division toward Landrecies, complying with instructions from its own headquarters.

So, while it was an excellent idea, the prospect of combining a large mass of cavalry on the army’s right wing unfortunately did not materialize. The difficult task of blocking the British retreat thus fell to II Cavalry Corps alone. At 04:30, the Cavalry Corps with its three divisions side by side sallied out from the vicinity of Avesnes-les-Aubert (west of Solesmes) for the south. After a short march, they encountered strong British troops of all arms in the villages north of the Warnelle sector. An obstinate battle developed for control of these places; II Cavalry Corps had to bear the burden of this fighting alone for hours. First, 2nd Cavalry Division surprised entrenching British troops and deployed against them on the railway embankments south of Cattenières. Strong British artillery fire from the vicinity of Esnes brought the attack to a standstill. Only when, on the eastern wing, parts of 9th Cavalry Division took a hand in the fighting was the British position finally assaulted around noon. However, these gains were soon lost in the face of a strong British counterattack. When the enemy marched back toward Esnes-Haucourt, 2nd Cavalry Division’s Jägerbattalions took firm hold of the enemy position. In the meantime, beginning at 06:00, 9th Cavalry Division had attacked the large village of Beauvois, while the 4th advanced against Béthencourt. Around 12:00 noon, the Jägerbattalions of 9th Cavalry Division stormed the heights south of Fontaine-au-Pire and the positions east of there. The enemy, about one infantry brigade strong, had to retreat toward Ligny. 4th Cavalry Division, meanwhile, was still fighting around Béthencourt.

Army Headquarters received the first news of the Cavalry Corps’ fighting at 10:00: “Cavalry corps in very intense fighting near Solesmes and Le Cateau with enemy being aggressive in places; support requested.” The report showed clearly that they were dealing with more that just temporary rearguard resistance; a strong enemy was standing at Le Cateau.6 The Cavalry Corps had obviously succeeded in catching up with the British and had drawn them into combat again. This picture was soon supplemented by a report from 2nd Cavalry Division to the effect that it had attacked strong British columns departing west.

The hope of achieving an envelopment attack on the right wing was revived again. The Cavalry Corps had splendidly fulfilled its mission of holding the enemy in place. New instructions from Army Headquarters did not seem necessary, for the direction of advance promised to bringn about a double-envelopment of the enemy. Furthermore, a report from II Cavalry Corps stated that II Corps had already taken a hand in such an attack at 09:10 from the direction of Solesmes. In fact, it was IV Corps, not II Corps, that had been involved in this advance.

The main forces of 8th Division (IV Corps) had advanced early, without encountering resistance, through Solesmes in the direction of Viesly by pushing Infantry Regiment 72 toward Le Cateau. When it learned that the enemy was standing on the Cambrai–Le Cateau road, it deployed against Béthencourt and Beaumont. The enemy evacuated both places after brief resistance; the division was unable to take possession of them until noon. Meanwhile, a mixed detachment dispatched the previous day to capture the old fort at Curgies, which the enemy had already evacuated, had approached via Neuvilly, turning against Inchy. In the meantime, shortly after 06:00, Infantry Regiment 72 encountered rallying British battalions at Le Cateau, took numerous prisoners, and then, without losing time in street-clearing operations, pierced through the town to its southern outskirts. There it engaged in stubborn fighting with an adversary that had assumed a position on the heights 800 metres south of the railway. The regiment had become isolated, and its situation became almost untenable when the prisoners who were locked up in the church tried to escape. Simultaneously, word came that the enemy was entering Le Cateau from the northeast. But this brave troop weathered the crisis, and the “new enemy” proved to be their own troops.

After 09:00, 7th Division approaching from the northeast toward Montay deployed from Forest-en-Cambrésis, thereby bringing relief to Infantry Regiment 72. More substantial elements of the division had begun moving to envelop the enemy’s right wing. At the start, the fighting progressed rapidly. The detached positions southwest of Montay were captured by a quick charge; in the enemy’s main position, however, resistance stiffened.

General Sixt von Armin soon recognized that this was more than a mere rearguard action by the enemy. By a corps order of 12:15, he drew the attacks of his divisions—until now conducted individually—toward a common purpose. Accordingly, 8th Division was to advance west of the line Neuvilly–Troisvilles; 7th Division (with one brigade and Infantry Regiment 72) was to move between this line and Le Cateau–Reumont; and the other brigade was to envelop the enemy’s right flank from Forest via Le Cateau’s railway station. In all of this, General Armin was proceeding from the correct assumption that III Corps’ intervention on his right wing would take considerable time. The burden of the fight was thus devolving upon IV Corps alone, for the Cavalry Corps commander had withdrawn his horsemen from combat along the entire front after the arrival of the infantry, and had rallied them in the sector east of Cambrai. Only the Jägerbattalions had remained in contact with the enemy.

Nevertheless, at 14:00, 8th Division’s commander, Generalleutnant Hilde-brandt, ordered the attack on Caudry and Audencourt after a long artillery preparation. The attack was directed first against the elevated northern outskirts of the little town of Caudry, which was captured and held despite the enemy’s valiant defence, which included offensive tactics. But British infantry obstinately resisted the advance toward the burning town of Audencourt. This resistance did not diminish even when, between the two fighting groups and on the left wing, the division’s last reserves joined in. The British suffered visibly from German artillery fire, but their numerically superior infantry persistently held out.

Over time, matters developed more favourably for Generalleutnant Hiedel’s 7th Division. While its infantry had suffered considerable losses advancing across the bald hills northwest of Le Cateau, the effect of the German artillery gradually asserted itself, catching part of the British batteries on the heights east of Troisvilles full in the flank. Thereupon, the enemy evacuated the heights southwest of Le Cateau. The German infantry reached the road at Pont-des-Quatre-Vaux (west of Le Cateau). The British right wing had been defeated. Reinforcements thrown into combat here were too late and only increased the confusion. Now the units destined for the envelopment operation began deploying from the sector south of Le Cateau and from St. Benin against Reumont.

Likewise, III Corps’ intervention from the east now made itself felt. Parts of 5th Division gradually approached from Pommereuil near 7th Division’s sector; the remainder of 5th Division turned south toward Bazuel. However, before this sweeping envelopment could become effective, British resistance collapsed. By 15:30, when 7th Division began its assault, only a few enemy machine guns were still firing. In groups, the British came out of their trenches and surrendered; others fled, seeking shelter from one shock of wheat to the next. The retreat of the defeated British right wing happened so quickly that General Armin’s 14:15 pursuit order hardly had any effect. Valuable time was lost as the disorganized German units tried to rally on the Le Cateau–Honnechy road. In the evening, the entire 7th Division was drawn west in order to make room for III Corps. Of the latter, 5th Division reached Honnechy with its leading elements; behind it, 6th Division marched to the forest. Farther east, in the late afternoon, IX Corps followed with its 18th Division to Landrecies. The 17th Division remained around Maubeuge.

In the centre of the battlefield, where some British units continued to hold out despite overwhelming German artillery fire, an evening assault toward Auden-court failed. Since 8th Division had also made only little progress elsewhere, the corps commander went to Divisional Headquarters at 18:30. Here he ordered that the division hold its positions until IV Reserve Corps’ intervention materialized the next day.

The IV Reserve Corps was approaching Cattenières from Valenciennes. At 10:00, Army Headquarters requested that the corps “cut off the British retreating west in full flight.” Thereupon, the energetic commander, General der Artillerie von Gronau, simultaneously dispatched the artillery of both divisions under the protection of the cavalry. This aid effectively relieved 2nd Cavalry Division near Cattenières. Later on, Corps Headquarters received the army order to swing as far as possible toward Crèvecoeur and then advance to envelop the enemy position near Caudry. However, by the time the corps’ infantry approached the battlefield, II Cavalry Corps had already thrown the British into a position south of Warnelle. Without knowing this, at 15:30 the corps commander ordered his troops to attack in the general direction of Haucourt.

Leading elements of 7th Reserve Division, under Generalleutnant Count von Schwerin, advanced directly toward Haucourt in an attempt to envelop the enemy’s left wing via Wambaix. But before the rest of the division could follow, the vanguard had to turn against a strong attack by French cavalry advancing from Crèvecoeur. Additional forces also had to be drawn from the intended attack to deal with this threat. When the French cavalry retired soon afterwards, German infantry followed them as far as Crèvecoeur and Esnes. Had 7th Reserve Division, instead of being sent back in the original direction of march, now advanced on the roads from Crèvecoeur and Esnes toward the southeast for a decisive thrust into the British left flank, a decisive result might have ensued. But the division commander ensured that the formation resumed its original direction. That required time, and the manoeuvre was partly impeded, for in the division’s rear, 22nd Reserve Division was pressing its attack. Thus, 7th Reserve Division reached the heights northwest of Haucourt only after dark; as a result, it declined to attack the village proper. Behind this formation, General Riemann’s 22nd Reserve Division met no more fighting. With its leading elements, it reached Crèvecoeur, taking up quarters in the vicinity of the town.

The II Corps was approaching Cambrai from Denain. The 4th Division encountered French troops already southwest of Bouchain in the Sensée sector. After intense house-to-house fighting the division drove away the enemy, capturing eleven guns on the heights south of Paillencourt. The 3rd Division, likewise fighting, entered the northeastern suburbs of Cambrai. Toward evening the foremost parts of both divisions fought their way into the sectors southwest of the town assigned to them: Cantaing–Noyelles (4th Division) and Rumilly (3rd Division). If II Corps, instead of becoming tied up all day with weaker French cavalry and Territorial troops, had tried to throw this enemy back as quickly as possible in a resolute attack in order to gain the road to Le Pavé—with strong forces segregated for flank protection—it might have been able to block the British retreat here.

The Cavalry Corps that had rallied in the region east of Cambrai remained there during the day without taking a hand in any further combat and without joining in the British pursuit.

Without question, the battle at Le Cateau was a success for First Army. The British had narrowly escaped destruction with considerable losses. Covered by strong cavalry, they retired southwest in darkness, pouring rain, and disorder. Exhausted and unable to continue marching, many men lagged behind and were taken prisoner. However, the double-sided envelopment that First Army Headquarters had devised for the British at Le Cateau, and that had seriously threatened them early in the day, had not materialized, and the chance for a decisive blow on the right wing had disappeared. As on 23 August, the army commander and his Chief of Staff had remained at Army Headquarters during the battle, with the result that they could not intervene in a timely and decisive manner, especially on the army’s right wing. The lack of quick and reliable communications exacerbated this problem.

Still no agreement had materialized between First and Second Army Headquarters about the forces to be left before Maubeuge. General von Kluck had tried in vain to change Second Army’s order, which directed one division of IX Corps to remain at Maubeuge. When General von Bülow upheld his order, First Army’s commander appealed to the OHL for their intervention. This he did because of the fundamental importance of this divergence of opinions for the further conduct of operations, and despite his subordination to Bülow. The fact that the garrison of Maubeuge had so far remained completely inactive and that First Army had marched past the fortress without being molested on its left flank proved, in his opinion, that it would be entirely sufficient to leave forces sufficient only to observe Maubeuge. For Kluck and his Chief of Staff, any weakening of First Army at this moment would have been far more objectionable, as the planned decision in this campaign, now as before, was to be gained on the Germans’ extreme right wing opposite the British (that is, in First Army’s sector). To accomplish this, all forces had to be kept together; one should not weaken oneself to accomplish secondary tasks. At 23:40 the army dispatched a report dealing with operations on 26 August as well as its intentions for 27 August. This report concluded that “Second Army will attack Maubeuge with three divisions,” adding, “demands one division from First Army. Is subordination under Second Army still valid?” Early on the morning of 27 August, the OHL sent word that it agreed with General von Kluck: “Subordination of First Army under Second Army is cancelled. Maubeuge is to be secluded by Second Army alone. The subordination of I and II Cavalry Corps remains as heretofore.”

27 AUGUST

On the evening of 26 August, First Army Headquarters had, in general, been well informed about the state of the battle. Second Army had further advised that its right wing was advancing via Bevai–Landrecies–South of Catillon and that the Le Cateau–Prémont–Bellenglise road was at First Army’s disposal. First Army Headquarters assumed that the enemy at its front would depart under cover of night. Regarding the direction of the enemy’s retreat, however, there was uncertainty. It was most probable that he would try to escape to the southwest so as to maintain contact with the ports. Thus, First Army’s previous task of overtaking the enemy’s left wing remained paramount. As before, it had to gain the adversary’s left flank through a strong, sharp advance. Therefore, the pursuit for 27 August was initiated sharply to the southwest against the Somme on both sides of Péronne.

To catch the enemy during his retreat, the corps at the centre were to advance on 27 August at 05:00 against the line Esnes–Caudry–Reumont and were “to attack the enemy, who is assumed to be retiring, wherever he is encountered.” The II Corps was to decamp even earlier, at 02:00, from the region of Cambrai toward Manancourt and Guyencourt; II Cavalry Corps was to block the enemy’s retreat. For its advance, IV Corps was assigned the areas Caudry–Ligny–Walincourt–Vendhuille and Reumont–Serain–Bellicourt. The IV Reserve Corps was to advance between II and IV Corps. The III Corps was to push forward south of IV Corps. The IX Corps was to arrive at Le Cateau via Landrecies with its foremost division at 10:00, with its trailing division drawn close behind. On 27 August, early in the morning, the OHL’s telegram arrived assigning Second Army the sole task of surrounding Maubeuge. The entire corps was now to advance on the Le Cateau–Prémont–Bellenglise road, if possible as far as Busigny, while III Corps was placed on the Reumont–Nauroy road. Second Army Headquarters was advised of the division’s departure from Maubeuge by telegram.

At 05:00 the corps of the centre crossed the start line. In broad formations, they soon threaded themselves onto their roads in marching columns, as it appeared that the enemy had departed along the entire front. The following formations were involved: IV Reserve Corps marched in the general direction of Péronne toward Épehy (7th Reserve Division) and Villers-Faucon (22nd Reserve Division); to the east, IV Corps advanced towards Aubencheul-aux-Bois (8th Division) and via Beaurevoir (7th Division); III Corps proceeded along the Roman road to Estrées (5th Division) and Montbrehain (6th Division); II Corps began its advance at 06:00, instead of 02:00, due to the belated arrival of the army order, towards Sailly-Saillisel, northeast of Combles (4th Division) and Moislains (3rd Division).

Combat was joined in the early morning hours as IV Corps intercepted British infantry at Bertry and Clary, the last files of which were just leaving Audencourt and, probably by mistake, marching into the German pickets. Everywhere else, the British were in full retreat and successfully avoided combat. On the extreme wing, clashes took place with French Territorial troops.

Here, after the Jägerbattalions had returned, II Cavalry Corps started its advance at 04:00 along the Cambrai–Bapaume road in the following order: 2nd, 4th, 9th Cavalry Division. Hostile infantry were reportedly approaching Bapaume from Arras, and strong enemy cavalry were at Péronne. In the afternoon, superior French territorial troops attacked a large section of II Cavalry Corps west of Lebucquière, which compelled them to retreat south into a receiving position west of Bertincourt. When the enemy advanced against that position, too, the German cavalry withdrew farther south toward Sailly-Saillisel. But there, too, the enemy was found advancing from Rocquigny and Sailly-Saillisel, compelling the Germans to retire to Manancourt. Thus, already in the early afternoon hours, strong infantry masses arriving from the north had been ascertained in the Sailly-Saillisel–Rocquigny–Bertincourt area. Around this time, 4th Division of II Corps, after a brief skirmish at Gouzeaucourt, reached Manancourt, while 3rd Division reached Heudicourt. During a rest period from 13:00 to 15:00, an army order arrived stipulating that II Corps, together with II Cavalry Corps, was to “make it impossible for the enemy to escape north of the Somme sector, from Péronne downward.” It was instructed to cross the river sector and “to push the enemy army’s wing back so that it is thrown back upon the strong French forces retreating southwest before Second Army via Guise and Vervins.”

The corps commander, thereupon, ordered that 4th Division advance via Combles toward Feuillères; 3rd Division was to press forward via Moislains–Cléry toward Buscourt (west of Péronne). Strong French cavalry tried in vain to detain 4th Division at Rancourt. At 17:30, as the division approached Combles, enemy infantry was observed descending on the place from the northwest; soon afterwards, enemy infantry and cavalry were also confirmed north of Combles, at Morval. The leading element’s attack against this village had to be stopped toward evening as, meanwhile, a strong enemy attack had struck the bulk of 4th Division from the direction of Sailly-Saillisel and had delayed it at that location. The infantry, which had deployed on both sides of the road, quickly invaded the village, where an intense sniping and street battle developed. Towards 20:00, the enemy was ejected and Sailly-Saillisel captured.

The enemy retreated northwest. The division made bivouac on the battlefield, without having reached its objective: the Somme. The 3rd Division, on the other hand, had gained Cléry (northwest of Péronne) and had begun crossing the river with one infantry regiment after intense fighting lasting late into the evening. The II Cavalry Corps had remained behind this formation at Moislains and Manancourt. All other parts of the army had reached their destinations in the line Épehy–Montbrehain, without combat, by thrusting sharply to the right.

On the evening of 27 August, Army Headquarters—having remained at Solesmes—did not fully appreciate the direction of the British retreat, based on the intelligence submitted. It was assumed that they would yield via St. Quentin and west. During the night of 26–27 August, aerial scouts had reported the retreat of strong enemy columns from Landrecies toward Guise and from Avesnes towards Vervins; it was probable that the enemy, in the course of his retreat, would try turning more to the west or southwest. On the evening of 27 August, however, II Corps had blocked the retreat west. Equally, there was confusion about the strength and intentions of the French troops that had appeared on the right flank over the previous few days and with which II Cavalry Corps and II Corps had clashed again today. So far, the French formations had been confirmed as the following: General Sordet’s Cavalry Corps (1st, 3rd, and 5th Cavalry Divisions); and several Territorial divisions, among them the 82nd, 84th, and 88th. Prisoners of the latter divulged that these divisions had been transported hurriedly from Paris. In the evening, the Cavalry Corps reported that it had engaged in exhausting combat with an enemy consisting of French cavalry and Territorials that had arrived from around Arras. Despite the lack of clarity about the enemy’s strength, all events suggested that these new enemy forces were coming from Arras, having recently been conveyed there from Paris. Clearly, these forces threatened the right flank of the German Army. First Army’s commander, however, still believed that one of his primary duties on 28 August was to inflict as much harm as possible on the retreating British as they crossed the Somme, regardless of the new enemy on the right flank. This was to be achieved through an energetic pursuit and in first taking possession of the river line in order to prepare for further tasks.

The army order for 28 August started the corps toward the Somme crossings on both sides of Péronne between Corbie and Béthencourt (northeast of Nesle). The II Cavalry Corps was to cross the Somme west of Péronne and to keep open the crossings for the army that followed. The corps were instructed to dispatch their cavalry ahead, along with strong artillery, for the pursuit.

A report to the OHL noted: “In four days of combat from Mons to Solesmes, the British army with three French territorial divisions, two of which were from Paris, have been defeated. Retreat to the west blocked. British in full retreat via St. Quentin and west of there. Several thousand British prisoners, seven British field-batteries and one heavy battery captured.” First Army Headquarters learned of Second Army’s intentions for 28 August by listening in on a radio message sent from Bülow’s headquarters to the OHL. Second Army’s right wing—VII Corps—was destined for St. Quentin. That evening, First Army Headquarters sent a General Staff officer to Second Army to make a verbal report about the situation at First Army.

During the night, the OHL reported that three to four Belgian divisions had sortied from Antwerp. The III Reserve and IX Reserve Corps rebuffed this enemy attack on 26 August. Thereupon, III Reserve Corps was instructed to march the infantry brigade of IV Reserve Corps, stationed at Brussels, together with the field battery, to its corps in the direction of Péronne.

Second and Third Armies on 27 August

For Second Army, very little enemy contact was made and the day was mainly spent on the march.

Army Headquarters did not receive a report from I Cavalry Corps on 26 August nor during the morning of 27 August. That afternoon, an airman dispatched to the Cavalry Corps brought back detailed information. According to his report, on the afternoon of 26 August the corps had encountered the enemy in the vicinity of Landrecies and had thrown him back after a short battle. On the evening of that day, the two cavalry divisions were exhausted and urgently needed rest; the “maximum possible” that could be expected of this formation was for it to push scouting squadrons to the Oise on 27 August.

In a radio message that arrived soon afterwards, the Cavalry Corps’ commander complained vigorously about the constant diversions taking place along the route of march, which had severely delayed his advance. In the evening, however, VII Corps levelled the same complaint against I Cavalry Corps. The employment of this mass of cavalry—confined as it was between a large fortress and two armies—clearly had disadvantageous consequences. Already tired by the long march from First to Second Army’s sector, it formed up on Second Army’s right wing. The achievement of this did more to obstruct troop movements than it did to facilitate reconnaissance and pursuit.

On the evening of 27 August, the Cavalry Corps reached the line Busigny–Bohain. The VII Corps (without 13th Division) reached St. Souplet and La Vallée-Mulâtre; X Reserve Corps arrived at Wassigny–Étreux; and X Corps reached La Neuville-lès-Dorengt and Leschelle; while the Guard Corps made it to Buironfosse and La Capelle. Only at Étreux was combat joined, when X Reserve Corps’ 19th Reserve Division encountered and scattered a British battalion. At this point, Army Headquarters moved to Avesnes. Meanwhile, aerial and cavalry reconnaissance along the Oise produced contradictory intelligence. The cavalry reported that, according to statements from inhabitants who had mistaken the German cavalry for British, the heights south of the Oise near and east of Étréaupont were held in strength. Conversely, according to aerial intelligence, only weak enemy rearguards stood in the Oise sector.

As a replacement for the division that IX Corps was lacking at Maubeuge, 13th Reserve Division was instructed to march on toward the fortress town. Meanwhile, VII Corps was to leave one infantry brigade and an artillery regiment of 13th Division—which was still at Maubeuge—in place and was to close up the remaining units. Meanwhile, for the time being, the siege of Maubeuge had been started solely with the three available brigades. General von Zwehl, commanding VII Reserve Corps, entrusted with reducing Maubeuge, intended to direct the main attack against the northeastern front of the fortress and to conduct a secondary attack south of the Sambre. Thus, to each of his three brigades he assigned one sector: the first was given the area from the Trouille Brook to the Sambre below Maubeuge; the second was assigned the sector adjoining the left as far as the Solre Brook; the third was to isolate Maubeuge from the south between the Solre Brook and the Sambre above the fortress. Meanwhile, a cavalry regiment was to observe the western and northern fronts. Most of the attacking artillery drew close from Namur between Givry and Solre (on the Sambre).

On Third Army’s front, no serious fighting had taken place on 27 August, except in the Sormonne sector, which the French occupied. After XII Corps, along with 24th Division of XIX Corps, had been thrown in, the enemy evacuated his positions on the ridge from Girondelle to L’Échelle and had departed toward the south after a short battle. On the evening of 27 August, Third Army’s XII Reserve Corps was standing with its 23rd Reserve Division at Auvillers-les-Forges, and XII Corps’ leading elements were fighting northwest of Signy-l’Abbaye, while XIX Corps was near Renwez.7 Elsewhere on this day, Division Goetz von Olenhusen had succeeded in crossing the Meuse on a military bridge at Revin and had regained contact with XIX Corps south of that place.

Regarding the further conduct of operations, on 27 August, serious discrepancies arose between Second and Third Army Headquarters on the German Army’s right wing. To fill the gap between the two armies, General von Bülow resolved to remain stationary with his army on 28 August and to give his left neighbour a chance to approach closer to his left wing near La Capelle. Third Army Headquarters and the OHL were advised of this decision; the latter was expressly asked to send instructions to Third Army to ensure agreement. In the late evening, however, information arrived from First and Third Army Headquarters that changed the decision. First Army advised that it intended to continue the pursuit on 28 August and to take possession of the Somme crossings between Corbie and Nesle; its left wing would advance via Montbrehain–Vermand. Third Army radioed shortly afterwards that that it intended to reach the line Auvillers–Signy-l’Abbaye–Thin-le-Moutier on 27 August. Fourth Army’s right wing was engaged in heavy combat south of Sedan and had urgently requested the intervention of Third Army, which had decided to comply with the call for assistance and to advance in the direction of Le Chesne–Chémery on 28 August. The radio message concluded: “Please cover Third Army’s rear. The OHL’s instruction is in view, will advise of decision accordingly.”

If Second Army insisted on stopping on 28 August, it was likely to lose contact with Third Army. Furthermore, the operational uniformity of the German Army’s right wing seemed much more threatened when, on the morning of 27 August, the OHL cancelled First Army’s subordination to Second Army Headquarters and determined that Maubeuge was to be surrounded by Second Army alone. First Army was already drawing its division left before Maubeuge, closer to the army’s main force. Thus, any influence that Bülow possessed over his neighbour to the right was removed at this critical moment. In Bülow’s opinion, the crux of this entire operation now sat on the right wing, especially with First Army. He believed that here, it was still possible to block the retreat of considerable parts of the British Army to the west and, thus, also to trap the French left wing. Therefore, he believed the best course of action was to operate in close cooperation with First Army. Consequently, he refused Third Army’s request to protect its rear.

To maintain the contact with First Army, and to support its advance, the day of rest intended for 28 August was forfeited. The VII Corps and X Reserve Corps were to advance southwest toward St. Quentin and Le Petit-Verly, east of Bohain. With II Cavalry Corps, I Cavalry Corps was to attack the British from the south, outflanking St. Quentin to the south in order to block the enemy’s retreat later on if possible. The X Corps and the Guard Corps were to deploy against the enemy reported on the Oise, whose strength was uncertain. Initially they were to deploy only behind the Iron Brook with X Corps west and the Guard Corps east of Leschelle, the latter in strong echelons to the left. These formations were forbidden to cross the Iron Brook without the army commander’s explicit permission. Army Headquarters intended to arrive at Étreux at 08:00. The OHL was advised of these changed orders by radio message, while an intelligence officer visited First Army Headquarters with the news.
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Third Army’s commander was also faced with a momentous decision that might decisively influence all German operations in the west. He received repeated, urgent calls for assistance from Fourth Army throughout the evening and the night, which built to a crescendo. General von Hausen felt unable to take a decision of such importance on his own authority. Therefore, he first reported to the OHL his intention to wheel in the direction of Le Chesne–Chémery on 28 August in order to assist Fourth Army.

If the OHL did not now work to stabilize the situation, operations on the army’s right wing might lose coherence and the gap between Second and Third Armies might continue to widen as Second Army advanced sharply to the southwest while Third Army struck off to the southeast. In response to Second Army’s inquiry, the OHL advised the various Army Headquarters that it would be issuing instructions on 28 August. Third Army Headquarters thereupon replied: “This army does not execute reported intention on 28th, awaiting arrival of promised instruction.” Toward 22:30, the OHL order arrived stating that Third Army was to continue advancing in a generally southwesterly direction and that a detailed order would follow. With that, Third Army Headquarters abandoned its decision to intervene in Fourth Army’s battle and ordered its formations to advance southwest toward Rumigny–Launois. This decision was communicated to the OHL and to Second and Fourth Army Headquarters.

The order issued to Third Army on the evening of 27 August was in keeping with the OHL’s desired operations and kept the army’s right wing on track. The operations of all three armies to this point had brought them close to the Somme, Oise, and Sormonne sectors. At this point, new decisions had to be taken and new orders issued. In the above-mentioned radio message to Third Army Headquarters, the OHL had already promised to provide new instructions for the future conduct of operations.

The OHL during the Pursuit-Operations to 27 August

By the third week of August, the German Army was pursuing the Entente forces everywhere along the Western Front.8 While the German right wing drove after the British and French troops fleeing from Mons, Charlerloi, and defensive positions on the Meuse, the German Armies in the centre tried to exploit their successes in the Ardennes.9 But the “complete victory” promised by Fourth Army on 22 August proved elusive.10 On 23–24 August, the French mounted a steady retreat, evading the German grasp. But as Fourth Army crossed the Semois and prepared to drive on toward the Meuse, resistance stiffened on its left and centre. “The army’s attack makes good progress, despite somewhat heavy losses,” Albrecht wrote to the OHL in a report sent at 14:00. “When victory complete, intentions are to advance in the directions of Mézières—Carignan.” By 21:00 his mood had darkened: “Army still pursuing. Semois crossed at Dohan—Bouillon. Further southeast the line Francheval—Matton—Le-Mohimont had been reached; VI Corps was at Isel at noon, still faces the enemy. Tomorrow the pursuit will continue.”11

The next day the French again slipped away from their positions on the Chiers and aerial reconnaissance suggested that only rearguards remained along the Meuse. As Albrecht was unable to catch the French, pressure from the OHL grew for him to assist Fifth Army’s left wing in an advance beyond Montmédy. His headquarters sent the following dispatch to the OHL at 23:30 on 25 August: “Army has reached the line Vrigne northwest of Sedan—Carignan—Margut while fighting. Beyond Meuse and Chiers apparently only enemy rearguards and heavy artillery remain; VI Corps will turn toward Dun—Brandeville if possible [to assist Fifth Army].”12

Fifth Army too was pursuing a broken but as yet undefeated enemy. By the evening of 23 August its forces had reached the Chiers—Crusnes sector, leaving a small detachement behind to invest the fortress of Longwy. Crown Prince Wilhelm’s plan for 24–25 August was to push the French away from Verdun, enveloping them from both sides if possible. But soon the German troops became exhausted and the advance bogged down on the left and slowed on the army’s centre and right. Then the French counterattacked from the direction of Verdun as Fifth Army advanced past the fortress. “My army has driven the enemy from one position to another in violent and bloody fighting which has now lasted four days,” the Crown Prince wrote to GHQ. “The complete destruction of the French Army opposite us was prevented today by a strong enemy counterattack from the region south of Verdun. Nevertheless, a large number of guns and a host of prisoners have fallen into our hands. My men have fought well everywhere, although our losses are very great.”13 His Chief of Staff was even more positive, telling the OHL by telephone that “the enemy had disappeared after four days of severe fighting and had apparently been ‘wrecked.’”14 Yet despite these victories, the French Army was still intact. By the morning of 26 August, Fifth Army found itself on wide front to the southwest of Verdun. It stood along the general line Marville—Spincourt—Landres. The next day the fortress of Longwy fell before a German assault had to be carried out.15

To the southeast, on 22 August, Sixth Army’s right wing faced the French fortifications on the Grand Couronné and in front of Nancy, where the French were in retreat on both sides of Fort Manonviller in the direction of Epinal.16 On the left, the army’s gains had not been as impressive in the difficult, mountainous terrain of the Vosges. At the same time, there were no indications of an imminent enemy attack along Seventh Army’s front in Alsace. As the original orders to protect the German Army’s left flank had been accomplished, Crown Prince Rupprecht intended to pursue the French toward Nancy but only as far as the Meurthe. In a conversation between the Bavarian Chief of Staff, General von Dellmensingen, and the OHL’s Chief of Operations, Oberst Tappen, the former said he thus expected “the extraction of forces from Lorraine for displacement via Metz towards the wheeling wing.” Tappen paused to consult with Moltke, returning with a suprising order: “pursue the enemy in the direction of Epinal. … There are strong French forces hidden in the Vosges and they must be cut off.”17 Apparently the OHL intended to “destroy the defeated enemy in the Imperial Provinces as much as was possible but, if this failed, to hold them there so as to prevent them from displacing their forces by rail which would allow them to intervene in the decisive fighting on the German Army’s right wing.”18 But, as Holger Herwig has observed, this would require turning the German Army southwards to make a flank march past the French fortresses at both Nancy and Lunéville.19

Rupprecht and his Chief of Staff were surprised by these orders, to say the least, and reuluctant to undertake an operation that deviated so significantly from his assigned mission.20 Later that evening, he asked the OHL for written confirmation; when it arrived, it presented a somewhat different operational aim yet again: “It is urgently desired that the enemy be thrown back, without delay, in a southerly direction, forcing him away from Epinal.”21 By 23 August it was clear that both armies only faced French rearguards, which were indeed covering a larger extraction of forces from the Vosges.

That night specific instructions arrived from Moltke’s headquarters. “His excellency von Moltke is of the opinion that the French forces opposite the Sixth and Seventh Armies will depart during the night. … The immediate start of the Sixth Army’s right wing with all available men to march to the utmost exhaustion is considered necessary by the OHL. According to the reports we have here, 100,000 to 120,000 French troops remain in the Vosges.”22 The next day Sixth and Seventh Armies advanced but were unable to draw the French into a fight. “While it is true that the enemy was defeated and has suffered considerable losses,” read Krafft’s evening report to the OHL on 24 August, “he has fresh, strong forces at his disposal which means that the two German armies in Lorraine would not be unopposed if they attempt to mount a far-flung pursuit. Instead, our corps have been compelled to struggle forward slowly in uninterrupted fighting. The infantry is at the end of its strength while the cavalry has completely collapsed just when the decisive moment appears which means that it must be given time to rest.” The Chief of Staff concluded his report by saying: “Everything is now being started in order to push the Army’s right wing forward as fast as is possible in the direction of Rambervillers–Bruyères (east of Epinal). Nothing would be more welcome to us than success in encircling the enemy in the Vosges. While we entertain the hope of success, at least in regards to large parts of the enemy, if we fail against all these expectations no reproach can be made against the men and their commanders.”23 Tappen simply reiterated his earlier directive to tie down the enemy if they could not be destroyed, and Rupprecht gave orders to continue the pursuit.24

But before the German attack could begin, the French mounted a counterattack that again forstalled German plans. Between 25 and 28 August, Rupprecht’s Sixth Army was struck from the direction of Nancy and its flanks were nearly turned in desperate fighting in difficult terrain.25 While the French attacks ultimately failed, by the evening of 27 August, Sixth Army Headquarters was able to report to the OHL that the crisis had been overcome. The German Official History concludes that “in Lorraine, a balanced situation arose after the German advance stopped and the enemy counterattack was rebuffed. Nevertheless, strong French forces had been tied down which could not be used opposite the decisive right wing of the German Army.”26

AFTER SECOND ARMY’S PROMISING REPORT OF VICTORY WAS RECEIVED ON THE evening of 24 August—which had resulted in the fateful decision to dispatch strong forces to the East—GHQ awaited further news from the front with the utmost suspense regarding the start of the pursuit and the exploitation of the victory. The reports received at the OHL seemed to justify the favourable opinion that had formed about the situation on the Army’s right wing. First Army intended to attack the British on 25 August, enveloping them from the west; Second Army planned to support this attack by advancing VII Corps and Senior Cavalry Commander 1 against the enemy’s rear and flanks from an easterly direction. For Third Army, however, the pursuit had not matured on 25 August to produce the expected results according to the reports that it submitted. Any hope of dashing into the flanks of the retreating French Fifth Army had to be abandoned. Thus, the responsibility for achieving the decision now chiefly rested with the extreme right wing—specifically, with First Army. Only the events of 26 August would bring clarity about the results of the fighting that had flared up there. At the same time, the situation at the German centre had yet to be clarified on the evening of the 25th; judging from the heavy fighting that had taken place on Fourth Army’s front along the Chiers and on Fifth Army’s front on the Othain, the enemy planned to offer stubborn resistance.27 That same evening, Fifth Army’s commander reported that a “complete destruction” of the enemy had failed to materialize. Simultaneously, however, his Chief of Staff condensed his general impression saying that “the enemy in front of Fifth Army had been demolished” and that the latter was now ready for further employment. This favourable appraisal had been the chief cause for the above-mentioned order that had been issued on the afternoon of 26 August, conveying V Corps to the East. On the German Army’s left wing in Lorraine, strong French counterattacks from the area of Nancy and south of the fortress had brought the right of Sixth Army’s pursuit operations to a standstill. Here too one could not entirely disregard the situation on the evening of 25 August. Only so much, however, was certain. Sixth and Seventh Armies were now engaged in new and very heavy fighting, and a decision could not yet be foreseen; thus the idea of extracting a corps for the East from these armies, which had been considered temporarily, was now dropped.28

For the OHL, clarity as to the situation on all fronts could only be achieved with the submission of new reports on 26 August. From the reports received from First Army Headquarters, it appeared that the attempted envelopment on the German right wing had so far failed to materialize; the enemy’s left wing seemed to be hastily retreating in a generally southwesterly direction. All three armies were following the enemy closely. The German centre had been delayed by stubborn French resistance on the Meuse, so much so that its pursuit had hardly made any progress. In Lorraine, Sixth Army had difficulty defending itself against violent and repeated French sorties from the direction of Nancy. None of the Army Headquarters followed up their initial reports of victory with news of mass surrenders or captured war materiel.

The Chief of General Staff of the Field Army was now beset by doubts as to the significance of the reported victory. The OHL’s Department Chief, Oberstleutnant Dommes, recalls in a report to the Reichsarchiv that “I remember that it was only Generaloberst Moltke who repeatedly expressed such doubts.” Nevertheless, Moltke also rejected Dommes’s suggestion to dispatch to each Army Headquarters senior officers who would be able to report on the situation there based on their own observations, with the words “neither the Commanders-in-Chief nor their Chiefs of Staff deserved such diffidence.” However, it became ever clearer that a destructive victory over the enemy had not yet been obtained. This meant that the conception that had been generated by initial news of victories—that a decision in the Western campaign had already taken obtained—was incorrect. Doubts now also began to spring up in Moltke’s staff as to whether the decision to convey strong forces to the East might have been made prematurely.

At the same time, in the East the situation appeared to be improving. On the evening of 26 August, favourable news was received from Eastern Prussia. Eighth Army Headquarters reported that the attack against the Russian Narew Army had begun and closed with these words: “According to our fallible calculations, the attack will be successful even though the army is opposed by five enemy corps.” General Baron von Freytag reported from the Austro-Hungarian AOK that the victory at Krasnik had been completed on 25 August. In these circumstances, the idea of conveying six corps to the East was abandoned; the orders issued for the departure of the Reserve Guard Corps and V and XI Corps, however, remained in force, for Moltke still hoped to destroy the enemy in the West—something that had been denied him in the earlier battles—through a relentless pursuit without these corps.

The reports that arrived on 27 August, however, no longer left any doubt that the enemy, though shaken by the earlier defeats, had generally remained in a fighting condition; before the German right wing the enemy had recognized the threat and been able to evade the German pursuit. At the same time, the enemy’s resistance along the Meuse had stiffened before the German centre. In Lorraine, the pursuit operations had not produced any significant results, because of the influence of French counterattacks against Sixth Army’s right wing and the rear.

General von Moltke had been insufficiently informed about the actual events that had taken place on the battlefield, especially on the Army’s decisive wing, along First Army’s front. This lack of accurate information was due to poor communications with his right wing. The significance of this deficiency for Moltke is evident from his urgent request—which was repeated several times during the course of 26 August—for First Army Headquarters to submit detailed reports about its situation. As the OHL was located at Coblenz, when it found itself to be insufficiently informed about the course of the battle, it was also all the more unable to follow the quickly changing situation during the pursuit. For this reason, the OHL believed itself to be acting correctly when it refused to intervene in future operations on the right wing. The events of the previous few days had taught that the OHL’s instructions were often superseded by the changing situation and thus had more of a restraining effect on the commanders than a decisive impact. At the same time, the OHL’s attempt to obtain uniformity in operations by reaching agreements among Army Headquarters, or by subordinating armies to each other, had not passed the test; that much was clear.

When serious divergences of opinion arose between First and Second Army Headquarters, it became clear that First Army’s commander objected to his subordination to Second Army. This was clear from their disagreements about the strength of the fighting forces that needed to be left at Maubeuge. When General von Kluck appealed to the OHL to overturn the decision taken by General von Bülow, there was no longer any doubt that the views of the two Army Headquarters had considerably diverged. It had also demonstrated that when an army commander was simultaneously placed in command of one of the army’s wings and his own army, he was unable to free himself from the requirements of the situation along his own front to the degree necessary to sufficiently meet the demands of the subordinated army. As soon as the most significant decision appeared to have taken place—when it appeared that the campaign had been won in the West—Moltke complied with First Army’s request and, on 27 August, ended its subordination to Second Army. This decision had far-reaching consequences. It would present an appropriate solution to the larger problem of unified command on the decisive wing only if the OHL took a firm grip on its command. However, for this to happen, the OHL first had to be moved physically closer to the right wing. The question of shifting the location of GHQ now became acute, for the security of its communications with First and Second Army Headquarters could not be guaranteed. The great unwieldiness of GHQ as an agency tasked with managing operations, administration, and governance was once more distinctly accentuated. Later in the war, a small detachment responsible for operations consisting of the Supreme Warlord, a few members of his entourage, the Chief of General Staff of the Field Army, and the staff of his Operations Department—in other words, a mobile entity responsible for conducting operations that could be shifted near to the locus of combat via a railway train in which all its work was done—developed in response to the experiences of open warfare.

At the same time, serious divergences of opinion had arisen between Second and Third Armies on 27 August. The dispute centred on the important question of whether Third Army ought to wheel to the south so as to support Fourth Army, or instead remain steady in its pursuit of the enemy towards the southwest, thus remaining in contact with Second Army. At this point, the German wheeling wing threatened to diverge from the main body of the Army. It was now essential for the OHL to intervene, and it decided to continue Third Army’s pursuit in conjunction with Second Army. This dispute demonstrated that it was urgently necessary that the Army Headquarters be sent new basic instructions for the further conduct of operations now that a new phase of the campaign had begun. As mentioned above, such directions had already been promised to Third Army Headquarters on the evening of 27 August.

From all the reports that had been submitted to the OHL, General von Moltke drew the following conclusions. The Belgian Army, he surmised, was beginning to dissolve; no longer, he thought, could it take the offensive in the open field. It was supposed that about 100,000 men from the Belgian Field Army and its garrison troops had congregated in Antwerp, but these, too, seemed unlikely to mount offensive enterprises. The combat value of the Franco-British Army was now uncertain as well. It was certain, though, that the French and British would renew their resistance and mount an obstinate defence, first probably along the Aisne and later on perhaps behind the Marne. In other words, new and heavy fighting in the West seemed inevitable. This again raised the critical question of whether it would be advisable to stop the three corps destined for the East, which were already marching toward their entraining stations, and have them follow the army in reserve. It was essential to consider this question soon, for the first columns of the Reserve Guard Corps and XI Corps had on 27 August already reached the vicinity of Leignon (14 kilometres east of Dinant)–Huy, while V Corps was only approaching Longwy.

Late that evening, a report arrived of victory in East Prussia. It stated that “two to three Russian corps defeated; by tomorrow night hoping to have dispatched the entire Russian southern group.” At the same time, when General Ludendorff, Eighth Army’s Chief of Staff, was promised reinforcements for East Prussia, he had unselfishly replied that they were not absolutely necessary in the East: if they were needed in the West, then the East could do without them; in any event, he said, they would be too late to assist in the battle that was then taking place. It now seemed imperative that Moltke cancel the order to dispatch three corps to East Prussia, especially since the Chief of Operations, Oberstleutnant Tappen, as well as Oberstleutnant Domines, had opposed any contribution of reinforcements to the East from the very start because they did not deem them essential. In reply to an inquiry from the Reichsarchiv, Generalmajor Dommes said this:

The reports received over the next few days demonstrated that considerable victories had been gained, but that the great decision was still pending. It was, therefore, considered whether it would not be appropriate to stop the Reserve Guard Corps and XI Corps and have them rejoin the Army’s right wing. Generaloberst Moltke struggled unceasingly with this decision. The scales seemed to have been tipped by the view that the two corps would arrive too late to assist in the next phase of the pursuit operations anyway, as well as his dislike for changing orders which he felt would undermine confidence in the command. I remember Generaloberst Moltke saying in connection with these considerations: “order—counter-order—disorder.”

Moltke said something similar to Tappen; however, the latter was allowed to at least stop V Corps. As to the rest, however, Moltke left the orders he had issued in force for the two corps of the Army’s right wing. It cannot be determined with certainty why the Chief of the General Staff clung to these fateful orders. Perhaps he felt that the enemy in the West had already been so weakened by the battles of the frontiers that the two corps might actually be dispensable in the coming fighting; perhaps he remembered his promise to Conrad that he would dispatch five more divisions to East Prussia; we cannot now know. Whatever the case, the decisive wing of the German Army found itself considerably weaker at the start of the new phase of operations.


VII

REVIEW

“WE DO NOT WANT TO CONQUER ANYTHING, ONLY DEFEND WHAT WE POSSESS. We will probably never be the attackers, always the attacked. However, only the offensive can bring us the necessary quick success with certainty.” With these words from its 1902 memorandum, the German General Staff distinctly stated Germany’s military aims. The most important proviso for the necessary “quick success” was the creation of a numerical ratio as favourable as possible for the German fighting forces in comparison with those of the country’s adversaries. This premise needed to be achieved in peacetime, but it had not been when war broke out. Count von Schlieffen’s successor had been very late to begin executing his 1905 program for the gradual build-up of the German defensive forces. The recently deceased Chief of the French General Staff, General Buat, in a study on the German Army, correctly noted that “Germany did not grasp the necessity of taking advantage of the considerable superiority at her command owing to the vast multitudes of men at her disposal in preparation for war. With greater providence she would have been able to muster 600,000 more men in combat units than she actually did.” Elsewhere, Buat notes: “It would be absolutely wrong to maintain that Germany in 1914 had exerted her forces to the limit of her capability.” This fact, which the enemy recognized, was much more momentous for Germany (although the enemy also saw it as important) because strong armament was not as vital a problem for the other nations of Europe, given that Germany was the most threatened, in a military sense, owing to its geographical situation. A Germany insufficiently safeguarded in military matters, situated in the heart of Europe, was bound to result in a threat to the peace of the world.

Far more inadequate than Germany’s efforts had been those of Austria-Hungary. This seems all the more astonishing because Austria-Hungary was threatened by developments in the Balkans. The obvious advantages and securities that the alliance with Germany had offered to Austria-Hungary—vis-à-vis her policy in the Balkans—would certainly have given the German Empire the right to exact a numerical and inward strengthening of her defence force in return. Germany, however, did not make this claim in any way worth mentioning in the decades leading up to the war.

It should have been an obvious course to equalize this lack of armament by concentrating all allied forces and by establishing a uniform Supreme Command for allied warfare. At the very least, this should have occurred at the start of operations. However, it did not. In his peacetime exchange of ideas with the Austro-Hungarian Chief of the General Staff, General von Moltke had only succeeded in guaranteeing that they would strive for a uniform aim in the conduct of operations in the Western and Eastern Theatres. Germany would seek an early decision alone in the West, while on the Eastern Front, Germany’s partial and weaker forces would share the fighting with the Austro-Hungarian forces to cover the rear of the main Western offensive. The solution to this problem in East was envisioned as an offensively conducted defence.

The Central Powers’ war plan could be carried out in the face of enemy superiority only by using a tool of unusual structural quality and offensive strength. The armies on the ground would have to exhibit spirit, intelligence, and organization. The Central Powers’ early operations showed a close reciprocal relationship between war planning and the military value of the troops. In both theatres of war, the German Army met the highest demands imaginable. Even in the most difficult operations, the Army proved to be a reliable and unfailing tool in the hands of the High Command. Only the results of the battle in Galicia, which was ongoing at the end of August 1914, would reveal whether the Austro-Hungarian army would similarly meet the various requirements of the operational plan.

The Central Powers’ situation was extremely serious due to the vast numerical and material superiority of the adversaries. This situation was made much worse by the enemy blockade. It was to be expected that Germany and Austria-Hungary would soon resemble a besieged fortress that could not anticipate relief. Its food situation was all the more perilous because the stockpiles of food and raw materials it possessed at the outset had been insufficient even then. Time, therefore, was not on their side. The Central Powers could only guarantee a favourable result through a “quick success,” a war of short duration. A war based on a strategic and tactical defence was bound, sooner or later, to lead to defeat and destruction. The need for a quick success meant that a powerful offensive spirit would have to permeate the conduct of war. All considerations had been subordinated to this when the campaign in the West was being prepared. Its aim would be to obtain an early decision, and this, in Count von Schlieffen’s view, could only be achieved by enveloping the enemy’s left wing. The prerequisites for the success of this enveloping movement were a strong German right wing and a determination on the part of the High Command to cling stubbornly to its aim no matter what countermeasures the enemy command might take. Only if such prerequisites were met would the Chief of the German General Staff be able to seize and retain the initiative. “In order to be victorious,” an 1894 memorandum by Schlieffen stated, “we have to try to be the stronger party at the point of the clash. But the only way we can be successful at this is if it is we who determine the operation, not if we passively wait and allow the enemy to decide for us.” Therefore, according to Schlieffen’s instructions, the plan of operations was to be changed as little as possible even if the enemy opened his own campaign with a massive offensive into Alsace–Lorraine or even across the Upper Rhine. Even in that case, the Germans would have to cling to their intention of forcing the decision on the right wing under any circumstances.

It seems doubtful that General von Moltke completely accepted this essential point in Schlieffen’s plan; for him, the chief aim of German operations was to seize any opportunity to defeat the French in the open field. Since this aim coincided with Schlieffen’s plan, in that it was best attained by a grand sweep of the army’s right wing through Belgium, he adopted the plan, but with some reservations. In Moltke’s opinion, if the enemy took the offensive in another place—such as the Imperial Provinces of Alsace-Lorraine—the extreme right swing through Belgium would lose importance. Moltke had decided that if the enemy offered significant opposition, he would meet that resistance where it came. In such a change of Schlieffen’s operative idea, the German Command could easily, if not voluntarily, become dependent on the decisions and measures of the enemy. This decision relinquished the advantages of the initiative. This basic difference between Schlieffen’s and Moltke’s conceptions shows that in 1914, Schlieffen’s plan was employed only conditionally.

Thus it is not surprising that Moltke, around the middle of August, when the French seemed to be seeking a decision in open battle in the Imperial Provinces using their main forces, immediately adapted himself to French operations and temporarily shelved the enveloping movement on the right wing, which had been the goal up to that point. Only when his assumption proved to be illusory was the original war plan resumed, and even then, it was carried out as the only feasible means to defeat the enemy in the open field, undisturbed by the grave crisis in the east.

Schlieffen’s demand that at least twenty-five corps be available for operations on the left bank of the Moselle had been fulfilled. The OHL, therefore, anticipated the decision with a quieter conscience, for the right wing had been kept reinforced right up until the decisive clash. Here also, in the decisive sectors of First, Second, and Third Armies, a great numerical superiority existed on 22 August. Here, 358 German battalions with 2,164 guns opposed 257 enemy battalions with 1,120 guns.

To take advantage of this great numerical superiority in an operational sense, the art of command would have to be exercised. Moltke’s initial intention to keep the direction of operations on the decisive wing in his own hands failed because of technical difficulties involved in his command of operations. These problems could only be overcome by dividing the OHL into several echelons, thus imbuing the High Command with greater mobility and providing for the safe, quick, and well-organized transmittal of information and orders. The OHL did not solve effectively this difficult organizational and technical problem, the magnitude of which likely went unrecognized in peacetime. Moltke instead took the expedient of conferring command responsibility for the German right wing upon the senior army commander. The same was done on the German left wing. Only in the centre—and to a certain degree at Third Army—did the OHL intend to maintain a degree of control over operations.

WHILE IT IS TRUE THAT NO UNIFORM ORDER FOR THE CONDUCT OF THE BATTLE was ever issued, Moltke did have a clear plan that undoubtedly promised success. This is evident in the individual instructions that he issued during the first days of the war. The centre was to pin down the enemy while remaining the pivot point in the wheel. It was to do this either by attacking if the enemy remained stationary or by defending if they advanced. The right wing was to conduct the decisive attack by mounting an envelopment. But only this wing of the army received a definite order to this effect: First and Second Armies under General von Bülow were to attack the enemy west of Namur. Third Army was to advance against the Meuse between Namur and Givet. Intentionally, Fourth and Fifth Armies, however, remained for the time being without detailed instructions for the expected battle. Sixth and Seventh Armies on the left wing were assigned only to protect the Army’s flank. However, decisions as to how best these tasks were to be accomplished were left to the local commanders.

At around the same time that the OHL issued the order for the right wing to attack, the enemy commander decided to launch a bold offensive. The French commander operated under the erroneous assumption that the German fighting forces between Dinant and Thionville were weak. Thus he intended to break through them and destroy the right wing of the German Army, which was estimated at seven or eight corps and which he assumed was advancing against the line Brussels–Dinant. Thus, the French did the Germans the “favour”—one that Count von Schlieffen could hardly have hoped for—of launching a simultaneous attack, the chief thrust of which was directed against the German centre. Indeed, the enemy could hardly have chosen a better means to facilitate a German success. The grouping of enemy forces that resulted afforded the greatest chance of success to the German plan.

In a vast assault, the armies clashed along the various sectors of the front using entirely different methods of fighting. On the right wing, at First and Second Armies, the clash more or less took the character of an “encounter battle” Third Army systematically attacked its enemy, which had established a defence behind a river. In the centre, a surprise clash took place, while on the German left wing, the battle transitioned from a systematic retreat to an unexpected counterattack. Everywhere, even where the enemy was numerically greater, the German attackers displayed their superiority. An army of such high military value, such perfect training, and such aggressive readiness for battle as the Imperial German Army had in those summer days of 1914 hardly ever been led against an enemy. In this vast army of millions of individuals, only one will existed, from the highest commander to the last soldier: the passionate and burning will to be victorious and the irresistible urge to press ahead—onward against the enemy! Bridled by its clearheaded command, this force was strained to the utmost in delivering such a forceful blow against the enemy, who likewise attacked and who, in many places along the front, possessed a considerable advantage. The enemy was immediately forced on the defensive and in many places was put to flight at the first German assault. This aggressive German spirit revealed the highest moral impetus and a will to victory that did not exist in any other battle on the Western Front during the initial phase of open warfare. The allied armies were defeated along the entire front and saw their fighting strength badly weakened. On 24 August, the French Generalissimo, Joffre, reported the complete failure of his great offensive of 23 August to the Minister of War in Paris. His report stated: “The French offensive has definitely been stopped in Belgium. My recent scruples regarding the value of the French troops for an attack in the open field have been corroborated by the facts. Our army corps have not shown the aggressive power in the open field which we came to expect as a result of our initial successes, despite our numerical superiority. We are now forced onto the defensive.”1

Without question, the German Western Army had achieved victory over a valiant and numerically superior adversary. The German commanders and troops had performed magnificently; their aggressive strength had been significantly reinforced by success, while a spirit of depression was spreading in the enemy army. Despite all this success, however, a final decision in the Western campaign had not been achieved. The OHL’s initial impression that it had gained such a decision soon proved to be a mirage. In fact, neither the Belgian, nor the French, nor the British had been defeated; the haul of prisoners and war materiel was comparatively light and could be easily replaced by the enemy. Thus, no impressive reports of prisoners or captured war materiel followed the initial reports of victory from the various German Army Headquarters.

How was it possible that such a great victory did not translate into a destructive blow against the enemy?

General von Bülow had been named Commander-in-Chief of First and Second Armies. He had been given complete freedom for his assigned task: attack the enemy west of Namur and, specifically to conduct the operations on the Army’s extreme right wing. There was no doubt that the battle in this particular sector would be of decisive importance to the campaign. The most important condition for success would be to reach an agreement on specific operative aims as well as the methods to achieve them among the three Army Headquarters appointed to conduct the joint attack. However, no face-to-face discussions had taken place among the army commanders or chiefs of staff in the days before and during the decisive battle. In fact, it was very difficult to hold such discussions because of the physical distance between Second and Third Army Headquarters. Given this situation, it would have been advisable to facilitate the exchange of ideas by dispatching permanent intelligence officers possessing sufficient apparatus for transmitting reports and, thereby, to establish reliable communications. In this respect, Second Army’s Commander-in-Chief failed to make adequate preparations. In the event, communications among the highest command authorities on the right wing were deficient precisely when they were needed most, during the critical days of the decisive battle. No liaison officer from Second Army Headquarters was present either at First or Third Army Headquarters. Only First Army Headquarters repeatedly tried to reach agreement regarding operative opinions and decisions by dispatching intelligence officers to the other headquarters. However, when these efforts succeeded, they only served to highlight the obvious contrast in opinion among the higher commanders. The instructions and directions issued by Second Army Headquarters before and during the battle to First and Third Armies aroused the impression that General von Bülow assessed operations on the right wing with an eye toward the requirements of his own army alone, in that he strived first and foremost for a tactical victory over French Fifth Army, which directly opposed his Second Army. Given this, Bülow wanted to be as strong as possible, so much the more as he considerably overestimated the enemy’s strength and readiness for battle. In order to guarantee a tactical victory, therefore, the inner wings of First and Third Armies were to approach as closely as possible against Second Army’s outer flanks: First Army’s left wing in the region northeast of Maubeuge; Third Army with its right wing in the direction of Mettet. This order minimized both armies’ task of operating against the enemy flanks. Instead, the tactical concentration of all forces to obtain success by battle became General von Bülow’s aim. His mind was filled only with strong-willed, offensive, tactical ideas: “forward—onward against the enemy—defeat him with concentrated force—no matter how and where.” For him, larger operational considerations receded into the background when he was confronted with the requirements of conducting the war along a well-ordered battlefront articulated into uniform combat sectors; only after immediate victory had been obtained would the full importance of operational considerations return to the fore. This strong-willed conception of his task was one of Bülow’s strengths; it was also an exaggerated quality that left him one-dimentional.

By contrast, First Army’s Commander-in-Chief and Chief of Staff thought, first and foremost, in operational terms. They strove less for the collaboration of the armies to bring about a tactical victory on a common battlefield and instead sought operational success in general.

General von Kluck’s remonstrances of 21 and 22 August against the employment of his army as ordered indicate clearly that from the very start he held “the operational envelopment of the enemy left wing, including the English,” as “the great aim.” Reconciliation of this basic divergence in the thinking of the two army commanders was never obtained, though, because the OHL refused to make a decision.

General von Bülow’s bold decision—which was, however, born of tactical more than operational considerations—to cross the Sambre on 21 August broke the ground for the operation against the enemy’s flank and rear. This was achieved despite all disagreements and in a most fortunate manner, though the first positive results were perhaps unintentional. If Second Army had remained north of the Sambre, waiting for the French to run full tilt against its lines, the latter would have been free to turn its main forces toward First or Third Army. In this way, the French might have defeated each army individually and blocked the Sambre. Instead, however, most of French Fifth Army was already tied up, moving in a northerly direction on the evening of 22 August. Here 188 French battalions with 748 guns went against 137 German battalions with 820 guns, while, on the Meuse, the French commander had only 17 battalions to protect his flank against 101 German battalions. The distribution of forces on the Meuse, therefore, promised great success for the Germans; it plainly favoured the envelopment of the enemy. General von Hausen, however, had to make his decisions in ignorance of this force ratio; in making his decisions he felt confined by Second Army commander’s repeated requests to advance with Third Army’s right wing in close connection with Second Army’s left. Further constraining his decision-making was the wording of the OHL’s order, which expressly prescribed that he attack the Meuse between Namur and Givet while, on his left, Fourth Army made for the Meuse above Givet. That Fourth Army’s right wing wheeled off to the south on 22 August was unexpected. In hindsight, it would have been sufficient to commit weaker forces from Third Army—perhaps amounting to about one reserve corps with more artillery—for the direct attack on the Meuse as well as for isolating Namur and Givet. The bulk of the two active corps could then have been deployed in the wooded country southeast of Givet, hidden from enemy observation, in order to launch a surprise assault into the gap—which was ascertained on the evening of 22–23 August—in the grouping of French forces at Fumay and to attack French Fifth Army in the flank and rear, while its main forces were entangled in the ongoing battle with Second Army. By the time Hausen, complying with a suggestion from the OHL, decided to launch an attack toward Fumay early on 23 August, it was too late. The main mass of German Third Army was already directly engaged in combat; the forces of XIX Corps, which had been earmarked for envelopment operations, were already much too weak. Again reviewing events in hindsight, it would have been better if, early on 23 August, they had maintained their previous direction of attack, where greater success would doubtless have awaited them.

The Second Army commander’s perception that his army’s advance had facilitated Third Army’s crossing of the Meuse was somewhat justified, as shown in the French account. French I Corps, which stood on the Meuse initially, had been extracted from its positions during the course of 22 August in order to be thrown-in on 23 August on the Sambre front against Second Army’s left wing. Only one French reserve division had been left on the Meuse opposite Third Army to protect French Fifth Army’s right flank.

On the other hand, Third Army forced the Meuse crossing east of Onhaye, which caused French I Corps to break off its fledgling attack for its subsequent redeployal to the Meuse front. In this way, German Second and Third Armies supported each other in accomplishing their operational tasks.

The entire French Fifth Army was required to retreat, first because of the defeat and retreat of French Fourth Army, and second and more important, because of the early fall of the fortress at Namur. But the German command recognized the French retreat too late, which facilitated their escape. This was mainly because of the strong advantage that modern weapons give to the defence, and especially to rearguards strong in artillery.

It is true that experiences in other recent wars had confirmed the enhanced strength of the defence; but the full significance of this was only realized in this first great battle. Setting aside psychological factors, this also explains the novel occurrence, during the frontier battles, of loud and frequent calls for assistance from neighbouring units to the right or left. These first battles also made it clear that defensive strength enabled minor forces to weather grave crises with only their own resources.

Also, on the extreme right wing, the grouping of the forces of the two belligerents favoured the Germans. There, 120 German battalions with 748 guns were opposing 52 British battalions with 336 guns. Here, in this decisive place, the commanders had clearly recognized the operational aim. It is highly probable that on the extreme right wing the envelopment of the British would have succeeded if General von Kluck had had full freedom of action. Under his plan, the left wing would have advanced in the direction of Mons; only the left, that is, would have encountered the enemy directly, while the centre enveloped him and the right wing was available for the subsequent pursuit. However, when First Army drew near Second Army’s right wing, this interfered with the execution of the plan, which was always foremost in the First Army commander’s mind. Nevertheless, he still entertained hope that the unsupported British left wing could be enveloped using First Army’s own forces, due to their deeply echelon deployment. To this end, such forces would have had to be pushed-up close to the front line in a reasonable amount of time. Though the intelligence submitted on the afternoon and evening of 22 August had somewhat clarified the situation, and though, on 18 August, Second Army Headquarters had already admonished First Army “to draw forward the corps of the second line as far as possible behind the right wing,” the army started its advance on 23 August, the day of the Battle of Mons, in deep echelon order. The army commander felt compelled to wait until the situation was clearer—especially until detailed news about the British left wing have arrived. At this point, such clarification could be achieved only through contact with the enemy. Indeed, the situation on the extreme right wing remained unclear on the morning of 23 August, and faulty intelligence further complicated matters. Moreover, Army Headquarters had not received important aerial reconnaissance, which would have brought some further clarity; and due to a misunderstanding, headquarters’ own aviation units were never sent out on 23 August despite the “obscure situation.”

In these circumstances, war showed its true nature, full of friction and uncertainty. On 22 August, First Army’s Commander-in-Chief was compelled to take an uncertain course and launch an attack. If, during the night of 22–23 August, II Corps and IV Reserve Corps had marched forward as far as their strength permitted, at least II Corps might have arrived in time on 23 August on the extreme right wing roughly on the latitude of the engaged corps. This would have been even more likely had the artillery been dispatched ahead of the infantry, protected by cavalry, as was done two days later at Le Cateau with great success.

Uncertainty about the situation, though, unfavourably influenced IV Corps operations on 23 August. It is possible that if this corps alone, which faced quite weak enemy forces, had mounted a strong advance far beyond Canal-du-Centre on that day, far-reaching consequences might have been realized, as occurred when II Corps first appeared in the environs of Condé.

These consequences would have been considerably enhanced if, on the far right wing of the German front, a cavalry army (Reiterheer), several cavalry corps strong, had been committed against the enemy’s flank and rear. The OHL, it is true, had tried to unite I and II Cavalry Corps at this location, having learned early in the first days that the cavalry was not located between the fronts of the fighting armies and that it possessed only limited freedom of action regarding direct reconnaissance on account of the impact of modern weapons. It turned out that a few cavalry regiments were sufficient when coupled with aerial reconnaissance, which was standing the test brilliantly. But General von Bülow had drawn I Cavalry Corps to the right wing of Second Army and had issued instructions to II Cavalry Corps in ignorance of the situation. This frustrated General von Kluck’s efforts to advance cavalry into the British flank and rear in a timely manner. Meanwhile, Cavalry Corps Marwitz’s performance in the ensuing days provided evidence of the great operational impact that cavalry could have had on the German right wing. A British escape to the west or southwest, perhaps to the south, was probably by then impossible, for the corps of the extreme right wing—II Corps and IV Reserve Corps—had already made forced marches. From 12 to 22 August, II Corps had covered about 230 kilometres, but when one compares the extraordinary performances of these two corps on the march and in daring combat in the period of operations that immediately followed, and remembers their energetic leadership, only can only surmise that these two formations were especially fit for war and were capable of performing effectively then, just as they had at the start of operations. After the afternoon of 22 August, there should have been only one order for II Corps and IV Reserve Corps: “Forward march—to the last gasp of both men and horses.” Instead, the two corps rested on 22 August after marches of 23 and 28 kilometres respectively and again on the following day after marches of 32 and 20 kilometres, while on Canal-du-Centre a struggle that could have decided the campaign was being fought.

First Army Headquarters placed less emphasis on the strong-willed impulse—“Forward! Onward against the enemy, defeat him no matter where and how”—than did Second Army Headquarters. There, both in preparation for the battle and in conducting it, operational considerations outweighed tactical ones. In hindsight, knowing how events unfolded and how the enemy saw matters, one might ask whether the army commander took full tactical advantage of the favourable conditions existing at that moment. For in the end, in view of the Germans’ strong superiority over the British, any tactical victory would have brought about an operational envelopment of the enemy, but only if the army was united in time at the front to land such a blow.

The lessons of military history back to earliest times suggest that when an enemy decides to break off his action and retreat, having recognized the dangers threatening him in time, he can only be prevented from escaping if conditions are unusually favourable. It was, of course, impossible for First Army’s commander to know that such an “unusually favourable” situation existed during the Battle of Mons, and it could hardly have been guessed. What was clear at the time beyond any doubt—and General von Kluck certainly understood this—was that if First Army’s rear echelons closed up quickly, the pursuit would have gained considerable advantages. Clearly, the British command was practically paving the way for a German envelopment at Le Cateau; a smashing success was within easy reach. However, it could have been possible to exploit this opportunity only if the Commander-in-Chief or his Chief of Staff had been present in person at the decisive spot.

THE VARIOUS ARMY COMMANDERS, HOWEVER, DIRECTED THEIR BATTLES IN VERY different ways. At First, Sixth, and Seventh Armies, they remained in their Army Headquarters. Second Army’s commander, throughout the battle, remained far forward, close to the fighting troops. He repeatedly tried to intervene in the command of his men, and on 23 August he shifted the location of his command post no less than three times. Especially on this day, events on the battlefield exerted a great influence on his decision-making. The Third, Fourth, and Fifth Army commanders followed quite different procedures. During battle, they stationed themselves at observation posts close to the fighting troops, connected to their corps commanders by telephone. From those places, at decisive moments, they visited some of their Corps Headquarters for occasional face-to-face discussions to make sure they were properly informed in a timely way about the state of operations when making their decisions.

Here, too, time-tested knowledge was confirmed: quickly changing and unexpected battlefield developments required the direct intervention of senior commanders at decisive moments on the actual battlefield. Where inadequate means of communications militated against this sort of action, the higher commanders could not afford to be only temporarily present on the battlefield near the foci of decision. He could not stay far behind the lines at the conference table. The only way for a commander to ensure that he could make frequent and immediate decisions was to maintain active contact with the fighting men. Only in this way could he assert his will as a leader.

ON THE WESTERN FRONT, THE GERMAN ARMY’S CENTRE HAD NOT RECEIVED clear and definite orders for battle. The simplistic instructions repeatedly issued to Fourth and Fifth Armies to keep close contact with each other were no substitute for clear operational instructions. Indeed, such instructions were all the more necessary for those two armies, for vastly superior forces opposed the German centre: 236 German battalions with 1,320 guns faced 377 French battalions with 1,540 guns. However, as a uniform Supreme Command was lacking, each army waged its own independent battle, during the course of which the OHL was compelled to develop its special duties from rather limited knowledge of the general situation. Only when we remember this can we explain Crown Prince Wilhelm’s 21 August decision to attack, which temporarily threatened Fifth Army’s right flank until Duke Albrecht of Württemberg alleviated the danger by taking the initiative to order VI Corps to intervene. This readiness to assist, however, exposed Fourth Army to its own serious dangers. These were increased all the more because Fourth Army’s right wing (VIII Corps and VIII Reserve Corps) hung far back, and therefore could not be brought forward quickly. Fourth Army Headquarters had not provided for this situation, despite the OHL’s repeated and urgent remonstrations. Despite these difficulties, during the Battle of Neufchâteau on 22 August, 117 German battalions with 640 guns defeated 184 French battalions with 848 guns.

Though Crown Prince Wilhelm’s overzealous decision did not conform with the OHL’s operational intentions—which, at the time, called for restraint in the centre—it may be said in retrospect that without this initiative, on 22 August, Fourth Army would probably have found itself in a still more precarious situation, because of the great French superiority in this sector. In certain circumstances, this might have required Third Army to intervene in a southerly direction, thus jeopardizing the success of the decisive operations on the German Army’s right wing. By attacking, Fifth Army—only 119 battalions strong—it drew considerably stronger French forces, totalling 193 battalions, away from other fronts. A few days later, despite the enemy’s numerical superiority, Fifth Army weathered the temporary but nevertheless serious danger it had brought upon itself by giving up the pivot on its left wing. At any rate, the central armies not only fulfilled their mission of tying up a superior enemy, but thoroughly defeated them. In doing so, they paved the way for the anticipated victory on the German right wing.

The armies of the left wing, in the Imperial Provinces of Alsace and Lorraine, had been assigned a clear and definite task by the OHL at the start of the advance on 18 August: they were to protect the left flank of the wheeling front. Crown Prince Rupprecht had been allowed full freedom to execute this mission. Nevertheless, the OHL had given Rupprecht some sense of its operative idea: Sixth Army would first yield and then mount an enveloping counterattack. However, for Crown Prince Rupprecht, the success of this plan seemed so dependent on uncertainties that he abandoned it, justifiably so, and instead set out to tie up the enemy before his front and to clarify the situation on the left flank of the German Army as soon as possible. To this end, he attacked, reversing his withdrawal; he felt justified in doing so, since the premise of yielding before a strongly superior enemy, as stipulated in his deployment instructions, was no longer valid. The overwhelming difficulties of the ground in this sector, which were probably underestimated from the start and which facilitated defence in this mountainous country, frustrated the planned envelopment of the French right wing through the Vosges. As a result, the anticipated envelopment turned into a direct assault in which the German forces emerged victorious, despite the enemy’s superiority and the difficult terrain. In the Imperial Provinces, 328 German battalions defeated 420 French battalions.

The pursuit operation that immediately followed, continuing until the evening of 22 August, proved that it would be operationally impossible to overtake the retreating enemy; this in turn precluded the possibility of achieving still greater successes. Sixth Army Headquarters clearly recognized this, and expressed as much to the OHL, pointing out that the armies had been employed in a manner other than that stipulated in the deployment instructions. The events of 22 August were of decisive importance for the further operations of Sixth and Seventh Armies and, thus, for the success of all operations. After the two armies had thoroughly discharged their most important task of protecting the army’s left flank, the moment had come for strong elements of Sixth Army to cooperate fully with the left flank of the big wheeling wing, as stipulated in the deployment instructions. They were to do so by intervening via Metz, or south of there, in the battles on the left bank of the Moselle, or by detaching strong forces and sending them in deep echelon behind the army’s right wing. However, the OHL surprised Sixth Army Headquarters by requiring that it now defeat the French forces in the Vosges by pursuing them sharply to the south. Apparently, the OHL had underestimated the danger that such an operation posed for Sixth Army’s right flank. It had likely concluded that the enemy had been so weakened that he would be unable to mount any further advances. The consequences of this decision soon became apparent. Because it had abandoned any flank support via Metz, Sixth Army got into a very difficult situation similar to that which had occurred on 24 and 25 August on Fifth Army’s left flank. Specifically, the OHL had directed Sixth Army to give up the Metz–Thionville pivot without any provision to advance an army in echelon behind this part of the wheeling wing. This mirrored the OHL’s decision on the Orne regarding Fifth Army’s left flank; here again, the French commander took advantage of the favourable situation in Lorraine and mounted a thrust against Sixth Army’s right flank. The ensuing battle took a severe toll on this army without producing the anticipated result. Although it is true that, these actions succeeded in tying up the enemy and kept him away from the decisive battles on the right wing, this success was entirely out of proportion to the sacrifices, for it badly weakened the offensive force of these excellent soldiers, who would be called on for new tasks. By ordering this operation on the German left wing, the OHL had seriously jeopardized a great and decisive victory farther west. Furthermore, the lack of uniform direction on the front of the wheeling wing can be partly explained by the Chief of the General Staff being so distracted by the battles on the left wing. After the Battle of Lorraine, von Moltke intervened on this secondary front in the Imperial Provinces by issuing minutely detailed orders; simultaneously, however, he gave a completely free hand to one of his army commanders at the most decisive point of action, on the right wing.

It was there, on the right wing, that the equalizing influence of a higher commander was lacking; so was the direct leadership of the OHL, which alone was capable of coordinating the armies. As a direct result, the key battle along the Franco–Belgian frontier dissolved into a series of individual actions in which each Army Headquarters endeavoured to gain a tactical victory as quickly and safely as possible, and in which both the commanders and troops achieved astonishing results. But only the OHL was in a position to coordinate these individual successes so that the greater operational goal could be achieved. Only the OHL could have surveyed the entire situation, detached from the requirements and impressions of front-line fighting, and properly assigned to each army its own duties within the overall scheme of operations.

The great aim of the frontier battles—the destruction of the enemy—was not achieved. One must seek the reason why not first in General von Moltke’s lack of strict guidance on the German right wing. That which made him so delightful on a personal level—his inner modesty—hampered his martial abilities. He had a brilliant mind, but he was also too easily inclined to acknowledge the merits of other people’s opinions and to relegate his own to second place. This may partly explain why he abstained voluntarily from directing the operations of the German Army’s right wing. Moltke believed he could best facilitate a German victory by exerting restraint and by entrusting operations on the right wing to an individual so tried and so deserving as General von Bülow. Moltke erred in his judgment of Bülow’s operational abilities, and this had fatal consequences that were recognized only after the war had begun.

False perceptions about the size of a victory are common at the outset of any war. In this case, the error was recognized early. Already, by 27 August, the OHL saw the situation so clearly that it could have halted those corps that had been detached for service on the Eastern Front, thus averting the disadvantageous consequences that their redeployment precipitated. We will never be certain why Generaloberst von Moltke did not, therefore, issue an order reversing their redeployment, even though his advisers were urging him to do so. In a letter written in the summer of 1915, Moltke himself noted that the transport of the two corps to the East was a “mistake that came home at the Marne.”2 The two corps of the right wing—the Reserve Guard Corps and XI Corps—together with the newly arriving IX Reserve Corps, could have become a valuable army reserve behind the German army’s right wing in the operations which, at that time, lay in the near future—indeed, they might have helped win the coming battle.


PART II

From the Sambre to the Marne


VIII

THE OHL AT THE BEGINNING OF THE NEW PHASE OF OPERATIONS

THE FIRST NEWS OF THE VICTORY IN EAST PRUSSIA ARRIVED AT THE OHL IN Coblenz on 27 August 1914. In his dispatch, General Paul von Hindenburg reported that he was looking forward to dealing with the Russian Army at Tannenberg by the evening of the next day. Two corps had just been deployed from the Western Front to reinforce his army. Consequently, the situation in East Prussia would not be a source of serious concern in the immediate future. On the Austro-Hungarian Front, matters also appeared to be well in hand. Its failures against Serbia did not have serious consequences for the general situation. General Conrad von Hötzendorf reported that he had begun to redeploy additional divisions from the Serbian Theatre to the Russian Front; in the Balkans he intended to hold his ground. On the Galician Front, the battle in the sector of Austro-Hungarian Second and Third Armies had begun, while Fourth and First Armies, which had been deployed in a northerly direction, continued to advance following the victory between the Bug and the Vistula. Thus, General von Moltke was able to view the overall situation in the East with equanimity.

In the Baltic, the Russian fleet continued to maintain a low profile. In the North Sea, the British fleet established a loose blockade between Norway and Scotland on the one side and the eastern mouth of the Channel on the other. Meanwhile, the German High Seas Fleet maintained an entirely defensive strategy in the Jade and Elbe estuaries. Only minelayers, small cruisers, torpedo boats, and U-boats made forays in the direction of the British coast, where they sometimes encountered light British forces. Up to this point, however, the enemy had only sought minor confrontations at sea; therefore, maritime operations had not influenced the conduct of the land war.

The large fortress of Antwerp (where most of the Belgian Field Army had sought refuge), the Belgian and French Channel ports, and the coastal fortifications farther west continued to pose a significant threat to the German Army’s rear and right flanks; at any time, this threat might grow acute if British units landed along the coast.

It had been necessary for III and IX Reserve Corps to isolate Antwerp. It would have been desirable to clear the coastal area of the enemy, but for now the necessary forces were unavailable. At the same time, the danger from these areas did not appear to be urgent, for only small Belgian forces had remained along the coast. It was anticipated that in the coming weeks the British would be able to send only two or three divisions at most to the mainland; also, it was presumed that thereafter they would not be able to dispatch more for quite some time. In any case, those units would probably be needed to reinforce the BEF, which was deployed on the French Front. The existing and potential dangers to the German Army’s rear were thus insignificant compared to the need to decisively smash the enemy’s capacity to fight. For the time being, this task required all of the Field Army’s available forces. There was no doubt that the eventual capture of the Franco-Belgian coast would be of utmost importance in continuing the war against the island of Britain.

The decision that the OHL had anticipated from the Battle of the Frontiers—which began on 20 August with the encounter battle in the Vosges and Lorraine and then intensified along the Franco-Belgian border all the way to Namur and Mons—had not come to pass. Although the Franco-British forces had been defeated along the entire line and had been badly shaken in places, their left flank had succeeded in evading encirclement through a timely withdrawal to the southwest. The enemy’s centre continued to resist along the Meuse from Sedan to Verdun, and its right flank had halted the German pursuit; indeed, it had initiated a new offensive from Nancy and southwards on 25 August. According to a report from Crown Prince Rupprecht of Bavaria, by 27 August the danger to Sixth Army had been remedied and balance had been established on the German Army’s left flank.1

Based on this overall assessment of the situation, on 27 August the OHL issued General Guidelines for First through Seventh Armies for the Continuation of Operations. This began with an in-depth assessment of the enemy’s situation:

The enemy tried to thwart the German offensive by dividing into three groups. On the northern flank between Maubeuge–Namur and Dinant, where he faced our First, Second and Third Armies, he was supported by the British Army (along with elements of the Belgian Army) and there he primarily conducted himself defensively. First Army’s sweeping movement foiled his plan to outflank the German right wing.

The enemy’s centre group was deployed between Mézières and Verdun. Its left flank took the offensive and attacked our Fourth Army across the Semois. When their offensive failed, this group’s centre attempted to push our Fifth Army’s left flank away from Metz by attacking from the direction of Verdun. But this attempt failed as well.

A powerful third enemy group tried to break through in Lorraine and the Upper Rhine valley in order to advance towards the Rhine and lower Main by passing on both sides of Strasbourg. Our Sixth and Seventh Armies successfully deflected this attempt through heavy fighting.

All active French corps including two newly formed divisions (the 44th and 45th) have already been involved in combat and have suffered considerable casualties; a significant number of their reserve divisions have also already been committed and are now badly shaken. At this time, the Franco-British Armies’ powers of resistance are unknown. The Belgian Army is disintegrating and from them an offensive is unlikely; there may be 100,000 Belgian combat and garrison troops in Antwerp, but these are badly shaken and incapable of taking offensive action.

At the very least, the French northern and central groups are in total retreat, moving in a southwesterly and westerly direction towards Paris. In this movement, they are probably going to offer new and tenacious resistance. All reports received from France confirm that this retreat represents an attempt to gain time so as to tie down the greatest elements of the German forces in France and to assist the Russians in their offensive in the East.

After abandoning the Meuse line, the northern and central Franco-British groups may be able to renew their resistance behind the Aisne; their furthest left flank will possibly be deployed as far forward as the line St. Quentin–La Fère–Laon with their right wing to the west of the Argonne, approximately at Ste. Ménehould. The next line of resistance can be expected to follow the course of the Marne with a flexible line extending to Paris. It is also possible that enemy forces are gathering on the lower Seine. At this time, the situation on the French southern flank is unclear.

We cannot rule out the possibility that the enemy may mount another offensive in Lorraine in order to relieve pressure on his northern wing and centre. At the same time, should the right wing of the French Army withdraw, supported by the triangle of fortresses at Langres, Dijon, and Besançon, it will continuously attempt to outflank the German armies from the south or to amass forces for a new offensive.

It must be expected that the French Army will reorganize and grow larger. Although at present it only has this year’s recruiting class and weak replacements available, we must assume that they may call upon next year’s recruiting class, the units available in North Africa, as well as naval units. The French government is probably going to order the formation of bands of Franc-tireurs. Great Britain is also busily assembling a new army made up of volunteers and territorial troops, but it is unlikely that these will be deployed within the next four or five months.

Although the OHL could not achieve complete clarity as to the status of the individual enemy groups, in general its assessment of the enemy’s deportment, condition, and intentions proved consistent with reality. After all, on 27 August the OHL even had to rely in part on assumptions in assessing the status of the German armies. For instance, the outcome of the battle between First Army and the British at Le Cateau was not yet known. The only information that the OHL had received about it came from a single message sent by General von Bülow.2 It advised that First and Second Armies intended to continue the pursuit on the right flank while maintaining contact with the enemy; First Army would advance via Cambrai–Le Cateau and Second Army via Landrecies–Féron. At 11:00, Third Army radioed that it would be taking the Sormonne sector Auvillers–Tournes. Accordingly, there could be no doubt that the enemy’s northern group—the British and French Fifth Army—were still retreating in a southwesterly direction.

The situation was different opposite the enemy’s central group—French Fourth and Third Armies. When the OHL assumed that this group “was in full retreat after the Meuse line was lost,” they were actually anticipating the events of 27 August. Since Fifth German Army had not yet even reached the Meuse below Verdun, the enemy’s abandonment of the Meuse line had not yet taken place; meanwhile, Fourth Army was involved in a ferocious and as yet undecided battle for the river crossing. A message from Duke Albrecht, dispatched the night before and received early in the morning of 27 August, informed the OHL that only his right wing had crossed the Meuse at Sedan, and that it was defending itself against enemy counterattacks on the hills south of the city. He intended his centre and the left wing to complete the crossing that night or early the next morning. Given that Duke Albrecht’s message also reported that “[the] enemy’s rear guard positions will have to be taken in the process,” the OHL correctly assumed that the bulk of the enemy had already initiated a withdrawal from the Meuse in a westerly direction and that Fourth Army would have no problems breaking the rearguard’s resistance. A radio transmission received from General von Hausen at 17:50 on 27 August eventually created doubts about the correctness of this view: “Fourth Army engaged. Right flank south of Sedan urgently requests Third Army’s intervention. Enemy faced by Third Army in retreat. Army intends to intervene on the 28th in the direction Le Chesne–Chémery.” However, as the OHL had not received any messages from Fourth Army regarding serious developments in its situation, it was not inclined to allow Third Army to discontinue its pursuit toward the southwest by turning southeast. At 21:50, General von Hausen received the following radio instructions from the OHL: “Continue advance in a general southwesterly direction. Orders to follow.”

This radio message also referred to the OHL’s General Guidelines. These had been dispatched to the Army Headquarters by officers in automobiles on the evening of 27 August. In addition to the already mentioned assessment of the enemy situation, this document stated:

To continue the German Army’s advance on Paris, it is vital that the French Army not be permitted to rest, reorganize, or to strip the land of its vital resources.

Belgium will be put under German administration as a General Government.3 It is intended to serve First, Second and Third Armies as their rear area for supply and support and thus considerably shorten the supply and support routes for our German right flank.

His Majesty orders the German Army to advance in the direction of Paris.

First Army, including Senior Cavalry Commander 2, will advance west of the Oise towards the lower Seine. It must be prepared to intervene in Second Army’s fighting. Additionally it is responsible for protecting the flanks of the German Armed Forces; it must prevent any attempt by the enemy to reorganize in its operational area. The elements left behind for the isolation of Antwerp (III and IX Reserve Corps) are hereby assigned to the OHL. IV Reserve Corps will be available to the Army.
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Second Army, including Senior Cavalry Commander 1, will advance toward Paris along the line La Fère–Laon. It will be responsible for encircling and capturing Maubeuge, later La Fère and then, in coordination with Third Army, Laon. Senior Cavalry Commander 1 will provide reconnaissance support in front of Second and Third Army. Third Army is to be kept informed.

Third Army will continue its advance towards Chateau Thierry along the line Laon–Guignicourt west of Neuchâtel. Hirson is to be taken and, in cooperation with Second Army, Laon along with Fort de Condé. Senior Cavalry Commander 1 will operate in front of Second and Third Armies and will keep Third Army informed.

Fourth Army will advance via Reims to Epernay. Although Senior Cavalry Commander 3 is assigned to Fifth Army, it will also report to Fourth Army. The siege equipment necessary for the capture of Reims will be provided; VI Corps is assigned to Fifth Army.

Fifth Army—which has been assigned VI Corps—will advance to the line Châlons-sur-Marne–Vitry le François. It will deploy in echelon to the left and rear to protect the German Army’s left wing until Sixth Army is able to assume this task west of the Meuse. Senior Cavalry Commander 4 will remain assigned to Fifth Army and will perform reconnaissance in front of Fourth and Fifth Army; it will also report to Fourth Army. Verdun is to be surrounded. In addition to the five Landwehr Brigades from the Nied Position, 10th and 8th Ersatz Divisions will be transferred to Fifth Army as soon as Sixth Army can spare them.

Sixth and Seventh Armies as well as Senior Cavalry Commander 3 will connect with Metz and then prevent an enemy advance into Lorraine and the Upper Alsace. The Fortress Metz is assigned to Sixth Army. If the enemy withdraws, Sixth Army, in conjunction with Senior Cavalry Commander 3, will cross the Moselle between Toul and Epinal and advance in the general direction of Neufchâteau. Sixth Army will then take over protecting the German Army’s left flank. Nancy and Toul are to be closed off and sufficient security provided towards Epinal. Sixth Army will then be reinforced by elements of Seventh Army (XIV, XV Corps, and one Ersatz Division) and 10th and 8th Ersatz Divisions will be turned over to Fifth Army. At this point, Seventh Army will become independent.

Initially Seventh Army will remain assigned to Sixth Army. Once Sixth Army crosses the Moselle, Seventh Army will then operate independently. The fortress of Strasbourg and the Upper Rhine fortifications, including their military units, will remain under its command. Seventh Army will prevent an enemy breakthrough between Epinal and the Swiss border. It is suggested that Seventh Army construct strong fortifications across from Epinal and towards the mountains as well as in the Rhine Valley beginning at Neubreisach; it should stage its main forces behind the right wing. Once this is complete, XIV and XV Corps, as well as one Ersatz division, will be transferred to Sixth Army.

Dividing Lines:

Between First and Second Armies: Humblers east of St. Quentin–Hussy–Noon–and the Oise; positions of First Army.

Between Second and Third Armies: Vervins–Laon–Soisons–La Ferté Milon; positions of Second Army.

Between Third and Fourth Armies: Signy l’Abbaye–Château Porcien, the Aisne to Guignicourt–Crugny west of Reims–Treploup west of Dorman; positions of Third Army.

Between Fourth and Fifth Armies: Stenay–Vouziers–Vertus; positions of Fourth Army.

Each army will coordinate with and support the others when fighting in their individual sectors. Strong resistance at the Aisne and later at the Marne may require the armies to turn in a southerly direction.

An advance is urgently desired as soon as possible so as not to give the French time to reorganize and mount serious resistance. The armies will thus report when they will be able to begin the advance.

The flanking armies should employ their cavalry divisions and Jägerbattalions, in addition to their infantry units, as is necessary to overcome potential resistance by Franc-tireurs and local inhabitants as quickly as possible. An uprising can only be suppressed with firm measures against the civilian population.

The OHL was determined to harvest the fruits of the victories that had been won all along the front but that had yet to prove decisive. A decision could only be achieved by an immediate and continuous pursuit of the enemy, who now seemed to be engaged in a general withdrawal to the southwest toward Paris. For the pursuit, the strength of the five armies flooding into France on the right flank along a wide front was maintained at previous levels. If, as expected, stubborn resistance was encountered along the natural segments of the Aisne—where the “extreme left flank [would] possibly [be] pushed ahead to St. Quentin–La Fère–Laon”—and later on the Marne, it might become necessary for the armies to manage the crisis quickly by turning south, away from the previously planned southwesterly axis. How the southern wing’s resources (Sixth and Seventh Army) would be utilized during pursuit operations, whether on the defensive or on the offensive, would depend on how the enemy along the fortified eastern French border behaved. The OHL did not plan to regroup forces so as to place the operational centre of gravity on a specific area of the wide offensive front; nor did it plan to reinforce the considerably weakened right wing. It believed that the general situation was sufficiently positive that it could seek victory by aggressively following up along the entire front rather than by preparing for a renewed and powerful blow that would allow a later final and decisive victory to be gained in battle. Success depended on the enemy’s lack of tactical power to resist and on his operational flexibility.

The Army Headquarters’ responses to the OHL’s General Guidelines arrived on 28 August, providing greater clarity about the progress of operations. Generally, they provided the following insights into the larger picture:

In general, the movements of the right wing were proceeding as expected. First Army had defeated the British and three French Territorial divisions—two of them from Paris—during four days of fighting between Mons and Solesmes; there they had taken several thousand prisoners, seven field artillery pieces, and one heavy battery. The enemy had been prevented from withdrawing to the west and was now in full retreat toward St. Quentin and westwards.4 On 28 August, First Army planned to reach the Somme along the line Bray–Nesle.5 Second Army had originally planned a day of rest along the general line Molain (south of Le Cateau)–La Capelle in order to allow Third Army to catch up on its left,6 but due to the speedy advance of the army on its right, Second Army’s commander had decided to move his right flank toward St. Quentin and then westwards so as to facilitate “cooperation against the British.”7 Since Third Army had reported that its marching destination on 28 August was the line Rumigny–Liart–Launois, there still appeared to be a considerable gap between it and Second Army.8 However, it was hoped that the OHL’s General Guidelines would lead it to close the gap as the pursuit continued.

During the battle for the Meuse crossings, Fourth Army’s situation was cast in a new light. According to Duke Albrecht’s report of 27 August, it turned out “that the enemy had not actually deployed rear guards along the Meuse but rather strong forces.”9 Fourth Army’s right flank—VIII Corps and VIII Reserve Corps—became involved in “bitter fighting against the enemy’s XI and XVII Corps south of Sedan.” According to the report, Fourth Army’s centre corps had been held up by rearguards on the German side of the river and had not begun the crossing until the afternoon or evening of 27 August. The enemy then withdrew in a westerly direction. On the left flank, VI Corps completed the crossing at Pouilly–Cesse “in heavy and costly fighting by its 11th Division against French colonial troops and probably also French II Corps.” Although the army commander reported that he thought the enemy “to be withdrawing here as well,” almost simultaneously another radio message arrived that demonstrated the seriousness of the situation. “Last night 11th Division was thrown back to Olizy,” it read. “As soon as the heavy artillery has been deployed, an attack will be conducted from the line Frénois (south of Sedan)–Haraucourt–Mouzon. The diversion of Third Army towards Le Chesne–Vendresse and Fifth Army’s support is urgently requested.” At 14:00, Fourth Army Headquarters inquired as to whether the orders it had requested had been issued to its neighbouring armies.
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The OHL formed the opinion that despite this unexpected turn of events, Third Army would have to continue its advance in the southwesterly direction that had previously been ordered. A message from General von Hausen was received at 17:40 which indicated that he intended to “dispatch two divisions to Vendresse in support of Fourth Army, in other words, to the southeast in response to their urgent and repeated calls for help.” Although this did not necessarily entail diverging from the pursuit operation’s basic concept—so long as Third Army’s main forces continued their advance in a southwesterly direction—it nevertheless threatened to weaken Third Army, which was already less than strong. The OHL would have preferred Fifth Army to provide quick relief on Fourth Army’s left. According to the intentions it communicated to the OHL on the evening of 27 August, however, Fifth Army only planned to reach the Meuse with three corps below the fortress of Verdun along the line Dun–Sivry on 29 August. In these circumstances, it was impossible to provide immediate and effective support for Fourth Army in crossing the Meuse, even if Fifth Army’s opinion were true that the enemy before it was heading across the Meuse in a southwesterly direction toward the Marne. Notwithstanding Fourth Army’s challenges on the Meuse, the events reported by the five armies on the right wing gave the OHL no reason to doubt that the pursuit operations would succeed. By holding V Corps, which had originally been slated for transfer to the east, at Diedenheim, the OHL had created a readily available reserve.

The developments at Sixth and Seventh Armies were less than satisfactory. Fort Manonviller had fallen on 27 August, and the enemy facing Sixth Army remained relatively quiet. Seventh Army had advanced in the direction of Rambervillers at Etival and against the upper Meurthe. The OHL thus concluded that the enemy would not be mounting a new offensive but instead would retreat behind its fortifications. Therefore, the OHL believed that a decision by both Army Headquarters to rest their exhausted troops not only on 28 August, but for several days afterwards as well, was not compatible with the operational concept. This was despite Crown Prince Ruprecht’s message that “the enemy shows indications that he is retreating in front of XXI Corps” south of Gerbéviller. The OHL was concerned that an opportune moment to mount Sixth Army’s pursuit across the Moselle might be missed. Late on the evening of 27 August, it emphasized that it was necessary for Sixth Army Headquarters to use aerial reconnaissance to determine “whether the enemy is withdrawing behind the Moselle between Epinal and Toul and in which direction.”


IX

OPERATIONS ON
THE MEUSE AND AISNE

1. Third Army’s Battle North of the Aisne, 28–30 August

On 25 August, Fourth Army continued to pursue French troops retreating from Neufchâteau, attacking the enemy’s positions on the Meuse and Chiers on the battlefield of Sedan, where German troops had achieved victory in 1870.1 At 19:00 on 26 August, Fourth Army Headquarters reported to the OHL, “Attack on Donchery–Sedan proceeding. Army’s left wing acquired the line Sailly–Olizy and is advancing on the Meuse. … Tomorrow the army attacks across the Meuse, VI Corps across the line Dun–Brandeville.”2 The French put up stiff resistance that kept the army on the left bank of the Meuse until 27 August. This forced Duke Albrecht to seek urgent assistance from both Third and Fifth Armies in mounting flanking attacks; his requests were refused. On 28 August, Fourth Army continued to attack all along its front. The units at its centre made little progress, taking heavy casualties; both flanks were repeatedly threatened by counterattacks. Nevertheless, Duke Albrecht hoped that his costly attack across the Meuse might achieve more than a bridgehead across the river. Throughout the day, he repeatedly sought assistance from Fifth and Third Armies to strike behind the enemy, cutting off their paths of retreat. While Fifth Army remained occupied with events on its own front, Third Army agreed to send a mixed detachement of a few infantry battalions supported by a squadron of cavalry and a single field battery in the direction of Vendresse–Sapogne to strike the enemy’s rear. By nightfall, reports had been received that the French were again retreating through Vendresse and Chagny in a westerly and southwesterly direction; meanwhile, aerial reconnaissance showed that the enemy was also retreating along the Vendresse–Le Chesne railway. Fourth Army’s evening report to the OHL read:

After heavy fighting the entire Fourth Army has gained a firm foothold on the western bank of the Meuse between Sedan and Pouilly east of Beaumont and has, in several places, pushed the enemy (XI, XVII, Colonial, and elements of II Corps) back. The enemy appears to be in retreat. Masses of troops have been observed on the Chémery–Vendresse road. Tomorrow the enemy will be pushed still farther back. Our own losses and gains cannot be estimated at this time, however for some units losses have been severe. The soldiers have again fought gallantly. … XIII Corps is redeploying from Signy l’Abbaye via Poix Terron into the rear and flanks of the retreating enemy.3

On the night of 25 August, Fifth Army was situated with its front facing southwest along the general line Marville–Spincourt–Landres. Due to strong French counterattacks on Fifth Army’s southern flank, Fifth Army Headquarters’ plan to push the enemy north towards the Meuse and away from Verdun had failed. Nevertheless Crown Prince Wilhelm still hoped to secure the tactical victory he had won by mounting a pursuit with his right wing. Reports received during the course of 26 August created the impression that the enemy had withdrawn from the Theinte to the line Damvillers–Azannes. Before the army’s right wing, this retreat appeared to have taken the enemy beyond the Meuse. Behind the French Front, heavy traffic was reported along all the railways leading south from Sedan and Mézières. Meanwhile, reports were received around noon suggesting that Sixth Army had pivoted to the line Moncel–Lunéville (facing Nancy) and Lunéville–Raon l’Etape. As both Fifth and Fourth Armies had skirted the fortress of Montmédy on 24 August, contact between the two had somewhat deteriorated and the Crown Prince knew only that Fourth Army intended to attack Sedan and Stenay on 26 August. When good news was received from Duke Albrecht’s headquarters at 18:15, 27 August was declared a day of rest so as to prevent his troops from prematurely reaching the well-defended Meuse. On 27 August, new instructions arrived from the OHL.4 In response, the Crown Prince produced a confidential directive, which was sent to his commanders as well as to the OHL. It read: “Fifth Army has been tasked with protecting the Army. Our first objective is to cross the Meuse in a westerly direction along the line Dun–Sivry. During these operations, Verdun may pose a threat to our left flank. V Reserve Corps will thus screen the fortress … although the isolation of Verdun cannot begin until Fifth Army has crossed the Meuse. The advance across the Meuse will be conducted with our corps in echelon to the left.”5 As these operations began on 28 August, news arrived of trouble on Fourth Army’s front; despite repeated calls for assistance, Fifth Army could do little more than attempt to gain its own objectives. By the evening of 28 August, reconnaissance gave Fifth Army Headquarters the impression that on the opposite side of the Meuse only advance units remained between Dun and Forges while stronger forces had been deployed to the rear. The crossing of the Meuse would thus begin on 29 August.6

DURING THE BATTLE AT NAMUR, WHICH HAD LASTED SEVERAL DAYS, THIRD ARMY had forced the Meuse crossings on both sides of Dinant and pursued the retreating enemy in a southwesterly direction. By the evening of 27 August it had reached the Sormonne south of Rocroi.

Although it lacked 24th Reserve Division, which had been left outside the fortress of Givet, XII Reserve Corps stood with its head at Auvillers-les-Forges.

On XII Corps’ front, 32nd Infantry Division had already crossed the Sormonne sector and was fighting its way past Marlemont toward Signy l’Abbaye. During the night it was resting along its marching route with its point at Marlemont. The 23rd Infantry Division spent the night along the line Blombay–Le Châlet and northwards.

The XIX Corps’s divisions had endured the brunt of the extraordinary hardships imposed by continuous marching and supply problems and had failed to reach its objective at Thin-le-Moutier. Instead, the corps rested with its head south of Renwez along the Renwez–Revin road.

The army’s headquarters was located at Rocroi.

In response to Fourth Army’s many calls for assistance on Third Army’s left (that army’s right flank was involved in heavy fighting for the Meuse crossing at Sedan), General von Hausen decided on the afternoon of 27 August to advance the following day in a southerly direction toward Le Chesne–Chémery. He communicated this intention to the OHL and Second Army Headquarters.7 However, this plan had to be abandoned between 22:00 and 23:00 when brief orders were received from the OHL to continue the advance in a general southwesterly direction. Consequently, at midnight Fourth Army was ordered to acquire the line Rumigny–Liart–Signy l’Abbaye–Launois by 16:00 on 28 August with the advance elements of its main force.

On 28 August, XII Reserve Corps’ advance elements under General von Kirch-bach made it to Mont St. Jean while its main forces reached the area of Rumigny–Champlin without encountering the enemy. As with the other corps, events forced significant changes to their objectives.

During the night and morning of 28 August, Third Army Headquarters continued to receive requests for support from Fourth Army.8 To attempt compliance with these urgent requests, at 09:30 XII Corps was ordered to immediately dispatch a detachment consisting of three battalions, one squadron, and an artillery battery to Vendresse–Sapogne (via Poix Terron) and into the enemy’s flank and rear where their heavy artillery faced Fourth Army south of Sedan.9 That same morning, the OHL’s explicit instructions of the previous evening arrived. In them, Third Army was instructed to continue its advance in a general southwesterly direction past the line Laon–Guignicourt (west of Neufchâtel on the Aisne) toward Château-Thierry (on the Marne). In the process, Hirson as well as the fortress of Laon were to be taken, in concert with Second Army’s capture of the Fortress at Condé. But when Fourth Army again repeated its request for assistance shortly after noon, reporting that it had been forced to withdraw its left flank back across the Meuse toward Olizy, Hausen felt that he could no longer ignore these continued calls for help. To assist his besieged neighbour, he decided to deviate from the OHL’s orders by dispatching strong forces in an easterly direction. As XIX Corps was still lagging behind on the left, XII Corps was the first to receive orders to move toward Vendresse at 15:00.10 The OHL was immediately informed of this development via radio. At 18:45, Hausen, who had hurriedly joined XIX Corps at Thin-le-Moutier, consulted this corps’ commanding general, General der Kavallerie von Laffert, and issued orders directing not only XII Corps but also XIX Corps to intervene in Fourth Army’s battle on 29 August. Thus both corps were to cross the line Bouvellemont–Singly at 06:00.
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In the meantime, after continued fighting, 32nd Infantry Division under General von der Planitz had reached Signy l’Abbaye around noon and had deployed a reinforced infantry regiment in the direction of Poix Terron. In the process it met fierce resistance by Zouaves and Turcos at Dommery.11 The remaining elements of the division went into bivouac along the road Dommery–Signy-l’Abbaye. After dark, 23rd Infantry Division under Generalleutnant Freiherr von Lindeman reached Signy-l’Abbaye, rested there, and then continued its march toward Wagnon after midnight, intending to support 32nd Infantry Division.

That afternoon, XIX Corps’s advance via Thin-le-Moutier was stopped north of La Fosse à l’Eau by strong enemy forces consisting of Zouaves, Senegalese troops, marine infantry, and cavalry. The resistance proved too heavy and could not be overcome by 24th Infantry Division, which was fighting at the head of the advance. It spent the night in readiness for action while, to its rear, 40th Infantry Division managed to reach Thin-le-Moutier after an exhausting march.
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After the enemy’s unexpected appearance, the intervention in Fourth Army’s battle that was planned for the next day appeared to face serious obstacles. On returning to his headquarters in Rocroi after midnight, Hausen determined from the messages that had been received in his absence that weak enemy forces were digging in at Coingt, 8 kilometres west of Mont St. Jean. These same messages revealed that troop disembarkations had been reported at Montcornet (apparently French I Corps); another corps was said to be advancing from Rethel.12 According to this information, Third Army would be exposed to a flanking attack by new enemy forces if it continued its planned advance in an easterly direction to support Fourth Army. Therefore General von Hausen changed his orders at 01:15. His new orders specified that on the morning of 29 August, XII Corps and XIX Corps were to wait at Wagnon and Poix Terron and allow the situation to develop; XII Reserve Corp was to protect the army’s right flank at Rumigny and Liart. The OHL was told: “Enemy allegedly digging in at Coingt; enemy present at Montcornet and Rethel. In the event that the enemy is weak, on 29 August Third Army will march to the left to support Fourth Army and attack a stronger enemy, if possible.”

AFTER ARRIVING AT SIGNY-L’ABBAYE EARLY ON THE MORNING OF 29 AUGUST, THE army commander ordered XII Corps to make an initial foray southwards in the direction of Novion Porcien (via Wagnon) in order to clarify the possible threat to the flank from Rethel. Even before that was accomplished, Hausen formed the opinion that strong enemy forces would not be advancing from Montcornet and Rethel. Therefore, shortly before 07:00, he ordered XII Corps to proceed in the direction of Bouvellemont as had been planned the previous evening. The XIX Corps had already been dispatched toward Vendresse and had not yet met resistance by the time it reached La Fosse à l’Eau. At 08:50 a radio message was dispatched to Fourth Army Headquarters reporting that “Third Army is marching on Vendresse and has been fighting at Novion Porcien and south of Thin since 07:00. For the time being, our intention to deliver support has not been abandoned.”

Weak enemy forces, apparently consisting of elements from a cavalry division, cyclists, and individual companies, withdrew southwards as XII Corps’ 23rd Infantry Division advanced to Corny la Ville via Novion Porcien. At Vieil St. Remy the division’s main forces succeeded in pushing an enemy column marching in a southerly direction toward the east. The 32nd Division captured Maunois by force at noon and then took an extended break due to the heat. The XIX Corps’ 24th Division (under Generalleutnant Krug von Nidda) broke the enemy’s resistance at La Fosse à Eau during the morning while 40th Infantry Division under Generalleutnant Götz Olenhusen) swept wide to Launois via Dommery and into the rear of the 32nd Division. The enemy withdrew towards the southeast.

Now that the path to supporting the neighbouring army appeared to have been cleared, an army order issued shortly after noon directed XII Corps to reach Bouvellemont with its advance elements and XIX Corps to reach the area of Singly via Poix Terron. Both were ordered to do so by 29 August. The XII Reserve Corps had not participated in the army’s wheel to the left, and now it was ordered to move in a southerly direction from Rumigny–Liart and to use its main force to acquire La Neuville–Wasigny. The XII Reserve Corps’ reconnaissance had determined that the area before Rozoy was free of the enemy; also, apparently, only one cavalry division was in the process of disembarking at Montcornet. This provided the impetus for its advance. Only weak forces were available to secure rearward communications on Third Army’s right flank, and in the afternoon the army’s headquarters moved to Signy-l’Abbaye.

With these moves, Third Army pivoted away from the southwesterly axis of advance ordered by the OHL, taking a southeasterly direction instead. At this point, Third Army’s tenuous connection to Second Army on its right was deliberately abandoned. General von Hausen aimed to use the new direction of advance to strategically exploit its tenacious battles on the Meuse in collaboration with Fourth Army.

Meanwhile, after days of relentless marching, major and minor battles, and many problems in supplying rations, the troops were exhausted and unable to meet the demands of the army leadership for 29 August. Only XII Reserve Corps reached its new billeting area at La Neuville–Wasigny without being harassed by the enemy; even then it only did so in the early hours of 30 August. Conversely, both active corps lagged far behind their given objectives for the day’s march. The XII Corps’ 23rd Infantry Division, which was already exhausted from the previous night’s march, went into bivouac in Faissault on the afternoon of 29 August. The 32nd Infantry Division halted its advance on Bouvellemont at La Crête Mouton and remained there and at Villers le Tourneur. The XIX Corps’ 24th Infantry Division rested at Poix Terron and westwards, while 40th Infantry Division stood behind it at Barbaise.

In the meantime, on the afternoon of 29 August, the army commander faced another critical decision. A message from Second Army Headquarters was received at 16:00 indicating that its left flank had been involved in bitter fighting along the line Guise–Étréaupont since 28 August. It requested “Third Army’s speedy intervention in the direction of Vervins.” As Third Army’s right wing had already begun to depart Rumingny toward the south, General von Hausen did not believe he would be able to comply with his neighbour’s request, for this would inevitably lead to a complete fragmentation of his forces. Another factor in his decision was that aerial reconnaissance reported that south of the line Marle–Montcornet, the enemy already appeared to be retreating in the direction of Laon. Therefore he believed it safe to assume that Second Army would soon be able to deal effectively with the resistance on its front. At 17:15, Second Army Headquarters was informed of his decision. This question had barely been decided and the prevailing operational concept sustained when new reports arrived that considerably changed the picture that had been formed of Fourth Army’s situation. At 18:20 three radio messages from Fourth Army arrived at the same time. According to these, Mézières had been taken at noon while Fort des Ayvelles remained quiet. At 13:40 “the enemy withdrew to the west via Vendresse–Sauville, apparently under friendly support.” Finally, at 14:30, it was reported that the enemy was retreating from Vendresse–Buzancy past Attigny–Grandpré. Fourth Army Headquarters added that the “advance to Rethel promises great success.”

Third Army’s assessment of the situation was summarized in the opening words of the order issued at 20:30: “Due to the pressure exerted by Third Army, the enemy which had been opposing Fourth Army is now in full retreat in a southwesterly direction past the line Vendresse–Attigny and southwards. Now the enemy must be pursued and his escape route blocked. To that end, the road past Vouziers–Juniville must be taken as soon as possible.”

Instructions for the necessary departure south to accomplish this were issued as follows: XII Reserve Corps, toward Château Porcien, the streets inside the lines Wagnon–Rethel (inclusively), and Poix Terron–Attigny (exclusively); XII Corps, the road Poix–Terron–Attigny; and XIX Corps, the terrain to the east of that road. The XIX Corps was also to assume security responsibilities for the army’s left flank. Second and Fourth Army Headquarters were radioed that Third Army would be advancing via Château Porcien–Attigny on 30 August. The following message was dispatched to the OHL: “On 29 August Third Army has thrown French IX Corps, elements of XIX Corps, 9th Cavalry Division, 51st Reserve Division across the Aisne and east of it over the Ardennes Channel. Enemy retreating from Fourth Army direction Vendresse–Attigny and south. Army is in pursuit along the line Porcien–Semuy 30 August.”

General von Hausen was holding to the above-expressed intention to forcefully execute the pursuit to the south when at 11:00 a Second Army pilot delivered the message that the left flank of the Guard Corps was in trouble west of Vervin. At 15:00 the Guards were still holding, but they were asking for help. As things stood at this point, any immediate help for Second Army by elements of the Third was out of the question.

The 30th of August, a blistering hot day, brought serious fighting for Third Army’s left flank and centre. The terrain of advance up to the Aisne consisted mainly of fruit orchards, which rendered observation and artillery utilization extremely difficult.

On the extreme left flank, XIX Corps’ 24th Infantry Division advancing past Bouvellemont encountered stubborn resistance near La Sabotterie. This was broken shortly after noon. While the division’s left flank continued its advance south via Lametz in the afternoon, numerous orders from the commanding general, General der Kavallerie Laffert, demanded immediate intervention by elements of the division in the direction of Tourteron in a battle that had begun with the neighbouring 40th Division on the right. That division had already set off from Montigny in the direction of Attigny at 03:00. Strong resistance in the area south of St. Loup-Terrier gradually forced the commitment of all forces. The enemy combined his defence with vigorous counterattacks, especially against the division’s right flank. However, by late afternoon, in a well-planned and executed attack and with strong artillery support, the brave Saxon infantry had succeeded in advancing past Guincourt and Tourteron to the southern heights even before intervening elements of 24th Infantry Division could have a sustainable effect. As a result, the enemy withdrew to Attigny. Both of XIX Corps’ divisions spent the night on the field of battle. Bicycle companies of 24th Infantry Division took the Aisne Bridge at Semuy. Contact was established with Fourth Army’s right flank, VIII Corps’ 15th Infantry Division, which had arrived in the area of Sabotterie. The 24th Division and XIX Corps Headquarters had requested that 15th Infantry Division advance in the direction of Semuy, but to no avail.13

The advance of XII Corps encountered serious difficulties, just as the army’s left flank failed to take the Aisne sector. At 08:00, 32nd Infantry Division found the heights southwest of Saulces-Monclin to be occupied by the enemy. Those heights were quickly taken by the advance elements. Then the enemy resistance at Vauzelles and Auboncourt stiffened. In a counterattack, he advanced strong forces simultaneously along the creek from Auboncourt to Saulces-Monclin. This counterattack was driven back, but it would take almost the entire division and extensive artillery preparation before the attack on Auboncourt gained ground. At 17:00 the French vacated their positions and withdrew to the heights at Lucquy and Fauq.

The successes of the neighbouring division, the 23rd, contributed greatly to the battle’s outcome. Right in the middle of the victorious advance on the enemy-occupied heights north of Rethel, this division unexpectedly had to defend itself against a strong counterattack from Bertoncourt against its left flank. After long back-and-forth fighting that inflicted considerable losses on both sides, the enemy was finally thrown back past Bertoncourt and across the road Rethel–Novy. Toward evening the Saxons finally captured the burning city of Rethel.

The XII Reserve Corps’ advance from Wasigny towards Château Porcien turned out to be less difficult and costly. By 17:30, after weak resistance by enemy cavalry and bicyclists had been overcome, advance elements of 23rd Reserve Division had captured Château Porcien and the bridge over the Aisne and the canal in fierce street fighting. The enemy withdrew in a southerly direction. In order to relieve the division that was still heavily engaged on its left at Rethel and Bertoncourt, late that afternoon the division commander, Generalleutnant Larisch, deployed strong artillery, as well as those elements of 46th Reserve Infantry Brigade that were still able to march, across the Aisne onto the heights southeast of Château Porcien. By that time, an intervention in the battle had become unnecessary, for the enemy had already evacuated Rethel.

By the evening of 30 August, Third Army was positioned along the general line Château Porcien–Rethel–south of Tourteron. From reports arriving before noon, the Commander-in-Chief (who had made Novion Porcien his headquarters in the early morning) concluded that the enemy—French IX Corps, elements of XIX Corps, and Zouave and two reserve divisions—was about to cease resistance north of the Aisne. At 13:40 he inquired via telephone with the OHL whether Third Army should continue its pursuit on 31 August in a southerly direction or, as previously instructed on 27 August, in its designated sector of advance in case it could still take the entire Aisne section Rethel–Semuy that day. To ensure coordination with its left neighbouring army, a communications officer was dispatched to Duke Albrecht Württemberg’s headquarters. In the afternoon it was agreed that both armies would attack in combination from north and east across the Aisne on 31 August if major forces were detected there. Otherwise, Third Army would return to its previously assigned sector of advance. A radio message received by Third Army Headquarters from Fourth Army at 17:00 advised that it had departed the line Poix–Terron–Vendresse–Stonne in the direction of Semuy–Quatre Champs at 14:00, with pursuit detachments far ahead.

Aerial reconnaissance conducted around noon with the advent of visibility indicated only weak forces south of the Aisne in the area of Rethel–Perthes–Le Châtelet–Grivy–Attigny and that the roads leading farther south up to the Suippes were open. Only the villages around Vouziers were reported as heavily occupied. Despite the stubborn resistance that his army had encountered in many places north of the Aisne, based on these reconnaissance results, General von Hausen was concerned that he would only strike air if he continued the attack in the same direction across the river. Pursuant to the army order issued at 22:15 from the headquarters in Signy-l’Abbaye on 31 August, both corps on the right flank and the centre were to rest in the positions they had acquired; meanwhile, XIX Corps was to clear the enemy from the northern Aisne bank, crossing the river only if Fourth Army’s right flank needed support. Fourth Army Headquarters was informed of this, and the OHL was notified of the intention to depart from the assigned sector of advance “after an urgently needed day of rest after the continuous and extraordinary marches with uninterrupted fighting”.

Shortly afterwards, at 23:00, the OHL’s response to the query of 13:40 was received. It said: “Agree with Third Army’s intention to pursue in a southerly direction. Fourth Army to coordinate its movements with Third Army. Second Army’s left flank proceeds in the approximate direction of Reims.” This indicated to Army Headquarters that the OHL itself was not set on continuing the march direction as outlined on 27 August but was now contemplating a pivot to the south not only by Third Army but also Second Army.

A written communication from Duke Albrecht received at 02:00 again confirmed that on 31 August his army intended to move against the Aisne from Lametz against Semuy with VIII Corps on its right flank. Since this report also included the information that enemy bivouacs had been sighted at Attigny, Rilly, and Vouziers, and that aircraft reconnaissance had spotted columns marching north and east from Vouziers, and particularly since Fifth Army’s VI Corps had been attacked from the south at Sommauthe–Vaux, Third Army Headquarters felt that Fourth Army was having to face the enemy during its advance on its side of the Aisne.

This change in the general situation resulted in General von Hausen’s immediate decision to “tightly coordinate Third Army’s movements on 31 August with Fourth Army’s with the objective to envelop the enemy advancing against Fifth and Fourth Armies with a combined effort to the right and in this way cut him off from his Supply lines.”14

Consequently, a short army order was issued on 31 August at 04:00. In conjunction with VIII Corps, XIX Corps was to attack the enemy it was facing. Also, XII Corps was to advance toward Pauvres and XII Reserve Corps toward Juniville at 06:00 while protecting the army’s right flank and rear. At 05:15 the OHL was informed via radio that Third Army would be commencing the attack in conjunction with Fourth Army in a southeasterly direction. Fourth Army Headquarters received the same message.

2. The Operations of Third and Fourth Armies on the Aisne, 31 August and 1 September

Fourth Army had gained a foothold on the west bank of the Meuse between Sedan and Stenay in heavy fighting on 26–28 August.15 But even before the battle was decided, Albrecht’s headquarters received the OHL’s General Guidelines for First through Seventh Armies for the Continuation of Operations, which assumed that Fourth Army’s capture of the Meuse had been accomplished the previous day and that renewed enemy resistence was not expected until after the Aisne had been crossed. Fourth Army was thus instructed to advance past Reims to Epernay; VI Corps on its left flank was transferred to Fifth Army. However, Duke Albrecht still believed that more could be gained from the tactical victory his troops had won along the Meuse, and on the evening of 28 August, he ordered his corps to continue their attacks as planned. The toll taken by several days of heavy fighting was evident; most units were forced to spend much of 29 August regrouping rather than advancing as ordered.16

Meanwhile, all along the front, the French continued to retreat from the line Vendresse–Buzancy–Rémonville in a southwesterly direction. This cast doubt on the usefulness of the advance that Third Army had promised to make toward Vendresse. Duke Albrecht—who was still intent on trying to create a larger victory against the French—suggested that Hausen should instead quickly take the Aisne crossings at Rethel and Attigny so as to cut off the French paths of retreat. But Third Army’s commander was unable to change the direction of his pursuit, which he planned to continue in an easterly direction toward Bouvellement–Singly. As hopes of a great envelopment faded, Albrecht returned to the original plan. On 30 August he ordered his men to continue to pursue the “vanquished enemy” with limited forces to the line Chesnois–Le Chesne–Châtillon-sur-Bar while the main body of his army rested. On 31 August, the entire Fourth Army was to continue its advance on Reims. As it turned out, though, his troops required more rest than the army commander had anticipated, and little was actually accomplished on 30 August; conflicting reports and confusion as to the intentions of Third and Fifth Armies on either flank did not help bring order to a difficult situation. By the evening of 30 August, it also appeared that the French were regrouping and were planning to mount strong resistence along the Aisne. To continue his own advance while supporting Fifth Army on his left, Albrecht planned to deploy his corps along the line Lametz–Le Chesne–Brieulles–Authe and to begin the advance the following morning.17

Fifth Army required assistance, for on 29–30 August, its advance across the Meuse proceeded more slowly than the Crown Prince had expected. French counterattacks and the extreme heat took their toll on the German troops, who were unable to keep pace with Wilhelm’s plans. Good news was received, however—the fortress of Mont-médy surrendered without firing a shot. Meanwhile, VI Corps arrived from Fourth Army and V Corps was returned to the Crown Prince’s command.18 Around 21:30 that evening, the OHL dispatched new orders for the cooperation of Third, Fourth, and Fifth Armies: “On 31 August Third Army will advance across the Aisne between Rethel and Semuy in a southerly direction. Fourth Army will cooperate in this movement. Fifth Army will continue to isolate Verdun and will advance in deep echelon to the left, thus securing Fourth Army’s left flank. It will also continue to maintain contact with Metz.” In practice, these orders merely confirmed Fifth Army’s assigned mission.19

On 31 August, Fifth Army continued to have difficulty getting across the Meuse, for the French had reinforced their line. Small gains were made, but throughout the day it became increasingly clear that Fifth Army’s river crossing would be impossible until Third and Fourth Armies achieved success on the right. At 15:00 on 1 September, word was finally received from the OHL that the French were in complete retreat before Third Army and that Fourth Army was advancing with its left wing on Buzancy. Also, the OHL added in its dispatch: “according to prisoner reports, a complete French breakup is now beginning.” This alleviated the threat to Fifth Army’s flanks, which led Crown Prince Wilhelm to issue an order at 17:15 requiring his army—now across the Meuse—to turn toward the southwest and to mount a “ruthless pursuit.”20

IN PURSUING THE ENEMY IN THEIR WITHDRAWAL TO THE AISNE ON 30 AUGUST, Fourth Army failed to achieve its assigned objectives.

On the following day, Fourth Army’s Commander-in-Chief, Generaloberst Duke Albrecht von Württemberg, ordered Fourth Army to deploy along the line Lametz–Le Chesne–Brieulles–Authe. These orders served a dual purpose: they allowed the army to continue its advance toward the Aisne while also providing immediate assistance to Fifth Army, which was still fighting for the Meuse crossing. In the meantime, XVIII Reserve Corps’ commanding general had decided to send 21st Reserve Division from Stonne to St. Pierremont and to have 25th Reserve Division follow in echelon to the right from Grandes Armoises via Verièrres so as to support VI Corps.21 These orders had not been made known to Army Headquarters before Duke Albrecht issued his own instructions. Nevertheless, the reserve corps commander’s orders found approval at headquarters; indeed, they became especially welcome. Soon afterwards, reports received directly from VI Corps indicated that it had been attacked by the enemy and that Fifth Army had been unable to force the Meuse crossing.

Radio dispatches from the OHL arrived at 02:10 expressing approval for Third Army’s intention to continue its pursuit in a southerly direction. These further stipulated that Fourth Army was to coordinate its movements with Third Army, which had promised to support Fourth Army with XIX Corps if the enemy denied it the Aisne crossing. Considering Third Army’s willingness on 1 September to depart from the orders to advance sent to it by the OHL on 27 August, Fourth Army Headquarters assumed that these had been superseded.

A captured order given by General de Langle de Cary, commander of French Fourth Army, proved to be of great importance in understanding the French assessment of the situation and their intentions. It explained the unexpected battle on VI Corps’ front, for on 30 August, French Third Army had already deployed its left flank for the attack on Fossé and Nouart. This also appeared to be the reason why the French Fifth Army had halted its withdrawal across the Aisne. According to the captured order, on 30 August, Fifth Army’s rearguards were to establish themselves in fortified positions suitable for offensive operations along the line Thénorgues–the heights south of Germont–Boult aux Bois–the area of Toges–Ballay–Bandy. French Fourth Army was to deploy II Corps forward of the defile at Granpré and the Colonial Corps at Longwé; XII Corps would hold Vrizy in the area of Bouziers. The XVII Corps would be staged on the far side of the Aisne in the area Chuffilly–Coulommes–Tourcelles. General Foch was to secure Fourth Army’s left flank with two corps (XI and IX), two reserve divisions (52nd and 60th), and 9th Cavalry Division.

Duke Albrecht sent the captured order to Third Army Headquarters shortly before 18:00 on 31 August, along with his opinion about its implications for future operations:

Advancing towards Pierremont and in echelons to the right towards Verrières, Fourth Army is going to relieve VI Corps with XVIII Reserve Corps. Beyond that it will stand ready at 06:00.… Third Army may be in a position to mount a crushing envelopment via Château Porcien–Rethel and therefore it alone should postpone its departure for the operation towards Laon–Corbeny. Given the intention to mount a southward pursuit through a joint action with Fourth Army, headquarters has already given its approval. The opinion is that Fourth Army must help the Fifth cross the Meuse by supporting VI Corps; Fourth and Third Armies must cut the enemy off from his lines of communication with an enveloping attack towards the right.

Third Army Headquarters’ orders for 31 August arrived soon afterwards. These made it apparent to Duke Albrecht that its commander now agreed with his assessment of the situation. The OHL was informed of the contents of the captured enemy order as well as Fourth and Third Armies’ intentions to attack at 07:30.

At 06:30, before the corps was able to finish deploying along the lines assigned in the army’s orders, the OHL issued its own attack order. It stipulated that the advance would take place as follows: VIII Corps was to cross the Meuse, passing to the west of Les Alleux, with its left wing keeping in touch with XIX Corps; VIII Reserve Corps would be deployed in the front line with its right wing passing via Les Alleux and its left towards Châtillon–Belleville sur Bar; on the left, XVIII Corps would pass west of Autruche with its left wing; XVIII Reserve Corps would advance between XVIII and VI Corps.

Because elements of XIX Corps were still blocking the routes of advance at Lametz, VIII Corps had to delay the beginning of its march by several hours. At the start of the operation, 15th Infantry Division’s advance elements cleared the heights west of Montgon of enemy marksmen; then, however, it encountered stronger resistance west of the village, which required the gradual deployment of its main force. Fighting lasted the entire afternoon. When 16th Infantry Division arrived in Lametz soon after noon (echeloned to the right), it found XIX Corps’ left flank to its front at Day involved in fierce fighting. Here the enemy was superior, having exited the forests east of Voncq and pushed VIII Corps’ Cavalry Brigade and the advance Saxon elements across the canal east of Semuy. Although an immediate intervention by 16th Infantry Division between Day and Montgon averted the danger that XIX Corps would be enveloped, the enemy continued to resist stubbornly; this, combined with excellent artillery support, made a further advance in the direction of Neuville and Day impossible.

That morning, VIII Reserve Corps’ 15th Reserve Division, which had deployed west of the Ardennes Canal, was in position to move on the heights north of Le Chesne; but it refrained from doing so, for 16th Reserve Division had been temporarily held in reserve east of the canal by Army Headquarters and was later impeded from moving up by XVIII Corps’ units. It did not arrive in Tannay until about noon. At first, 15th Reserve Division’s attack on the enemy at Le Chesne went well, but it soon faltered under heavy artillery fire. An attempt to outflank Le Chesne to the west failed. The 16th Reserve Division had an easier time, advancing on Les Petites Armoises in the afternoon; the village was taken almost without fighting. The division’s right flank advanced across the Bar up to the Le Chesne–Châtillon road. However, since VIII Corp’s attack on the right had meanwhile stalled, 16th Reserve Division refrained from further exploiting its success.

At 09:00, General vom Schenck, commanding XVIII Corps, ordered both his divisions to attack toward Brieulles–Authe out of a staging area on the heights west and south of Sy. Later he deferred the execution of these orders, not only because 16th Reserve Division’s advance from Tannay towards Les Petites Armoises on the right side of his corps had been delayed, but also because to the east of Sy it was evident that the right wing of XVIII Reserve Corps (neighbouring on the left) was in retreat. Only that afternoon were XVIII Corps’ divisions able to begin the attack. The 25th Infantry Division’s right wing joined 16th Reserve Division’s attack, reaching the heights east of Les Petites Armoises, where it dug in. In the centre and on the left flank, however, heavy enemy artillery fire slowed the advance, and 21st Infantry Division’s failed in its assault on the high ground north of Verrières.

While the results of the fighting of 31 August on Fourth Army’s right wing and centre did not meet those anticipated in headquarters’ morning attack order, XVIII Reserve Corps (on the left flank) entirely abandoned the operations it had planned, which had been belatedly approved by the army commander. That morning, General von Steuben ordered his divisions to take up positions on the heights west and south of Oches. On the right, strong artillery fire, especially from the direction of Fontenoy, forced some of 25th Reserve Division’s weaker elements to evade its effects to the north; it also forced the deployment of the corps’ entire complement of artillery. Thus, Steuben considered it prudent to delay his own advance until the neighbouring corps’ attack had got under way and the danger to his right flank had been alleviated. According to field reports received from VI Corps that morning, it did not appear to require immediate or direct assistance. On the heights south of Vaux, 12th Infantry Division had beaten back a strong enemy attack at dawn and was reported to be holding its positions. The 11th Infantry Division—which was in contact with XVIII Reserve Corps at St. Pierremont—reported that it intended to advance in the direction of Fossé as soon as the enemy artillery south of St. Pierremont had been silenced. The division requested support for this attack shortly after 13:00; Steuben denied it on the grounds that the artillery firing on his corps had not yet been dealt with. Shortly before he denied the request, enemy artillery fire had forced 25th Reserve Division’s weaker elements to make a hasty retreat following their advance on Berièrres and the forest to the west of the village. Steuben reported his decision to Army Headquarters at 16:00 and stuck to it even after reports were received that 11th Infantry Division’s attack had failed and that the division was retreating with heavy casualties—reports that later proved false. The XVIII Reserve Corps’ divisions were ordered to fortify their positions where they were and to spend the night in them.

Aerial reconnaissance reports received at Fourth Army Headquarters around 09:30 suggested that enemy troops were moving from the area of Vouziers in a northeasterly direction. This confirmed the commander’s impression that French Fourth Army intended to return to the offensive. It also seemed to explain the enemy’s dogged resistance, which all corps had encountered immediately after beginning their advance. In these circumstances, Fourth Army placed great importance on the intervention that Third Army had promised against the enemy’s flank and rear on the opposite bank of the Aisne. Soon after noon, however, Fourth Army received a disappointing message from VIII Corps, which relayed a report from 24th Saxon Infantry Division, which stated that Third Army’s left flank was unable to attack that day and would only mount reconnaissance patrols against the enemy’s positions south of the Aisne. In response, Fourth Army immediately requested clarification from Third Army Headquarters via a radio message, pointing out that “Fourth Army [would] be attacking today and counts on Third Army’s cooperation.” A response from General von Hausen was received at 15:30; it stated that his XIX Corps on the left wing would begin its attack at 15:00. In the centre and on the army’s right wing, where the enemy was advancing from the south, his troops were going to take the heights at Ménil–Perthes le Châtelet as well as the area of Avançon. Earlier in the day, at 04:00, Fourth Army had received a generally positive picture of the state of affairs at Fifth Army on its left. It was believed that VI Corps was successfully advancing south between Buzancy and Fossé while XIII Corps was crossing the Meuse with additional forces. Also, the Cavalry Corps appeared to be in pursuit between both corps toward Nouart–Barricourt. In the view of Fourth Army, Fifth Army’s right flank could no longer be in any serious danger, even though VI Corps Headquarters reported shortly after 19:00 that its units had experienced trouble advancing due to heavy enemy artillery fire. The fact that XVIII Reserve Corps had refrained from advancing to support VI Corps, as reported by General von Steuben in the afternoon, no longer appeared to carry any serious consequences.

Because of stubborn enemy resistance on 31 August, Fourth Army had made only minimal gains along its entire front. This, however, did not dissuade the army commander from to continuing the attack the next day. Accordingly, each Corps Headquarters was sent the appropriate orders, and the OHL as well as both neighbouring armies were informed about his intention to attack. At 22:15, a radio message was received from the Chief of the General Staff of the Field Army that concurred with the army commander’s intentions: “A relentless attack by Third and Fourth Armies in collaboration with the Fifth is urgently required as the latter is involved in heavy fighting for the Meuse crossings.”

DURING THE NIGHT OF 30–31 AUGUST, GENERAL VON HAUSEN DECIDED TO ATTACK across the Aisne in collaboration with Fourth Army on his left in order to envelop the enemy—which appeared to be preparing an offensive against Fourth and Fifth Armies—between the Aisne and the Meuse. This would cut their lines of communication.

On the morning of 31 August, Hausen hesitated when a signals officer returned from XIX Corps with a message he had received from Fourth Army’s right wing. It reported that considerable enemy forces, supported by heavy artillery, had been spotted in a strongly fortified field position on the heights between Rethel and Vouziers. The same message suggested that Fourth Army only deploy its forces and not yet begin its attack. Hausen believed it would be premature to mount an isolated assault with his own army against such apparently strong enemy positions; thus, for the time being, he instructed the two corps on the right wing to keep the crossings at Château Porcien and Rethel open. At 09:10, Duke Albrecht von Württemberg’s note arrived, communicating his opinion about the situation and requesting that Third Army attack across the Aisne to envelop the enemy toward the right. At the same time, aerial reconnaissance found the enemy deployed in deep echelon on their left wing; it also reported that strong forces had been assembled in the area of Pauvres–Coulommes. In response to these developments, Hausen returned to his original plan of attack, issuing the appropriate orders. Second Army Headquarters was informed that “it would imminently find itself doing battle in the Aisne sector with a strong enemy.” At the same time, Hausen pointed out that Third Army’s Cavalry “was too weak to mount a reconnaissance mission along the unprotected right wing” and asked where Second Army’s left wing would march on 1 September.

South of Château Porcien, enemy artillery fire from the area of St. Loup-en-Champagne had already caused a lengthy delay in the advance of XII Reserve Corps’ 23rd Reserve Division; the French guns were silenced around 11:00. Incorrect reports conveyed the impression that the enemy was marching in force north from Juniville and Pauvres; for that reason, Army Headquarters ordered the division—which was exhausted due to a lack of water—to take up defensive positions on the heights at Avançon.

The advance elements of XII Corps’ 23rd Infantry Division had broken weak enemy resistance first at Biermes and later at Ménil. False reports that enemy columns were advancing north from Juniville and Pauvres also brought an end to the advance.22 The 23rd Infantry Division occupied Annelles following minor skirmishes, while the division to its rear, the 32nd, was set to attack Perthes le Châtelet. After the divisional artillery commenced firing at 18:00, it became clear that the enemy consisted only of cavalry, which were in the process of withdrawing. At 16:40 the commanding general, General der Infantrie d’Elsa, reported to Army Headquarters that his divisions “had encountered an enemy which, although not especially strong, was again supported by well placed and well hidden artillery; as the men urgently need food to be brought up, I have decided to have the 32nd Infantry Division halt at Perthes le Châtelet and the 23rd at Annelles and Ménil.” Consequently, XII Corps’ divisions rested at these villages and as far toward the rear as Rethel.

After clearing the area north of the Aisne, XIX Corps’ commander, General von Laffert, planned to advance in two columns past the line Attigny–Semuy. Against all expectations, a heated battle erupted when strong enemy forces emerged out of the forest east of Voncq and attacked 24th Infantry Division’s left flank at Day. The division had to commit all of its resources in order to hold its ground until, that afternoon, elements of VIII Corps intervened farther on the left. The battle ended in a draw. In these circumstances the neighbouring 40th Infantry Division’s advance across the Aigne could not take place. It could only occupy the weakly held villages of Charbogne and St. Lambert so as to be in a position to offer direct support to 24th Infantry Division north of the Aisne.

As a consequence, the forceful attack originally envisioned by the army commander for 31 August did not take place. On the contrary, the army’s advance was delayed by faulty and unconfirmed aerial reconnaissance reports. Although the army’s right wing and centre had reached the line Acançon–Perthes–Ménil, its left was still north of the Aisne. The surrender of Fortress Givet on the evening of 31 August had freed up XII Reserve Corps’ 24th Reserve Division to be deployed to the field, and this would provide a positive, although delayed, addition to the army’s combat strength. Since 29 August, the mortar battalion attached to the division, supported by three Austrian motorized mortars, had kept the fortress of Charlemont (west of the Meuse) under fire with increasing success and had shaken the garrison’s will to resist. While preparations for an infantry assault were being made, the fortress raised a white flag at 19:00. On the same evening, the division’s commander, General von Ehrenthal, was able to report to Army Headquarters: “Givet capitulated at 23:00 today and will be occupied tomorrow. The division will commence its advance towards Rocroi on 2 September. Our losses are negligible.” During the capture of the fortress, 3,000 men were taken prisoner along with a considerable amount of war materiel, including 125 guns of all calibres.

The assessment of the overall situation at Third Army Headquarters had changed several times during 31 August. At 13:45 a message from Fourth Army arrived stating that it “definitely required Third Army’s support” in making an advance. The same message asked why XII and XIX Corps were not going to attack on 31 August. At that time, Hausen still believed XIX Corps’ reports that it would be able to commence its attack at 15:00. Upset by Fourth Army’s doubts as to his army’s cooperation, Hausen responded that although the enemy was advancing on XII Reserve Corps and XII Corps from the south, they would nevertheless take the heights at Ménil–Perthes le Châtelet as well as the area of Avançon. The preexisting expectation that the enemy would also attack these two corps provided room for an impression to grow that they were deployed in fortified positions. No one apparently paid attention to aerial reconnaissance reports that the enemy was retreating. On the contrary, it was still considered possible that the enemy would take the offensive. It was with this notion in mind that a message was sent to Second Army Headquarters referring to an imminent battle on 1 September and the probability that Third Army would be dispatching its right wing to the east of Reims. General von Hausen thought that continuing his own attack would be inadvisable until careful reconnaissance and preparations had been made, especially given that after XIX Corps’ indecisive battle, the extent of its participation had yet to be determined. That evening Laffert reported that “considering the heavy enemy artillery fire and complete exhaustion of his men, continuing the attack on 1 September would be out of the question.” Thus, when the OHL’s order was received via radio at 21:15, stating that “Third and Fourth Army’s continuous advance in collaboration with Fifth Army is imperative due to Fifth Army’s desperate battle for the Meuse crossings,” Third Army Headquarters responded that an “attack is not expected until 2 September.”

The army’s orders for 1 September were general and addressed a variety of possibilities. To provide for defence against a stronger enemy, XII Reserve Corps and XII Corps were to improve the positions they had already reached. If an enemy attack were limited to the army’s centre, XII Reserve Corps would support XII Corps as much as possible while also protecting the army’s flank and rear. Offensive plans would depend on the actions taken by the army neighbouring on its left. In the event that it mounted an attack across the Aisne in a southwesterly direction, XIX Corps would again “participate in the attack, somewhat echeloned to the right,” which XII Corps and all available elements of XII Reserve Corps were to prepare to join the advance on the left wing in the direction of Saulces Champenoises. If Fourth Army did not carry its attack across the Aisne, the army commander “did not consider it to be advisable for XIX Corps to force the difficult sector at Attigny on its own.” In that case, he reserved the right to redeploy the corps toward the right into the area of Thugny–Ambly and to mount an attack in connection with XII Corps. These orders were immediately hand-delivered by a General Staff officer to Fourth Army Headquarters. He returned on the night of 1 September, reporting that based on its experiences with the Meuse crossing, Fourth Army planned to mount an infantry assault only after superiority in artillery had been achieved over the enemy. Thus, at that time VIII Corps was not to be counted on to provide either speedy or direct support to XIX Corps. This point was driven home by the fact that there was no way to tell whether this corps would be advancing in a southerly direction or across the Aisne in a southwesterly direction—this would depend on how the situation developed. In these circumstances, Hausen decided to go forward with his plans, deploying XIX Corps toward the right, close to XII Corps; if it encountered resistance, it would attack the enemy with all its strength on 2 September.

On 1 September at 08:00, a new radio message from the OHL was received by Third Army Headquarters. It said that an “immediate, relentless continuation of Third Army’s attack in southeasterly direction is imperative. Success on the day depends on it.” Consequently, at 09:45 Hausen ordered XII Corps to attack the enemy along its front in a southeasterly direction at 13:00. The XII Reserve Corps was to support this attack with all available resources at its disposal; XIX Corps was to “begin the artillery battle in conjunction with Fourth Army” but would otherwise immediately move off to the right so as to intervene late that afternoon on XII Corps’ left. In this endeavour, Fourth Army’s cooperation was urgently requested. Second Army’s support could not be counted on, for a radio message from its headquarters received at 09:35 reported that its right-wing corps were to march on Chivres and Bucy-les-Pierrepont on 1 September.

While everyone on Hausen’s staff concentrated on planning the forceful execution of this supposedly critical frontal attack against an enemy, part of which was assumed to be deployed in fortified positions, the picture changed dramatically. At 11:15, XII Corps Headquarters reported that “according to aerial reconnaissance reports, the enemy has been in full retreat since last night.” Thus, an order to pursue in a southerly direction was given at noon. It read: “Everyone is to immediately move after them. The enemy must be defeated where he is met.” The following pursuit sectors were assigned: XII Reserve Corps was to take the route Le Châtelet–Aussonce–St. Masmes–Pont Faverger–Nauroy; XII Corps was assigned the routes east of it up to the road Pauvres–Machault–St. Etienne–St. Souplet (inclusive); and XIX Corps was given the Attigny–Somme–Py road. The corps were told that their advance elements were to reach Aussonce (XII Reserve Corps), the Py sector (XII Corps), and Semide (XIX Corps) while also capturing Mourmelon-le-Grand and Suippes by advancing strong cavalry along with some artillery. The neighbouring armies were informed, and the following message was dispatched to the OHL: “After the attack was ordered, aerial reconnaissance reported that the enemy was withdrawing in a southwesterly direction. The direction of the pursuit pivots to the south.” Shortly before 17:00, Fourth Army Headquarters radioed: “The ordered attack is in progress, left flank from Oches towards Buzancy … according to prisoner reports, the disintegration of the French units is in progress.” Shortly afterwards, Second Army Headquarters reported that it was rushing to help with the “Guard and X Corps and would reach Gizy–Marchais–Sissone–Lappion on 1 September.” General von Hausen’s staff attributed the right neighbouring army’s rather surprising intentions to an earlier intervention by the OHL. But in view of the changed situation, Second Army’s plans did not promise to be of any consequence.

The XII Reserve Corps’ 23rd Reserve Division began its advance at 13:30, meeting stubborn resistance from both a cavalry division and elements of a Moroccan infantry division. The enemy’s resistance was broken only toward evening by a deployment of major forces, which took considerable casualties. After the battle, the division rested in captured billets at Bergnicourt–Le Châtelet–Neuflize and north of the village.

The pursuit by XII Corps took place in heavy fighting. The 32nd Infantry Division, which advanced from Perthes via Juniville–La Neuville, was already getting bogged down fighting the enemy’s tenacious and skillful rearguards in the forests north of Retourne Brook. The woods were not cleared until 21:00. The division’s main force then reached the line Alincourt–Juniville–Bignicourt around midnight when the 63rd Infantry Brigade was pushed ahead to La Neuville. The 23rd Infantry Division met with similarly stiff resistance at Bignicourt and Pauvres. Saxon infantry finally took those villages after nightfall; while Mont-St.-Remy was captured during the night in less severe fighting; Machault was gained on the morning of 2 September.

The XII Corps’ advance allowed XIX Corps to accomplish its mission. The march toward the right did not take place; 40th Infantry Division instead crossed the Aisne at Givry on an intact bridge while the main forces continued the advance up to Quilly–Tourcelles. That night, forward elements encountered superior enemy forces, which appeared to be withdrawing from Contreuve toward Somme-Py. Following a brief but sharp battle, the enemy withdrew toward the north. The 24th Infantry Division reached its assigned rest areas around Chardeny and the north of the town via Attigny without interference. During the afternoon, Army Headquarters moved from Signy-l’Abbaye to Novy.

Hampered by continuous fighting with the enemy’s rearguards, Third Army had been unable to reach the objectives assigned by the OHL for 1 September. General von Hausen planned to continue the advance the following day in the present direction. The neighbouring Army Headquarters were accordingly informed of his intentions.

Fourth Army’s troops spent the morning preparing for the attack. Everywhere the artillery went to work. The XVIII Corps’ 21st Infantry Division advanced to the heights northeast of Verrières without fighting. Since Fifth Army Headquarters had advised shortly before 09:00 that an immediate and vigorous intervention through Buzancy was imperative, XVIII Reserve Corps was ordered to attack in a southeasterly direction toward Autruche–Buzancy.23 Around noon, reconnaissance of the enemy’s positions indicated that in a number of places they were making rearward movements. As VIII Corps advanced, they found Semuy and the forest east of Voncq to be clear of the enemy; VIII Reserve Corps found the same along the northern edge of the forests south of Le Chesne and later also at Les Alleux. Wherever an enemy withdrawal was detected, the troops commenced their forward movement within their assigned sectors. A deserter from French XII Corps and a local inhabitant reported that the enemy was becoming demoralized. It appeared that the enemy’s men had not been fed for days and were depressed by the continuous retreat. On receiving this information from VIII Reserve Corps, Army Headquarters immediately passed it on to the other headquarters. It also sent the reports to both neighbouring armies, with an addendum stating that Fourth Army was moving via Oches toward Buzancy with its right wing. Around noon, General von Hausen reported that Third Army would be initiating its attack immediately as per the OHL’s orders and urgently requested Fourth Army’s cooperation in that regard.

Although the field reports received to this point had provided a firm basis for assuming that the enemy would not chance a significant confrontation on the right bank of the Aisne, a report received from Third Army at 13:40 brought clarity to the overall situation. The enemy, it read, was in retreat, and Third Army was pursuing them with its left wing moving in the direction of Somme Py. This made it imperative that Fourth Army push ahead along its entire front. An army order issued at 14:00 established only lateral boundaries for the advancing corps; within these, they were to extend their pursuit as far as possible. Over the next few hours, excellent aerial reconnaissance reports arrived at Army Headquarters that completely lifted the veil that had obscured the enemy’s movements to that point. It became clear that the enemy was also retreating along Fourth Army’s front as well as along Fifth Army’s right wing. Apparently, he had evacuated the right bank of the upper Aisne from Vouziers to Vaux. South of Vouziers, strong forces were moving away in a southerly direction. Farther east at Grandpré and St. Juvin, covered by rearguards, other forces were retreating south across the Aire. The rail lines between Ste. Ménehould and Reims were empty. Since it now appeared that the enemy had gained the advantage over Fourth Army, at 16:45, Duke Albrecht issued orders assigning new pursuit objectives to his corps. Come what may, they read, and even if it meant fighting, that day the general line Grivy–La Croix aux Bois–Briquenay–Verpel would be reached. Duke Albrecht informed the OHL of his intention, at the same time requesting that directions be assigned for the following day.

Despite the considerable marches involved—some of them extending long into the night—these ambitious objectives were achieved. The VIII Corps’ 16th Infantry Division crossed the Aisne at Voncq without interference and reached Bouziers; the 15th captured Vandy on the right side of the river. The advance elements of VIII Reserve Corps’ 16th Reserve Division occupied La Croix aux Bois late that night, while the advance units of XVIII Corps’ divisions went into rest positions at Boult aux Bois and Germont; a mixed pursuit detachment of the latter made it as far as Briquenay. The XVIII Reserve Corps found the roads it was to advance along via Thénorgues occupied by units belonging to VI Corps. Its front division (the 21st) reached Briquenay from Autruche; the division at the rear (25th Reserve Division) had to spend the night in Fontenoy and to the north of the village.

The pursuit did not meet any notable resistance. Nevertheless, the condition of the roads suggested that the enemy’s withdrawal had taken place in an orderly manner and without panic. At 21:40, Army Headquarters received a brief radio order from the OHL stating that “the results were to be exploited in cooperation with Third and Fifth Armies.” Accordingly, the pursuit was to be continued as before, without respite. Duke Albrecht’s assessment of the situation was confirmed in a radio message that General von Moltke sent shortly before midnight. In it he pointed out that large enemy bivouacs had developed west and east of the Argonne Forrest and stated that he therefore “expected great results from an early and vigorous push by Fourth and Third Armies—especially the latter—in a generally southern direction.”


X

THE OPERATIONS OF FIRST AND SECOND
ARMIES TO THE OISE

1. The Operations of First Army on the Somme and Avre, 28–30 August

On the German Army’s right flank, First Army under General von Kluck had reached the line Péronne–Bohain on the afternoon of 27 August after pursuing the defeated British from the battles at Mons and Le Cateau.

The II Corps was deployed on the Army’s right wing and, in concert with Senior Cavalry Commander 2, had been tasked with preventing the enemy from escaping to the west and north of the Somme sector, below Péronne. Consequently, advance elements of 3rd Infantry Division had taken the Somme crossings at Cléry (northwest of Péronne) late on the night of 27 August; 4th Infantry Division had likewise marched toward Feuillères via Combles but had not succeeded in reaching the river. At first that afternoon, it had encountered only French cavalry; later, however, it met stronger resistance at Combles before being attacked on its flank from Sailly-Saillisel. When this village was finally taken that evening, the enemy withdrew in a northwesterly direction; the division spent the night on the field of battle. The II Cavalry Corps initially moved from Cambrai toward Bapaume, but that afternoon, after it was attacked by superior French Colonial forces west of Lebucquière, it was forced to gradually evade the attack toward the south. It went into rest positions to the rear of II Corps at and south of Manancourt.

The remaining elements of First Army reached their assigned objectives without encountering serious resistance. At the end of the day, IV Reserve Corps stood at Villers Faucon and Epéhy; IV Corps’ advance elements at Vendhuille and Bony; III Corps at Estrées and Montrehain; and IX Corps in echelon to the rear at Busigny and Bousies.

The VII Corps, which formed the neighbouring army’s right wing, succeeded in reaching La Vallée Mulâtre; I Cavalry Corps ended the day in the area of Femy–Le Sart–La Groise.

At First Army Headquarters, which had remained in Solesmes, it was assumed that the British had been badly beaten and left in disarray by the previous day’s fighting. It was therefore thought that they would be retreating via St. Quentin and west of the town. It was difficult to get a clear picture of the enemy—whom II Cavalry Corps and II Corps had encountered between Bapaume and Péronne—or their intentions. The appearance of strong French cavalry forces, which were suspected to be from Cavalry Corps Sordet, did not come as a surprise. It was assumed that these would reappear on the army’s outer flank. Initially, though, not much was known about the enemy infantry units that had been encountered by 4th Infantry Division and the Cavalry Corps. Could these be the French Territorial units that had been previously identified, or were they new, stronger forces that had been thrown onto a flank under threat of envelopment in the hope that they would save a precarious situation? Regardless, and in order to be prepared for future operations, Army Headquarters planned to take the Somme line as rapidly as possible.

To this end, General von Kluck issued an order at 20:15 on 27 August that set the objectives for 28 August as the capture of the river crossings along the line Corbie–Nesle. Specifically, these were designated as follows: II Corps was to take the crossings from Corbie to Bray; IV Reserve Corps the crossings at Cappy and Eclusier;1 IV Corps the crossings at Feuillères, Cléry, and Péronne; III Corps the crossings at Brie and St. Christ; and IX Corps the crossings at Epénancourt, Falvy and Béthencourt.

So as to increase the enemy’s disorder when they crossed the Somme, all corps were to harass the withdrawing enemy with cavalry and field artillery. The II Cavalry Corps, which was mistakenly still believed to be on the farthest wing, was ordered to cross the Somme west of Péronne and to keep the crossing open for the infantry. Not until late that evening did a message from General der Kavallerie von der Marwitz informing Army Headquarters that the Cavalry Corps had evaded to Manancourt.2 Army Headquarters concurred with that part of the message expressing the intention for it to advance in the direction of Roye on 28 August.

That evening, a staff officer was dispatched to Second Army Headquarters in Avesnes with orders explaining Kluck’s assessment of the situation and the actions he had planned for the following day. This staff officer was also to secure Second Army’s approval for IX Corps to use the Prémont–Brancourt–Montrehain–Bellenglise–Vermand–Monchy Lagache–Béthencourt–Nesle road so as to avoid possible traffic congestion along Second Army’s right wing. Furthermore, he was to suggest that it was desirable for I Cavalry Corps to advance toward Nesle. Second Army Headquarters had already issued its orders for the following day prior to the arrival of First Army’s staff officer. These indicated that the army’s right wing, comprising VII Corps and X Reserve Corps, was to execute only a short movement up to Fresnoy le Grand–Seboncourt–Le Petit Verly; its left wing was to stand fast. Since the information from First Army indicated a strong movement toward the southwest along the entire line for 28 August, General von Bülow amended his orders to assign an additional objective—St. Quentin—to his right wing. The I Cavalry Corps was thus ordered to make contact with the British by bypassing St. Quentin to the east and south and, if possible, confronting them on 29 August in concert with II Cavalry Corps.

On 28 August, First Army’s advance to the Somme began, but not without surprises. On the army’s right flank, II Corps’ 4th Infantry Division was suddenly and unexpectedly subjected to enemy artillery fire from the south and north during its deployment operations at Sailly-Saillisel; then, in dense fog, it was simultaneously attacked by strong infantry forces out of Morval from the front and from Rocquigny, to its right flank and rear. Even though the assault was quickly stopped and a major panic prevented, several hours passed before successful counterattacks could be mounted against the strong enemy resistance.

Most of 3rd Infantry Division and 2nd Cavalry Division found themselves involved in a similar situation at Moislains. Shortly before 09:00, artillery and infantry fire struck the crowded village while the men were busy taking down their bivouacs and preparing to move out. Again it was possible to stop the vastly superior enemy bodies of troops that emerged from the forests to the north by quickly mustering every available man and mounting counterattacks to drive the enemy from the forests toward Le Mesnil en Arrouaise. The German pursuers were thus able to capture the villages of Le Mesnil and Rocquigny shortly after noon. The enemy retreated quickly toward the north. Even though this threat to the army’s right flank had been averted, these assaults had caused considerable casualties as well as disorder among the units.

At 13:00, II Corps’ commanding general, General der Infantrie von Linsingen, ordered the advance on the Somme to begin. Two French cavalry divisions were reported to be located on the heights southwest of Péronne. Contrary to the army’s order that he cross the river along the line Corbie–Bray, Linsingen sent his divisions against Eclusier and Cléry. He did this to compensate for the time that had been lost during the morning’s fighting; that is, he would make an accelerated crossing while keeping the routes across the river at Cléry open for II Cavalry Corps. This latter point had been requested by General von der Marwitz primarily because he was short of ammunition and did not believe that his cavalry had the necessary fighting power to achieve its objectives on its own. Although its projected path overlapped with IV Reserve Corps’ marching routes, this was not considered to be a problem, for IV Reserve Corps was still far to the rear, apparently still engaged in fighting enemy units that had appeared on the army’s right flank in the area of Manancourt. On the other hand, this decision nullified the army commander’s intention to use II Corps on the army’s right flank in future operations. Soon after beginning its move, 4th Infantry Division, commanded by Generalleutnant von Pannewitz, met new resistance at Ginchy and Guillemont, which could not be overcome until 15:30. After an extended rest, that night the division’s advance elements reached Eclusier and completed the crossing after repairing the bridge without interference from the enemy. Most of the division then went into rest positions at Maricourt and to the north of the village. The 3rd Infantry Division, under Generalleutnant von Trossen, initially deployed its artillery against the dismounted cavalry on the heights south of the Somme; it crossed the river in the afternoon at Feuillères, Cléry, and Hally. That evening it advanced its forward elements to Dompierre and Flaucourt.

The crossing that II Cavalry Corps intended to make at Cléry failed to materialize. The morning’s unexpected events and the threat that then developed on the army’s left flank sowed doubts at headquarters as to the advisability of putting most of the cavalry across the river. At 16:00, Army Headquarters ordered Marwitz “to stay in touch with II Corps on the Somme during the day.” Another radio message was sent at 18:30 that left the crossing to the general’s discretion “so long as it would be safe”; additionally, “on this day a further advance is unnecessary.” But after the day’s marches and operations had run their course, 2nd Cavalry Division was in no shape to execute major movements on 28 August, partly because it had participated with the Cavalry Corps in turning back the enemy’s attack on Moislains; this had led to significant intermingling among its units. Thus it moved into local bivouacs near Maurepas, Bouchavesnes, and Allaines for the night.

The IV Reserve Corps, which on the evening of 27 August had sent both its divisions on a departing course toward the right in order to cross the Somme at Cappy and Eclusier as ordered, was not unaffected by the events that had taken place that morning on the army’s right flank. Once it arrived on the heights at Manancourt and Equancourt, it had the opportunity to participate in pursuing the enemy, which was retreating before II Corps toward the north via Le Mesnil and Rocquigny—first with artillery and then with quickly deployed cavalry. At the same time, as its advance to Bertincourt via Ytres continued, most of 7th Reserve Division was unable to assist; it merely witnessed the enemy’s retreat as it degenerated into a total route. In the course of the afternoon, the corps continued its advance in the direction of the Somme as ordered; in the evening, it went into rest positions at Hardecourt (22nd Reserve Division) and east of Combles (7th Reserve Division).

On IV Corps’ front, 8th Infantry Division under Generalleutnant Hildebrandt did not begin its advance on Péronne from Epéhy as planned because Moislains was entirely congested. Instead, it moved forward via Tempeux la Fosse while 7th Infantry Division advanced via Villers Faucon-Longavesnes. In response to a report that Péronne was occupied by the enemy—suspected to consist of strong cavalry—at 13:00 the commanding general, General der Infantrie Sixt von Arnim, ordered 8th Infantry Division to attack on the right and the 7th on the left of the Nurlu–Péronne road. Initially, 8th Infantry Division brought its entire artillery to bear against Péronne and also against the enemy that had been observed on the river’s far bank. Afterwards, it moved its infantry up into the northern suburbs along the Somme without encountering serious resistance. Most of the division spent the night near Mont St. Quentin, Allaines, and Aizecourt. The main assault on Péronne itself fell to 7th Infantry Division, commanded by Generalleutnant Rieder. Under the protection of the divisional artillery, its right wing attacked via Bussy while the left advanced via Buire–Doingt. The enemy mainly limited its resistance to heavy artillery fire, which was directed from the old fortress walls and the left bank of the Somme. The entrances to the burning city were stormed at 20:00. During the pursuit into the town, fierce house-to-house and street fighting developed, especially near the bridge, which remained intact. As it turned out, enemy cavalry and infantry as well as mountain battalions were involved in the defence of the city. By midnight, more than half the division had reached the heights on the opposite bank; some units continued to push across the railway bridge south of Péronne. There it dug in to establish a bridgehead; most of the artillery followed up during the night. Parts of the division were held back northeast of Péronne and near Doingt.

The III Corps also had to do battle in order to reach its objective for the day. The 5th Infantry Division, under General Wichura, which was to advance via Hargicourt–Roisel–Bernes, initially met resistance at Beaumetz–Bouvincourt and then again at Le Menil Bruntel while continuing its march via Cartigny. Both times it was easily broken by the advance units. However, a more serious battle developed in the afternoon for Brie, which was occupied by stronger infantry. At this point, French batteries intervened effectively from the opposite bank. Infantry from the advance units stormed the village at 19:00 and despite stubborn resistance took the bridge, which was initially open but then successfully closed under fire. On this occasion the divisional artillery had the opportunity to drop pursuing fire (Verfolgungsfeuer) on the enemy columns, which retreated south and west in apparent disarray. The forwardmost infantry brigade and a few batteries were immediately moved forward to the left bank of the Somme; the remainder of the division moved into alarm stations (Alarmquartier) at Brie, Le Menil, and Prusle.

The 6th Infantry Division’s advance toward the Somme, under the command of General von Rohden, was held up by enemy resistance even more than that of the 5th. The 12th Infantry Brigade, marching in the rear, suddenly found itself under artillery fire while crossing the canal at Bellenglise; it was simultaneously attacked by infantry on its left flank from the direction of St. Quentin.3 The division immediately turned south in a number of columns and, accompanied by its artillery, advanced via Gricourt–Lehaucourt. With the aid of reinforcements arriving from St. Quentin, the enemy put up a stubborn and in places even offensive resistance. On occasion the fighting devolved into hand-to-hand combat with bayonets fixed. Finally the French infantry retreated in disarray toward St. Quentin. Afterwards, 12th Infantry Brigade resumed its advance in a westerly direction toward the Somme. That night, it went into local bivouacs at Hancourt–Vendelles. In front, 11th Infantry Brigade had participated in this attack only with small units; after a number of minor encounters with French cavalry, it continued its advance toward the Somme. During the night the bridge at St. Christ as well as the crossings toward the south at Béthencourt (inclusive) were taken without a fight.

On IX Corps’ front, 18th Infantry Division under General von Kluge marched via Esters toward Pontruet. In the morning, the heights of Remaucourt–Essigny le Petit were reported as occupied by enemy infantry and cavalry; at 15:00, artillery fire emanating from the area of Fontaine Uterte and east of it suggested that Second Army’s leftmost corps (VII Corps) had entered battle. Consequently, army headquarters ordered 18th Infantry Division to deploy at Lehaucourt. However, VII Corps did not require any assistance, and after a while, the sounds of battle fell silent, so the division’s advanced units went into rest positions at Pontruet. The 17th Infantry Division under General von Bauer deployed farther to the rear, reaching its new quarters at Prémont–Le Cateau without incident.

During the morning of 28 August, First Army Headquarters remained in Solesmes. At noon it moved to Villers-Faucon. The planned move to Péronne that night turned out not to be feasible because the village was on fire. To that point, First Army’s pursuit operations after the battle at Le Cateau—when, despite considerable effort, it had been unable to catch up to and maul the British—had given rise to the question of whether and how far the advance should be continued in a southwesterly direction. First Army Headquarters was unaware of the new guidelines the OHL had issued and thus saw its primary task as hurting the enemy as much as possible by mounting a relentless pursuit. It was now of the opinion that such an objective was beyond reach as far as the British were concerned. Considering the broader situation, it therefore considered ending the pursuit of the British and instead attempting to outflank the French, who were assumed to be parallel to First Army and retreating before Second Army by turning toward the Oise. General von Kuhl, First Army’s Chief of Staff, presented a written assessment of the situation to Second Army Headquarters at noon, shortly before First Army Headquarters departed for Villers-Faucon. He wrote:

It makes no sense to continue pursuing the British in a southwesterly direction in order to cut them off from the coast. This will pull the Army apart while the objective itself will probably remain out of reach.

Now the operations against the French forces have acquired primary importance. We suspect that they are heading for a defensive position: Probably the Aisne-Position, extending to the left via Reims, Laon, La Fére and then towards the Somme. Now the objective must be to attack the French in this position, or while they are retreating towards it, so as to block their retreat, to push them together, or to outflank their position. This requires pivoting towards the Oise with Second Army’s right flank facing towards Quierzy and Chauny, with First Army heavily echeloned to the right towards Compiègne–Noyon (in the direction of Paris), and with the army cavalry partially deployed towards Paris and partially on Soissons. The fortresses of Laon, Le Fère, and Fourdrain (west of Crépy) are outclassed and inferior; they lack offensive power and are probably quite poorly armed. … Reims is inferior as well and, except for those forts built on a higher elevation, offer perfect artillery targets. Through such an operation, the remainder of the British forces will be most effectively cut off.

From the OHL’s General Guidelines, which had been issued on 27 August, Second Army Headquarters surmised that First Army’s left pivot toward the Oise would be contrary to the intentions of the Supreme Command. Second Army Headquarters thus reminded First Army to be ready to intervene in those battles that might develop along the former’s front; but, based on the progress of the pursuit operations, it ordered First Army to continue the advance west of the Oise toward the lower Seine and to continue protecting the army’s right flank. Both these principles were to form its major operational guidelines. As a consequence, First Army abandoned its plan to pivot toward the Oise—a decision that was made all the easier when, toward evening, a new picture of the enemy’s situation began to form, indicating that a new danger to the army’s right flank was developing.

During the day, reports received from the right-wing corps clarified the identity of the enemy units that had appeared on the army’s flank. Information provided by prisoners and captured orders indicated that the French 61st and 62nd Reserve Divisions had disembarked near Arras on the evening of 25 August and that, together with the French 81st, 82nd, 84th, and 88th Territorial Divisions, they had been assigned to General d’Amade, who had orders to protect the British left flank. The British, it appeared, had been assigned to defend the front between Le Cateau and Cambrai. As German First Army’s speedy advance had foiled this plan, the 61st and 62nd Reserve Divisions had instead begun to withdraw toward Péronne. This explained the confrontation with 2nd Cavalry Division and II and IV Reserve Corps. The enemy having been thrown back in a disorderly retreat toward the northwest, army headquarters assumed that a serious threat to its right flank was no longer a concern. During the afternoon, however, aerial reconnaissance reports arrived at the army’s new headquarters in Villers-Faucon indicating that troops were detraining in Amiens and south of the Somme along the railway between Amiens and Nesle. Specifically, many parked trains had been observed at Amiens as well as soldiers at Villers-Bretonneux, Harbonnières, Rosières, and Nesle and near Moreuil on the Avre comprising an infantry brigade with artillery. The strength of this new enemy was difficult to estimate; however, it had to be expected that the army’s southwesterly advance across the Somme would meet renewed resistance.

The army’s field order for 29 August, issued at 22:00, instructed the corps to advance approximately parallel to the Villers-Bretonneux–Nesle railway. The line from Péronne via Herbecourt–Domplierre–Harbonnières and via Barleux–Lihons was assigned to IV Corps, which was deployed in the centre; II Corps was to advance north of it and III Corps to the south with its right flank extending from Brie toward Chaulnes. After completing its river crossing, the Cavalry Corps was to advance in the direction of Montdidier while IX Corps was to reach Nesle with its forward detachments. In the area of Combles, IV Reserve Corps was tasked with protecting the right flank as well as the army’s connections in the direction of Cambrai–Arras–Doullens. The OHL and Second Army Headquarters were informed of First Army’s intentions by radio.

In general, 29 August passed according to First Army Headquarters’ expectations, in that no significant events took place north of the Somme. In response to a report that significant enemy bivouacs had been sighted near Albert, IV Reserve Corps advanced in two columns from Combles on Albert. However, the enemy (suspected to be 61st French Reserve Division) had been defeated the day before and was unwilling to risk a fight; it soon withdrew to the west. Afterwards, IV Reserve Corps rested in positions in Albert and to the east of the town.

South of the Somme, II Corps got involved in heavy fighting with fresh enemy forces as it made its advance. At 07:30, 4th Infantry Division was supposed to move out from Eclusier toward Cappy; 3rd Infantry Division—which had to wait for the Cavalry Corps to make its crossing before beginning its own advance—moved at 09:00 from Dompiere on Chuignes. At first, weak enemy forces where pushed back, but then a tenacious fight developed for a strongly occupied position extending from Morcourt via Proyart to south of Framerville. The 3rd Infantry Division was compelled to deploy all its forces at Proyart against the centre of this position; however, it made no significant headway. Not until after 4th Infantry Division—whose advance had been delayed—succeeded in taking Morcourt and the heights east of it by outflanking Méricourt did 3rd Infantry Division’s 6th Infantry Brigade mount a frontal assault on Proyart. The village was taken after vicious street fighting; the enemy retreated in a southwesterly direction with heavy losses. The 4th Infantry Division took up the pursuit, advancing via Lamotte to reach Villers-Brettoneux late that night. There it remained in the town and to the east, while the 3rd stayed at Proyart.

The IV Corps’ 8th Infantry Division, which had been sent via Foucaucourt against Harbonnières, ran into the southern part of the enemy’s position at Framerville at approximately the same time as II Corps. Here too the deployment of strong forces was required until the encircling attack from the left was bore fruit in the afternoon; the fall of Framerville at 17:00 decided the battle in Germany’s favour. The enemy—among whom mountain units had been identified—decided to make another stand at Harbonnières. The 8th Infantry Division, however, had seen its fighting strength weakened by considerable casualties and thus postponed continuing the attack until the following day.

On the left of 8th Infantry Division, 9th Cavalry Division advanced across the Somme at Cléry that morning. There they fought the enemy infantry—among them Moroccans—that had taken Rosières with artillery and dismounted infantry from II Cavalry Corps. Their resistance proved so tenacious that the divisional commander, General Count Schmettow, broke off the battle at 16:00. The 4th Cavalry Division, under General von Garnier, advanced from Estrées on Lihons. It too was temporarily fired upon by artillery from the direction of Rosières. After the enemy finally evacuated the village, both cavalry divisions moved into local bivouacs at Herleville and Lihons. Demolition parties then blew up the Amiens–St. Quentin and Amiens–Paris railways in several places. The 2nd Cavalry Division, under Generalmajor Baron von Krane, reached Chaulnes without meeting the enemy. Its units blew up the railway station and went into rest positions.

The 7th Infantry Division, which advanced as IV Corps’ left column from Barleux toward Lihons, observed only minimal enemy cavalry, which soon eluded it. The division’s advance elements took Méharicourt across from the Rosières–Chaulnes railway while the bulk went into bivouac at Lihons.

The III Corps, operating on the army’s left flank, achieved its assigned objectives for the day without fighting: Maucourt was taken by 5th Infantry Division, Puzeaux by the 6th. Here, reconnaissance spotted two enemy divisions withdrawing toward Roye. The IX Corps was still echeloned to the rear. Its forward division, the 18th, moved its advance elements across the Somme up to Nesle while the bulk went into quarters on the German side of the river as far back as Lanchy; the 17th closed up to Bauvois–Pontru.

General von Kluck had already transferred his headquarters to Péronne on the morning of 29 August. Many reports were received at headquarters informing about the activities of individual corps. North of the Somme, aerial reconnaissance indicated that the area around Albert–Arras–Douai–Cambrai as well as Amiens and the roads leading from there to the north, west, and southwest were free of the enemy. Even so, the stubborn resistance met by II Corps and the right flank of IV Corps left no doubt that the enemy had brought up fresh forces from the west and southwest and committed them to battle. It was now clear that French VII Corps’ 14th Division (along with heavy artillery) had been moved from Mulhouse via Paris; it was assumed to have unloaded at Wiencourt on 27 August. At the same time, a large number of Reserve Mountain Battalions, some of which had already been involved in the battle on 28 August, had been unloaded at Amiens and the Avre sector. Airplane and cavalry reports also suggested that troops were being deployed farther to the rear, though not along the Amiens–Nesle railway. Indications were that an enemy infantry division had been deployed at Moreuil, a brigade at Demuin, another at Bayonvillers, yet another between Vrély and Warvilles, four to six battalions at Roye, and roughly one brigade—apparently British—at Noyon. Thus it appeared that First Army had stumbled upon an incomplete deployment by new enemy forces. Nevertheless, on the evening of 29 August, the staff of First Army Headquarters was still unable to assess the full extent of the victory that had been won at Proyart. Without question, First Army’s next task would be to follow up on its recent successes by pressing the attack before the enemy was able to resist with the aid of potential reinforcements. The army commander believed he was acting in accordance with the OHL’s instructions, which stated that First Army was to continue advancing in a southwesterly direction in order to prevent “the enemy from reconstituting in its area of operations.”

During the day, artillery fire was repeatedly heard at army headquarters. The prevailing opinion was that the neighbouring army had caught up with the enemy and was forcing him to do battle. Then at 18:30 a surprising radio message arrived from General von Bülow that shed new light on the situation: “Second Army is apparently fighting against superior forces along the line Essigny le Grand–Mont d’Origny–Voulpaix–Haution.” It continued that early support by elements of First Army in the direction of Essigny was “urgently desired” on 30 August. Later that evening, a Second Army Headquarters staff officer arrived at Péronne. He described Second Army’s battle as exceedingly difficult, and now added that First Army’s support was urgently required farther north toward Mont d’Origny (on the Oise east of St. Quentin) rather than in the direction of Essigny. To this effect, he said, General von Bülow had already written to IX Corps’ commander, General von Quast, to ask him to dispatch 17th Infantry Division via St. Quentin so as to be able to cross the Oise at Origny Ste. Benoite at 07:00 the next day and to bring the 18th forward at his disposition.4 First Army Headquarters was advised of these facts by the staff officer as well as by IX Corps Headquarters. General von Bülow’s orders made it clear that Second Army intended to continue its attack along the entire front, that is to say, with the right wing against and across the Oise. This meant that VII Corps (minus 13th Infantry Division) would advance via Essigny le Grand, that X Reserve Corps would move forward via Sery les Mézières and Ribemont, and that 13th Infantry Division would move up via Lucy.

First Army Headquarters suddenly found itself facing a very difficult decision. Clearly, the enemy had decided to resume the battle against the German Army’s right wing and might even choose to seek a decision there. But the situation on the right wing—which the OHL’s instructions of 27 August had specifically tasked First Army with protecting—was not yet clear. If First Army Headquarters acceded to Bülow’s request and sent considerable forces to support Second Army, this might seriously endanger the army’s right flank. At present, First Army’s most important task was to protect the right wing at all costs, and this required the commitment of all its forces; dividing them in such a situation might have devastating consequences. Also, Second Army Headquarters had tasked IX Corps with making a purely frontal intervention in the battle north of Second Army’s right wing group; this was intended to close a widening breach with its left-wing group on the far bank of the Oise. This tactic carried a further danger: the corps might find itself totally out of contact with First Army. For 18th Infantry Division—which had already reached Nesle on the opposite bank of the Somme—meeting Bülow’s request would mean a tough return march and, at the same time, forgoing participation in First Army’s planned attack in a southwesterly direction, which was scheduled for the next day. Given these considerations, Kluck decided to alleviate the danger to the army’s right wing once and for all. He therefore planned to continue the attack against the enemy opposite First Army the following day. First Army would be able to support Second Army’s operations, if that still proved necessary, by concentrating its forces against the French flanks and rear after its immediate task had been accomplished. Thus the army orders he issued at 23:45 conveyed the following: “The army will attack tomorrow before the enemy is able to continue receiving reinforcements. Our objective is to hold the enemy all along the front and to envelop him on both flanks, thus preventing him from escaping.”

Accordingly, at 05:00 on 30 August, IV and III Corps were to make a frontal advance from along the already achieved line between the Luce and the upper Avre; the line Halle–Beaufort–Fresnoy en Chaussée would divide the corps. The II Corps was assigned the sector between the Somme and Luce north of IV and III Corps, from which it was to push gradually to the left. At the same time, IV Reserve Corps, situated on the exterior right wing north of the Somme, was to advance in the direction of Amiens to the point where it could attack the enemy’s flanks by pivoting toward the south. On the southern wing, IX Corps was assigned to execute a corresponding envelopment south of Roye and the upper Avre; there, II Cavalry Corps was also tasked with making a gradual move toward the left flank so as to participate in a timely manner. The latter was simultaneously tasked with protecting the army’s left flank against surprises from the direction of the Oise. A radio message sent shortly before midnight ordered Senior Cavalry Commander 2 to make an “enforced reconnaissance towards Noyon.”

Bülow’s request for immediate support by IX Corps was complied with only to the extent that 17th Infantry Division—which had already been alerted by General von Quast—was made available. The dispatch of 18th Infantry Division was cancelled during a telephone conversation with IX Corps Headquarters. At the same time, the following radio message was dispatched to the OHL: “Tomorrow First Army attacks the enemy advancing from the direction of Amiens–Moreuil from the line Bray–Nesle. [French] Reserve Mountain troops and elements of VII Corps in addition to the other forces. One division dispatched for the support of Second Army. Brussels had been sent a brigade from IV Reserve Corps, but it is now needed here.”5

It was not until the morning of 30 August that First Army Headquarters recognized the full consequences of the previous day’s success. According to the reports that arrived, the enemy had not simply been defeated; it had “fled” toward the west and southwest. General von Linsingen did not expect to meet a new enemy. Accordingly, army headquarters considered the possibility that the enemy units that had been observed farther south at Moreuil–Roye had withdrawn behind the lower Avre in the direction of Montdidier. General von Kluck did not plan to mount a pursuit with strong forces beyond the Avre, for final decisions concerning First Army’s actions could only be taken after a general enemy retreat had been confirmed. For the time being, it would be premature to decide whether the army’s new task would be to continue the advance in a southwesterly direction against the lower Seine (in accordance with the OHL’s instructions of 27 August) or to pivot to the left against the Oise in cooperation with Second Army. In the event that a general French retreat beyond the Avre was confirmed, an army order was issued at 09:30 to prepare for an advance in simultaneous echelon to the left. However, the direction of the further advance remained subject to change. Only IV Reserve Corps was to continue its advance toward Amiens; meanwhile, II Corps’ left wing was to advance toward Moreuil but was to remain on the east bank of the Avre unless especially favourable conditions permitted a pursuit on the west bank of the river. The IV Corps was assigned the direction of Braches–Gratibus; III Corps’ right wing was assigned Montdidier; IX Corps (minus 17th Infantry Division) was to move on the area southwest of Roye. The directions assigned to the corps headquarters carried the proviso that they were not to be viewed as objectives that had to be achieved. Rather, the individual corps were to deploy in echelon to the left toward one another and within themselves so as to accommodate developments on the army’s left wing.

The OHL had yet to be informed about the change in the situation and the possibility that First Army might pivot to the left against the Oise. As communications with the OHL were difficult, it was thought that trying to contact them before any final degree of clarity had been achieved would be a waste of effort.

The next few hours, however, brought important revelations that caused First Army Headquarters to decide that the time was right for its planned left pivot toward the Oise. A radio message received from General von der Marwitz shortly after 10:00 indicated that the Cavalry Corps had reached the area east of Roye without having encountered the enemy or heard the sounds of battle. At 11:00, details about Second Army’s operations were ascertained during a telephone conversation with an adjutant at IX Corps Headquarters; at that point, there was no doubt that at St. Quentin and farther east a serious battle was taking place that would bring about an important military decision. On 29 August, Second Army had been attacked on a wide front west of Vervin up to the area around La Fère by at least ten French divisions drawn from V, III, I, and XVIII Corps and other units. The enemy attack was aimed primarily at St. Quentin. Although it had failed, the fighting had been ferocious. According to a plan of operations found on the Chief of Staff of French III Corps after he was captured, the French had planned an immediate attack on St. Quentin; meanwhile, German First Army was to be kept busy by the British and French. One and a half British brigades were staged at Noyon, the site of a major airfield. It was reported that General von Bülow regretted that First Army had not pivoted as he had requested. The 17th Infantry Division, which was still indispensable to his efforts, would be returned as soon as possible. In closing, the adjutant reported that the enemy appeared to be withdrawing.

Based on these reports, General von Kluck decided to discontinue the south-westerly advance by his army’s left wing and centre toward the Avre. A new army order was issued at 11:30. It read: “IX Corps (minus the 17th Infantry Division) will deploy north of the Roye–Noyon road, southeast of Roye, to advance on Guiscard; III Corps will hold in the area north and northwest of Roye so that it can take the Nye–Rayon road. The anticipated direction for IV Corps is towards Roye sur Matz, passing west of Roye.” First Army Headquarters delayed sending II Corps to join the departure toward the left and the Oise as a rear echelon, pending further developments on the day. A radio message dispatched to Second Army at 12:30 advised it that First Army would advance toward the Oise sector Compiegne–Chauny on 31 August. The following day, 17th Infantry Division could intervene via Chauny or Jussy.

This message crossed a radio message from Second Army Headquarters reporting that it was involved in a fierce battle along the line given on the previous evening and that 17th Infantry Division would be deployed via Mont d’Origny. At 14:00, a staff officer was dispatched to Second Army Headquarters to provide an exact report on the situation there as well as information about First Army’s intentions. The written instructions carried by him stated: “Today First Army threw the enemy across the Avre with right wing and pivoted with its left towards Guiscard, the centre in the area of Roye, ready to intervene with night march, if necessary, in direction Ham–Jussy–Chauny–Noyon–Compiegne according to the status of Second Army’s battle. … Since the enemy was pushed-back today, centre and left flank already pivoted towards the Oise and are now available.”

From numerous messages received by the staff at First Army Headquarters, it became ever more clear that the enemy facing First Army was not interested in risking a serious confrontation but preferred instead to withdraw toward the west and southwest. The II Corps’ reconnaissance patrols, which advanced from Villers-Bretonneux and Marcelcave toward Thennes and Moreuil, discovered that the areas around Longueau and north of Moreuil were clear of the enemy. Soon after noon, IV Corps’ forward elements reached Ignaucouret and Beaucourt without making contact with the enemy. The III Corps’ 5th Infantry Division had encountered elements of a French cavalry division and Moroccan infantry, who “hastily” retreated in a westerly direction. Also, 6th Infantry Division’s advanced elements defeated a weaker enemy at Guerbigny in fighting that at times required the use of the bayonet, throwing the enemy out of quickly excavated positions to retreat in the direction of Montdidier. Only the state of affairs on the farthest right wing at Amiens remained unclear. According to an aerial reconnaissance report from II Corps received at noon, strong enemy forces (approximately one corps) were said to be gathering immediately south of the city. At this point, IV Reserve Corps’ Chief of Staff, Oberstleutnant von der Heyde, expressed his opinion about the situation at that headquarters as follows:

It has just been reported that the enemy is withdrawing in a southwesterly direction. At the present time it is very difficult to obtain reliable reconnaissance results because the corps has dispatched three (cavalry) troops in a northerly direction and has no aircraft at its disposal. … After the French deployed the units which they had brought up from the south (elements of VII Corps and mountain troops) against First Army, I believe that it is out of the question that they will fake a voluntary withdrawal so as to draw out First Army. Rather, I believe that they have begun withdrawing because of the impact of their failure. As far as I can judge the situation from here, elements of First Army can come to the aid of Second Army. Beyond that I consider continuous vigilance during the advance towards the right to be vital because renewed threats on the flanks must be expected.

As the general situation on First Army’s front appeared to have been clarified, a new army order was issued at 15:15 that drew together conclusions from the various opinions:

Second Army’s situation requires that the advance in the directions assigned by the army order issued at 11:30 on 30 August be continued as much as possible.… II Corps will protect the army’s movement towards the Avre and will advance in proportion in a southerly direction. IV Reserve Corps will screen Amiens. It is up to IV Reserve Corps whether this task will best be accomplished, according to its assessment of the enemy’s situation, on the southern bank of the Somme with a deployment in the area of Corbie or by an advance on the northern bank towards Amiens.

As the men were exhausted by the constant fighting and marching—especially after executing the regrouping manoeuvre that had been ordered at 11:30 when the units had already gone into their rest positions—army headquarters’ hopes that new ground in the direction of the Oise would be gained on 30 August were not realized. The IX Corps had gone into quarters along the Roye–Guiscard road at Ercheu–Freniches. The II Cavalry Corps’ main forces remained in the area southeast of Roye at Beaulieu les Fontaines and Champien.6 After the deployment was completed north of Roye (6th Infantry Division) and northwest of that village (5th Infantry Division), III Corps’ commander, General von Lochow, permitted his divisions to go into rest positions. At IV Corps, 7th Infantry Division used the villages around Les Quesnel on both sides of the Amiens–Roye road, while 8th Infantry Division remained in the area of Beaucourt–Cayeux. The II Corps moved its 3rd Infantry Division via Demuin toward the south bank of the Luce while its advance units moved up to Mézières. The 4th continued to meet resistance at Castel and Moreuil. After the enemy withdrew following the onset of darkness, 4th Infantry Division spent the night at Moreuil and Thennes. In consideration of the exhausted condition of its troops, IV Reserve Corps Headquarters refrained from making any further movements that day, leaving its divisions on both sides of the Halle around Querrieu and Pont Noyelles.

Reports received late that afternoon and in the evening completed the picture of the enemy’s situation as they retreated everywhere before First Army and across the Avre. The enemy had also abandoned Amiens by withdrawing to the west with their main forces and in a southerly direction with smaller forces. An aerial reconnaissance report received at 18:35 contained the following information: “Enemy apparently retreating from Montdidier towards Le Mesnil in considerable confusion, the bulk moving from Montdidier towards St. Just.” In an extended long-distance flight, a German aircraft had already appeared above Paris and had dropped bombs there.7 At the same time, army headquarters gained more clarity about Second Army’s battle. Shortly before 18:00, Bülow reported over the radio: “Today the enemy was decisively defeated. Strong elements retreated towards La Fère.” At 18:35 another message followed: “To completely exploit this success, it is now urgent that First Army pivot towards La Fère–Laon with its fulcrum at Chauny. The 17th Division, which is tonight on the Origny–St. Quentin road, will be returned to IX Corps tomorrow. Army Headquarters is at St. Quentin. Thanks for support provided.”

Another overheard message could be only partially deciphered. It had apparently been sent from Third Army to the OHL, and it provided clues as to the assessment of the situation at Third as well as Fourth Armies. Here it appeared that the enemy had already been retreating before Fourth Army on 29 August toward the southwest at that on 30 August Third Army had advanced via Château Porcien–Attigny.8 This left no doubt that the German armies in the centre of the wheeling wing had forced the French to retreat. Aerial reconnaissance reports also indicated that the British had relinquished the sector they had previously held along the Oise and rejoined the general retreat. At 17:00, approximately one division was observed retreating from Bailly and Carlepont (south of Royon) in the direction of Attigny (on the Aisne); at 18:00, another column consisting of all branches of the forces was seen along the Noyon–Compiègne road beginning at Chury. A radio message from Senior Cavalry Commander 1, who was attached to Second Army, reported that his cavalry corps was already positioned southwest of Noyon. The village was clear of the enemy, but at the same time, the Oise was occupied and the bridges had been blown. Strong forces from of all branches were reported at Pontoise southeast of Noyon.

On the evening of 30 August, General von Kluck did not face an easy decision. During the day he and his Chief of Staff had already decided that First Army would no longer focus on pursuing the enemy retreating west and southwest. It seemed that the task of this enemy, which comprised quickly brought-up units of varying combat effectiveness, was to engage First Army and divert it from direct participation in the bulk of the German wheeling wing’s operations. In the opinion of First Army Headquarters, this enemy—like the British earlier—had lost its value as an operational objective once it had been defeated on the field of battle and begun to retreat in disarray. Kluck believed that the broader situation of the German wheeling wing had now to reassume its priority. In its directive on the evening of 27 August, the OHL had ordered First Army to continue its advance in a south-westerly direction toward the lower Seine; but at the time, the assumption had been that the enemy would continue to retreat along the entire line. The entirely unexpected French attack against Second Army had changed the situation drastically. In the opinion of First Army Headquarters, this fact would have to be ignored if First Army was to continue in the previously ordered direction. Now its next and most important task appeared to be coordinating with the army to its left. The battle at St. Quentin had ended in a German victory and a tactical intervention in combat operations was now unnecessary; even so, the achievement seemed to have merely rolled back the enemy’s front. Now the task was to exploit the result to maximum effect, and this meant bringing about the enemy’s destruction. Here Kluck believed himself to be in total agreement with Second Army’s commander. However, he had a different opinion as to how this cooperation should take place. Second Army had requested that he pivot against the line La Fère–Laon with Chauny acting as the fulcrum. Kluck was concerned whether executing this movement would succeed in catching the enemy that was retreating from Second Army in time, if at all. He estimated the strength of the fortresses at La Fère and Laon as marginal—hardly sufficient to induce the French to interrupt their retreat so as to make another stand. For Kluck, everything seemed to depend on outflanking the enemy and cutting off his retreat. The outflanking of major enemy forces, which had not succeeded at Mons and Le Cateau, was now to be attempted and accomplished by a superior feat of marching endurance. However, Second Army’s order, which had been brought to Péronne that night by the returning staff officer who had been dispatched to Bülow, indicated that the Generaloberst wanted to refrain from mounting an immediate pursuit on 31 August. Second Army had received orders to hold and rest and to limit itself to bombarding the forts of La Fère. The staff officer added that “the condition of the men after their long, incessant marches and heavy fighting unfortunately did not permit Second Army’s commander to take up a pursuit at all costs.”9 To prevent the distance between the army on its left from growing too great, First Army Headquarters wanted to take this fact into account for its own army as well. Consequently, First Army decided to generally advance in the direction of Soissons via Compiegne–Noyon. Its army order issued at 21:30 summarized First Army’s task as follows: “Our objective is to exploit the success of Second Army. The enemy retreat must be trunctated. A superior feat of marching must be demanded.”

The specific direction of the advance was given as follows. The IX Corps (less 17th Infantry Division) was to move via Guiscard–Quierzy in the direction of Coucy-le-Château while covering toward La Fère. The 17th Infantry Division was to move up in the direction of Chauny from the St. Quentin–Origne Ste. Benoite road. The III Corps was to advance via Lassigny and via Roiglise up to Bailly and Cuts. Both corps were to cross the Oise at 11:00. The IV Corps was to go forward via Davenscourt–Orvillers and via Guerbigny–Roye sur Matz up to east of St. Maur and Mareuil. On 31 August the corps’ cavalry was to take both Oise crossings between Compiegne and Thourotte. The II Corps was to go forward via Moreuil–Grivesnes and via Pierrepont–Montdidier up to Maignelay and Tricot. The IV Reserve Corps was to advance via Amiens into the area of Ailly. Senior Cavalry Commander 2 was to cross the Oise above Compiegne and advance against the French left flank. A radio message at 22:30 gave it the direction of Soissons. Senior Cavalry Commander 1 was requested to collaborate via Noyon at the same time in order to cut off the enemy’s retreat.

The OHL was informed about the situation and of First Army’s intentions in the following message: “First Army pushed the enemy back across the Avre on the 30th. It identified French VII Corps and Moroccan infantry which retreated to the southwest. The army pivoted in the direction of the Oise and will advance on 31st via Compiègne in order to exploit Second Army’s success. In order to cover the Army’s right wing, IV Reserve Corps will move south past Amiens. First Army Headquarters moves to Noyon.”10

Second Army Headquarters was also informed about First Army’s intended movements; for its benefit an addendum was inserted which said that First Army’s collaboration in the attack on the fortress was unnecessary, considering its minimal powers of resistance.

First Army Headquarters’ decision to pivot on the Oise was made without the OHL’s approval: General von Kluck felt he had to take it upon himself to act, given the lack of time. This decision would have serious consequences, for it would force the German wheeling wing toward the south and away from its formerly southwestern direction.

2. The Battle at St. Quentin

The Beginning of the Battle, 28 August

After achieving victory in the hard-fought battles along the Sambre, Bülow’s Second Army pursued the retreating British forces and French Fifth Army (General Lanrezac) in a southwesterly direction.11 Although it failed to meet sustained resistance, the march was a supreme test of endurance that ended with the army along the approximate line La Vallée Mulâtre (9 km south of Le Cateau)–La Capelle (13 kilometres northwest of Hirson) on the evening of 27 August.

The individual units were positioned as follows: VII Corps (with 14th Infantry Division) was placed at La Vallée Mulâtre; 13th Infantry Division—which had been reassigned to the fortress of Maubeuge on the morning of 27 August and had provisionally left 26th Infantry Brigade and a field artillery detachment behind—was moved up to Maroilles with the rest of its forces; X Reserve Corps was positioned with 2nd Guard Reserve Division at Wassigny and 19th Reserve Division at Étreux (during the course of the day both these divisions had to overcome weak enemy resistance at Fesmy and Bergues; then 19th Reserve Division had to make a grinding march to its objective at Étreux, which included a spirited action that cost the British 300 dead and wounded as well as 700 prisoners and 2 guns); X Corps with 19th Infantry Division was placed at La Neuville and with 20th Infantry Division at Leschelle; the Guard Corps with 1st Guard Infantry Division was placed at Buironfosse and La Capelle and with the 2nd at Sommeron and Clairfontaine; 1st Cavalry Corps (Garde and 5th Cavalry Divisions) was positioned in the area Fesmy–Le Sart–Le Groise. Second Army Headquarters had been moved to Avesnes.

The enemy’s location was known only insofar as it was understood that the British were retreating in the general direction of St. Quentin. French Fifth Army was assumed to be south of the Oise in the direction of Guise–Hirson. As things stood, pursuing the British became the primary responsibility of the army neighbouring Bülow on the right. Due to a lack of sufficient reconnaissance, it was difficult to make reliable judgments about the enemy’s situation. Thus, it remained an open question whether the French would organize a renewed resistance across the Oise or continue their retreat, perhaps under cover of strong rearguards. A message received at 10:00 by army headquarters from the Guard Corps indicated only that the forward German elements at Froidestrées had received artillery fire from the direction of Etréaupont. The message continued that according to information from local inhabitants, “strong French forces of all kinds were occupying the heights south of the Oise between Entre deux Bois and the area of Etréaupont” plus Autreppe.12 In any event, General von Bülow expected that his troops would have to fight for the Oise sector. Here the attack would require careful reconnaissance combined with a systematic deployment of forces. Therefore, he planned to position his army on 28 August by moving its right wing (14th Infantry Division and X Reserve Corps) up to the line Fresnoy le Grand–Seboncourt–Le-Petit-Verly and to let it rest there, limiting its operations to reconnaissance in the direction of the Oise. This day of rest was also welcomed by Third Army—on the left—because it would give it the opportunity to reconnect and establish closer cooperation with Second Army (Third Army had planned to reach the Sormonne sector at Auvillers with its right wing on 27 August). At 18:45 the appropriate request was dispatched to General von Hausen.

Late on the evening of 27 August, these directions had to be modified when it turned out that both neighbouring armies wanted to continue their advance in deviating directions: First Army from the line Combles–Brancourt toward the west against the Somme; Third Army (following an urgent request by Fourth Army, which was engaged in fighting south of Sedan) in a southeasterly direction via Signy l’Abbaye–Thin le Moutier towards Le Chesne–Chémery.

As a result, continued cooperation with Third Army became impractical. Due to the great distance and tactical realities, a simultaneous request by Third Army that Bülow protect its rear could not be accommodated. Consequently, Bülow assigned particular weight to maintaining the connection with First Army, which was already deeply echeloned in front. As as result, the army order issued at 23:00 gave the troops of Second Army the following two assignments: support of First Army’s advance by VII Corps, X Reserve Corps, and Senior Cavalry Commander 1; and the redeployment of X Corps and the Guard Corps to protect against the enemy on the Oise. The VII Corps was to march “as soon as possible” toward St. Quentin via Bohain–Fresnoy le Grand; X Reserve Corps was to move in two columns on Etaves and Le Petit-Verly. Senior Cavalry Commander 1 was to start out early enough to have crossed the Vaux Andigny–Étreux railway with all his combat units at 08:00. Then it would become his job to envelop the British from the south by advancing between VII Corps and the Oise “going around St. Quentin towards the south and if possible confronting the enemy in concert with Senior Cavalry Commander 2 on 29 August.” The Army’s left wing was to be deployed north of Iron Creek, with X Corps between the villages of Iron and Leschelle and the Guard Corps deeply echeloned to the left from the Leschelle to Buironfosse. The army commander reserved the decision to cross the creek, making it subject to his explicit order. He apparently intended to prevent the recurrence of events similar to those that had taken place when Second Army units arbitrarily crossed the Sambre during the lead-in to the battle at Namur.

The morning of 28 August revealed a totally different situation. A radio message received from Third Army at 05:20 indicated that, contrary to its previously declared intentions and following the OHL’s orders on 28 August, it would continue to advance with its right wing in a southwesterly direction toward Rumigny. Thus future collaboration became possible. On the morning before Second Army Headquarters moved from Avesnes to Étreux, an important aerial reconnaissance report brought clarity to the situation in the Oise sector. As the pilot had observed only minimal enemy forces on his flight during the evening of 27 August, he assumed that only weak rearguards remained in the Oise sector. He also noted that the bridges between Guise and Étréaupont were intact. This new information caused Bülow to abandon his plan to redeploy his two left-wing corps there, permitting them to instead gain ground toward the south across the Oise so as to remedy the unwelcome separation between the flanks of both armies as soon as possible. The orders, which were composed at 09:00 at Oisy’s southern exit during the transfer to Étreux, instructed X Corps to advance via Guise and Flavigny le Grand on Courjumelles and Landifay; the Guard Corps was to move up via Wiège on Sains (the column on the right flank at its own discretion). Concurrently, X Reserve Corps was given additional marching objectives: Fonsomme for 2nd Guard Reserve Division, and Montigny Carotte for 19th Reserve Division.

It appeared at army headquarters that the enemy did not intend to defend the Oise sector with vigour; from this, it logically followed that they would instead attempt to evade a further German pursuit with an accelerated retreat. Accordingly, the continuation of the pursuit regained priority in Bülow’s considerations. To this end, soon after noon pertinent orders were dispatched from the new army headquarters at Étreux. The VII Corps was to acquire Fluquières via St. Quentin that same day and use its advanced elements to take the Somme crossing at Ham. The X Reserve Corps was to continue its advance beyond the villages that had already been designated by the order of 09:00, moving up to Grand Seraucourt and Urvillers while also taking the canal crossing at St. Simon with its own forward troops. Provided that the Oise crossing was accomplished without difficulties, X Corps was to advance up to the Ribemont–La Ferté Chevresis road. It was thought that the small fortress at La Fère should be allowed to delay the pursuit operation as little as possible. If a demand for its surrender were rejected, following a brief bombardment its expedited capture would be assigned to one division from each of X Corps and X Reserve Corps.

At 14:00, a First Army signals officer arrived in Étreux carrying written orders from General von Kuhl that shed light on the way in which the army on the right viewed the operational situation. According to Kuhl’s orders, First Army intended to reach the Somme line Corbie–Nesle by advancing with its left flank (IX Corps) via Béthancourt. First Army’s Chief of Staff believed that it was pointless to continue pursuing the main British forces in a southwesterly direction, contending instead that First Army should envelop the French Army’s left wing, which was assumed to be either in retreat across the Aisne heading toward the line Reims–Laon–La Fère or already in defensive positions. He recognized that it was necessary to maintain close operational cooperation between First and Second Armies. To this end, and in order to achieve the most promising flanking manoeuvre toward the south, he proposed that not only the entire First Army but also the Second’s right flank should pivot toward the Oise. Kuhl proposed that First Army head for the line Compiègne–Noyon while Second Amy’s right flank drove toward Quierzy–Chauny. Bülow and his Chief of Staff, General von Lauenstein, felt that for the time being they would have to hold off making such a serious change to the operational strategy. This was all the more relevant as the orders issued just a short time before had already actively considered the possibility of making just such a pivoting movement as had been envisaged by First Army Headquarters.

In the event, some of Second Army’s movements on 28 August unfolded in an entirely different manner than had been anticipated.

Following the order that had been issued on the evening of 27 August to move to the front of the army’s advance, I Cavalry Corps, commanded by General von Richthofen, had started out on its march early in the morning with the Guard Cavalry Division advancing via Wassigny–Bohain–Etaves on Homblières and 5th Cavalry Division via Hannappes–Fieulaine on Thenelles. As it continued its movement in the afternoon to the south via Homblières, the Guard Cavalry Division, under General von Storch, was held up by British cavalry and machine guns at Urvillers and harassed by unorganized individual forays by a number of French Territorial battalions.13 Thar evening, after breaking this resistance and removing dangers to the army’s flank, the division went to rest south of St. Quentin in the area of Grand Seraucourt–Essigny le Grand–Urvillers–Grugies. The 5th Cavalry Division, General von Ilsemann commanding, had already joined the battle with its artillery against a recognized field position at Bernot on the Oise, but later broke off the attack when the enemy deployed superior artillery. Nevertheless, the enemy’s actions were not allowed to delay its progress; it closed up with the Guard Cavalry Division via Homblières and that night went into quarters in Itancourt and Urvillers. A particular problem, not only at Second Army but also along the entire front, was providing forage for the huge masses of cavalry horses. The supply of horse feed was insufficient and often stopped entirely. There was nothing to do but feed the hungry animals with sheaves from the fields. The quality of their shoes also suffered a great deal from the daily demands of their marches.

At noon, VII Corps’ 14th Infantry Division, Generalleutnant Fleck commanding, found its route of advance to St. Quentin blocked at Lesdins on the Somme Canal by what appeared to be British rearguards.14 During the afternoon, the division deployed for the attack, after which the resistance was easily broken. The enemy retreated in a southwesterly direction, and it was assumed that they had gone to the other side of the Somme and the Crozat Canal. The 14th Infantry Division followed them only as far as St. Quentin, where it captured a number of French Territorials in the process of being mobilized. Later that evening, an infantry regiment was advanced to Roupy and Fluquières. During the night, at Ham, a bicycle detachment took the Somme bridge, which was still intact. After exhausting marches, the advance elements of 13th Infantry Division under General von dem Borne (but lacking the units that it had left behind at Maugeuge) reached Bohain.

The numerous orders issued by army headquarters on the afternoon of 28 August exacted extraordinary privations on X Reserve Corps. Despite the heat and dust, they were not provided with appropriate periods of rest. Not until the early hours of 29 August did both divisions reach their marching objectives: Grand Seraucourt for 2nd Guard Division, Urvillers for 19th Reserve Division. In the meantime, both had been occupied by elements of the Cavalry Corps. At 05:00 a small mixed detachment took the canal crossing at St. Simon without a fight. The commanding general, General der Infantrie Graf von Kirchbach, found himself confronted with a difficult tactical decision: soon after 14:00, X Corps adjoining to the left reported that it was engaged in fighting what seemed to be superior enemy forces for the Oise crossings at Guise and Flavigny. Its commander sent a message, which read in part: “It would be appreciated if X Reserve Corps would send mixed detachments via Longchamps and Noyal to south of Guise in order to take the crossings and cut off the occupiers.” Kirchbach, however, assumed that the corps on his left had encountered resistance from weak enemy rearguards and reckoned that it ought to be able to quickly overcome the obstacle on its own. Thus, in consideration of the army order that directed him to continue his march in a southwesterly direction, he turned down X Corps’ request for assistance. Unfortunately, the cavalry reconnaissance of the sector opposite the Oise that had been explicitly directed by army headquarters’ order issued at 09:00 had not taken place.

At 11:00, X Corps moved out of its early-morning deployment area north of Iron Creek in two columns, with 19th Infantry Division, commanded by Generalleutnant Hofmann, moving on Guise, and 20th, commanded by Generalleutnant Schmundt, advancing toward Flavigny le Grand. It very quickly became evident that the enemy occupied the Oise crossings as well as the river’s opposite bank. The commander of 19th Infantry Division, General der Infantrie von Emmich, who had rushed to join the advance elements, believed that his troops were dealing with weak enemy forces. Accordingly, at 13:30 he ordered an immediate assault on Guise.15 Against all expectations, it was met by stubborn and well-directed resistance. The German infantry were unable to taken the bridges at Guise until 17:00 and only then after ferocious house-to-house fighting through the village itself. The heights located close by to the south were occupied just in time to repel a counterattack by enemy forces brought forward on both sides of the Guise–le Hérie–La Viéville road. The main body of infantry were gradually drawn into the more forward elements, which led to a fire fight. A few field batteries went into firing positions behind the line of skirmishers while the main field artillery and heavy artillery batteries fired for effect out of the sector Lesquielles St. Germain. Toward evening, when there were clear indications of the enemy’s retreat, the Hannoveraner and Oldenburger on the left flank and in the centre of the German skirmish line mounted an assault on their own initiative. As it turned out, there was no need for hand-to-hand combat, for by that point the badly shaken French infantry were retreating along the entire line. During the night the victors entrenched themselves in the positions they had captured.

The fighting that developed at almost the same time on 20th Infantry Division’s front to the left took on an entirely different character. Soon after 14:00, its advance units succeeded in crossing the Oise at Flavigny le Grand almost unopposed. However, in the village itself and immediately to the east of it, it was quickly exposed to strong French artillery fire and, unfortunately, later on also German fire emanating from the Guard Corps’ batteries. On the orders of the divisional commander, a further advance toward the railway embankment south of Flavigny and Beaurain was abandoned. A number of German batteries that had positioned themselves on the open heights south of Villers les Guise suffered serious casualties from French artillery fire originating from unknown positions. In the absence of any knowledge of the enemy’s strength and deployment, when a Hussar patrol reported the development of a possible counterattack, the divisional commander decided to deploy only his main forces north of the Oise. At 16:00 he requested flanking support from 1st Guard Infantry Division, which was then advancing on Monceau on the left. As the enemy abstained from attacking in isolation, the forward infantry elements on the southern bank were spared a serious crisis. The order issued to 20th Division by General von Emmich around 20:00 that called for units “to immediately occupy the southern bank of the Oise” had already been anticipated by the infantry, and the bulk of the men advanced on their own initiative via Flavigny le Petit to establish contact with 19th Division’s left flank. However, since the enemy was already retreating, they did not share in the battle’s victorious outcome.

The Guard Corps crossed its line of departure from its staging area north of the Iron at 13:00; a three- to four-hour march to the Oise followed. Its right column, made up of 1st Guard Infantry Division under General von Hutier, met resistance at Monceau and got involved in an extended fight for that sector of the river. Ultimately, it was unable to comply with 20th Infantry Division’s commander’s request for flanking support in making the crossing. A reinforced advance unit had taken the crossing at Monceau with an audacious assault relatively quickly and easily; however, the afternoon hours were spent getting the troops across a makeshift-repaired bridge and fighting for the villages of Faty and Wiège to the south. Not until 19:30 was 1st Guard Infantry Brigade able to depart in a westerly direction toward Beaurain. Then it immediately turned south toward Colonfay, at the orders of its commander, General der Infantrie Freiherr von Plettenberg, who assumed that the adjoining corps on the right had already been advancing on the opposite side of the Oise. To avoid fighting at night for the occupied village, the brigade went into bivouac around Wiège. In the meantime, 2nd Guard Infantry Brigade had crossed the Oise in a number of places in the sector of Malzy and also in part at Chigny without meeting any serious resistance. It spent the night at Romery and Proizy.

The 2nd Guard Infantry Division, General von Winckler commanding, had been tasked with protecting the army’s left flank and was ordered to advance via Buironfosse on Englancourt by the army’s commanding general. Since reports from cavalry reconnaissance suggested that the enemy might resist in the Oise sector, at 16:00 the division deployed against Englancourt and Erloy. Not until everyone was certain that no major enemy forces were present were infantry units moved across the lightly barricaded bridges, marching as far as Marly and Autreppe on the opposite bank. The division then went into resting quarters in the villages on the north bank, in line with its mission to protect the army’s flank.

On 28 August, hazy weather prevented aerial reconnaissance. The reconnaissance missions conducted by the Cavalry Corps and X Reserve Corps Cavalry revealed little about the situation in the sector south and east of the bend in the Oise. That evening, given how the situation had unfolded, the officers at Second Army Headquarters could be satisfied with the day’s progress. The army’s right wing continued to pursue the enemy, who apparently was retreating across the Somme and the Crozat Canal. Nevertheless, it was difficult to assess whether the ambitious goals for the day’s marches could actually be achieved. It was assumed that the army’s left wing was successfully advancing south across the Oise. A message from X Corps Headquarters arrived at headquarters in Étreux at 16:30 (it had been dispatched from Iron at 15:45). It reported that fighting had taken place, but it did not raise doubts that the corps would reach its marching goals for the day. The message read in part: “Battling enemy infantry held the wooded slopes on the southern bank; the 19th Infantry Division took the Oise Bridge at Guise at 15:15. The 20th Infantry Division is still fighting for the crossing at Flavigny. Headquarters requests an assault plan for La Fère. Headquarters requests that the attack against the fortresses of La Fère be put under one command. It is expected that the assigned new marching objectives Ribemont–Chevresis will be reached by 21:00.” Army Headquarters had no way of knowing that this report actually was anticipating events and indeed expressed intentions that were no longer achievable.

The army’s report to the OHL read: “Enemy feebly resisted VII and X Reserve Corps. British rearguards and the French XVIII Corps put up a strong resistance along the line Guise–Origny.16 Today, on 28 August: VII will reach Dallon, X Reserve Corps Itancourt, X Corps Pleine Selve, Guard Sains Richaumont.” Considering the OHL’s ignorance about the actual course of events on the army’s left flank, it is understandable that all at the OHL focused on continuing the advance in the same direction and especially on the rapid seizure of the fortress at La Fère. Thus, the army order issued at 19:00 summarized the mission for the following day in a single sentence: “By initiating the attack on La Fère, Second Army will seize the line Ham–Crécy.”

The VII Corps and the division on X Reserve Corps’s right wing (2nd Guard Reserve Division) were again tasked with taking the crossings at Ham and St. Simon. The same army order only provided deployment instructions for the other units. Accordingly, X Reserve Corps’ left division (19th Reserve) reinforced by the VII Corps’ and X Reserve Corps’ heavy artillery in the area of Essigny le Grand, X Corps’ right division (19th Infantry Division) reinforced by the heavy artillery of X Corps, and the Guard Corps in the area south of Villers le Sec were to be ready to attack La Fère’s northern front at 11:00. Artillery placements were to be scouted. The army commander hoped to see the commanders of both assault divisions with their artillery brigade commanders in Esigny le Grand at 11:30. The X Corps’ left division (20th Infantry Division) was to be staged at Parpeville while both the Guard Corps divisions were deployed at Faucouzy and Marfontaine. Army headquarters would remain in Étreux. At 19:30, Senior Cavalry Commander 1 received the following order by radio: “Cross the Somme in order to reconnoiter in the direction of Compiègne–Laon.” At the same time, Third Army Headquarters was informed that Second Army’s left wing would reach Crécy on 29 August. Information about Third Army’s intentions—specifically in which direction its right flank would proceed from Rumigny—was unavailable. First Army Headquarters reported that it had forced the crossing of the Somme along the Cléry–St. Christ road and that it intended to advance to the Villers Bretonneux–Nesly railway.

A message from X Corps Headquarters, dispatched at 15:30 from the sector of Lesquielles St. Germain but for unknown reasons received only at 21:30, failed to indicate the difficulties and delays that this corps had faced during its battle for the Oise crossings. It read: “X Corps encountered resistance on the heights south of Guise and Flavigny. Attack is proceeding. Heights will not be captured by the corps prior to 18:00. Corps will reach the line Origny Ste. Benoite–Courjumelles–Landifay on the day. Expected headquarters Audigny.” Even though this message indicated that X Corps could not be expected to reach its original marching objectives along the Ribemont–La Ferté Chevresis road, army headquarters saw no reason to amend the orders it had already issued. The OHL’s General Instructions regarding ongoing operations, which were delivered by an OHL staff officer and which had ordered Second Army to advance past the line La Fère–Laon toward Paris, seemed consistent with Second Army Headquarters’ assessment of the situation and its intentions. The following was transmitted to the OHL in Coblenz: “On the 29th, Second Army will take the line Ham–Marfontaine and initiate the assault on La Fère.” In a private letter, Second Army’s Chief of Staff, Generalleutnant von Lauenstein, wrote: “We are very satisfied that everything conforms to our own understanding.” For that reason, Second Army Headquarters was entirely caught off guard when the battle developed the following day.

The Battle on the Right German Flank on 29 August

On the morning of 29 August, as ordered, the army’s right flank began moving in a general southwesterly direction toward the Somme and the Crozat Canal. At I Cavalry Corps, the Guard Cavalry Division moved from Seraucourt in the direction of Ham; 5th Cavalry Division set out from Essigny le Grand toward St. Simon at 06:00. At VII Corps, 14th Division moved from Roupy toward Ham beginning at 07:30. The 13th Division followed at a considerable distance to the rear from Bohain toward St. Quentin.

Considering the extraordinarily stressful marching the troops of X Reserve Corps had undertaken, this formation was allocated later departure times. Consequently, 2nd Guard Reserve Division, General der Infantrie Freiherr von Süßkind commanding, did not depart Seraucourt-le-Grand for St. Simon until 10:00. The 19th Reserve Division, Generalleutnant von Bahrfeldt commanding, was supposed to be staged as ordered at 11:00 at Essigny le Grand. The division was in the process of assembling its units in peacetime order at Essigny le Grand from relatively widespread quarters in the villages of Urvillers, Itancourt, Marcy, Homblières, Mesnil, and Neuville St. Amand when elements marching through Mesnil, along with those preparing to march, were caught unawares by French infantry attacking from the southeast and east while enemy artillery simultaneously opened fire upon the village. There had been no reconnaissance toward the Oise, or on its far bank, since X Corps was assumed to be marching abreast. After the early morning fog dissipated, the remaining haze that lingered on the ground made it difficult to gain an overview of the situation. The troops retained their composure under fire, while their commanders—chief among them Oberst Bauer, commander of Reserve Infantry Regiment 78—quickly and judiciously reacted to the situation. In so doing, despite all the confusion, they managed not only to prevent the panic that such an assault could have created, but also to form a front east of Mesnil to resist any further enemy advances. Still, attempts to gain ground through immediate counterattacks were soon stopped. It quickly became apparent that vastly numerically superior French forces were advancing with excellent artillery support on a wide front in the general direction of St. Quentin in the Oise sector Moy–Sissy. Facing them, the already weak 19th Reserve Division separated into several groups at Essigny le Grand, Itancourt, and Mesnil. They initially began fighting without coherent leadership and lacking artillery support; this resulted in serious difficulties. An enemy envelopment on the right flank at Essigny le Grand from the direction of Benay was fought off with a determined counterattack; even so, there was a continuous threat that the thin German defensive line would be breached in the centre. The enemy was able to threaten such an attack because he had gained a foothold in the unoccupied village of Urvillers at the outset of the fighting. Nevertheless, repeated enemy attempts failed due to the Westphalia and Brunswick infantry’s steadfastness, along with splendid artillery support from field artillery and two heavy batteries that had been brought up to Grugies. Not until the afternoon did the intervention of neighbouring units finally bring noticeable relief for 19th Reserve Division. The commander of X Reserve Corps, General von Kirchbach, who had already witnessed the ambush at Mesnil while travelling with his staff from Homblières to Urvillers, and who had moved into the area of Seraucourt le Grand as a result, had understood 19th Reserve Division’s precarious situation, and at noon, he had ordered 2nd Guard Reserve Division to the field of battle. At 12:10, after it had been ordered to hold on to the river crossing, the division staged its main forces east of Seraucourt le Grand and placed weaker elements east of Artemps in order to intervene in 19th Reserve Division’s battle. It was about to deploy its forward element across the canal crossing at St. Simon, which had already been taken in the early morning, with the intention of attacking in a southerly direction towards Annois–Flavy–Le Martel, where a weak enemy detachment had been reported. However, at 13:30, before it was able to complete the retrograde movement necessary to restage its forces, corps headquarters ordered the division to “proceed with its left flank through Essigny le Grand to attack the enemy’s left flank.”

At 12:30, Kirchbach had asked for support from VII Corps Headquarters, which was co-located with 14th Division Headquarters. By this time, superseding the army order, elements of 14th Division had crossed the Somme at Ham to the river’s south bank in order to support the Guard Cavalry Division, which had encountered—and was now fighting—British cavalry and artillery north of Guiscard while advancing south via Golancourt. General von Einem felt that Second Army’s pursuit operation, which was proceeding toward the southwest, where his 14th Division’s close contact with First Army was of primary importance, should not be disrupted. Since, furthermore, the divisions of the neighbouring corps had arrived on the field of battle very late because of the distance involved, he declined the request for assistance.

Soon after 14:00, General von Kirchbach’s urgent request for intervention via Clastres–Hinacourt was also directed at 5th Cavalry Division on its march toward St. Simon. This division had already staged at Artemps, having heard the sound of battle to its rear. Since the divisional commander incorrectly believed that the sound of battle at 19th Reserve Division was abating, he decided to continue marching in the original direction toward St. Simon and endeavour to reach the area south of La Fère as soon as possible in order to approach the enemy’s rear from there.

Consequently, 19th Reserve Division had to depend solely on 2nd Guard Reserve Division on its southern flank.17 German heavy artillery forced the enemy to evacuate Urvillers even before the infantry was able to join the fight. Caught up in the excitement of their advancing skirmish lines, Kirchbach and his staff preceded their own troops into the village and were subjected to the fire of French stragglers. The commander and his Chief of Staff were wounded.18 The 19th Reserve Division’s right flank also took the initiative, attacking from Essigny le Grand toward Benay and taking the enemy position at 16:00. Elements of 2nd Guard Reserve Division also intervened, launching an enveloping attack via Hinacourt while at the same time reinforcing 19th Reserve Division’s skirmish line at Benay. The battle on this flank ended in an indisputable German victory at 18:00. French infantry withdrew the east and southeast, toward and across the Oise.

In the meantime, 19th Reserve Division had also received support on its northern flank—where it was most required—owing to the immediate intervention of the army commander himself. After going to Homblières, General von Bülow was travelling from Étreux to St. Quentin when he heard cannon fire from the southeast. He then realized with surprise that instead of staging for an attack on La Fère, strong enemy forces had attacked X Reserve Corps’ flank from the direction of the Oise. Before he could fully evaluate this turn of events, the army commander was surprised again by the distant sound of battle on the far bank of the Oise, where, apparently, the enemy was hampering the advance of X Corps and the Guard Corps. Some time passed before the solution to the mystery came in the form of two messages from General von Emmich, which arrived almost simultaneously between 12:30 and 13:00. The first, dispatched at 08:35 from the area south of Guise, reported: “19th Infantry Division crossed the start line at 06:20 from the heights north of Guise for its advance on Villers-le-Sec, but was checked as it fought with stragglers in the morning fog. It took approximately six guns and 100 prisoners.19 The 20th Infantry Division stepped off from Flavigny le Grand at 07:30 and met with strong resistance at Audigny, resistance that remains unbroken.” Emmich’s second message, dispatched at 10:45, reported: “20th Division was vigorously attacked on its flank while advancing on Audigny and is now involved in a serious fight in the area of Audigny. Thus, it was necessary to order 19th Division to intervene in an easterly direction from the Guise–Jonqueuse road.” According to a third message, 20th Division “was still fighting towards Audigny at 11:30. After it has cleared the enemy infantry north and south of Jonqueuse, 19th Division intervened in the battle, sallying out from Jonqueuse north and south of Bertaignemont Wood in a southeasterly direction. Apparantly, the enemy still occupied Mont d’Origny. The defeated enemy withdrew in this direction.” For the time being, no information was available about the Guard Corps.

The surprising turn of events—which amounted to a total change in the overall situation—convinced the army commander that Second Army had been struck by a French counterattack and that it was now fighting in two separated groups: one on this side of the Oise, with its front toward the southeast and east, and the other on the far side of the river, facing south. In a way, this could be seen as positive, because a German counterattack on both flanks might encircle the French attackers; yet on the other hand, the possibility that the enemy might exploit the 15-kilometre-wide gap that had opened between the interior flanks could not be ignored. General von Bülow believed that preventing this danger was his primary task. At 12:45, 13th Division, which was still en route from Bohain to St. Quentin, received the following message: “X Reserve Corps entered the battle together with 19th Reserve Division against the enemy attacking from the general line La Cour–Regny from the south and southeast.20 The 13th Division must immediately pivot towards the east and stage at my disposal in several columns northeast of Marcy. VII Corps headquarters is to be informed.” The 13th Division received this order just after it had resumed its march after several hours of rest and with its advance elements passing through St. Quentin. At 13:30, it immediately turned onto the road toward Homblières, which was itself already jammed with 19th Reserve Division’s baggage train.

The next hours shed more light on the battle’s progress for Bülow. It appeared that 19th Reserve Division’s left flank was barely holding against an attack by superior forces in the area east of Mesnil. There was also no question that X Corps and the Guard Corps had run into the stubborn resistance of an enemy estimated to be at least three corps on the opposite side of the Oise, which had essentially halted their advance. Meanwhile, a report from General von Emmich, received at 13:30, indicated that X Corps’ right flank was assumed to be in the area north of Mont d’Origny, after a slowly progressing battle; therefore, the threat of French exploitation between the two army flanks appeared to be averted. No reliable information was received about the status of the Guard Corps. Based on a report from 1st Guard Infantry Division’s commander, which had been sent to the Guard Corps Headquarters before the commencement of battle and received at 14:15, it was assumed that French X Corps—which had been reported as advancing from the southeast via Voulpaix and Bouleaux—had joined battle with the Guard Corps. Concerned about the uncertain situation at the army’s extreme left flank, Bülow wired Third Army Headquarters shortly after 13:00, noting that “Second Army’s left flank is engaged in a serious battle on the line Guise–Étréaupont and a speedy intervention by Third Army in the direction of Vervins would be very much appreciated.” However, it quickly became clear that Third Army was in no position to help, as evidenced by a message from Third to Fourth Army indicating that “it was involved in a battle at Novion-Porcien and southeast of Thin.”

In this situation, General von Bülow acted decisively. In addition to the presently weak 13th Division,21 he summoned into battle the distant 14th Division, the bulk of which was not yet expected at Ham on the Somme but rather in the area of Roupy. Along with an explanation of the present situation, the following order was dispatched at 14:50 to VII Corps Headquarters: “the 14th Division is immediately to be pulled up to the 13th.” The army commander intended to extricate 13th Division, as much as possible, from its involvement in 19th Reserve Division’s fight and to bring it from Marcy across the Oise in the Sissy–Thenelles sector so that it could “attack the left flank of the enemy facing X Corps.”22 However, the army commander’s verbal orders to the divisional commander, General von dem Borne, given at Homblières, were thwarted when 19th Reserve Division’s left flank suffered a reverse.

Around 15:00, the enemy made a strong thrust that forced the thin German skirmish line, which was fighting without reserves to its rear, to withdraw into the area north of Mesnil. The commander of 25th Infantry Brigade, Generalmajor von Unruh, immediately ordered the forward regiment located at Homblières—which was then advancing from St. Quentin toward Marcy—to pivot southwards toward 19th Reserve Division’s field of battle. Simultaneously, some of this forward regiment’s rearward elements, which were enveloping north of Homblières, pivoted somewhat to the south, but generally maintained their direction toward Marcy. A few field batteries positioned on the heights west of the village provided splendid support to the Westphalian infantry’s vigorous attack, which not only stabilized 19th Reserve Division’s teetering front but also soon got it to advance again, throwing the enemy back to his start line. However, since the French had extended their right flank north past Regny, and their artillery intervened from the opposite bank of the Oise, even considering the deployment of the weak 13th Division, the hoped for decisive success eluded the army commander.

Around 18:30, the enemy’s retrograde movements were detected, culminating in the enemy’s withdrawal to the opposite side of the river. The 19th Reserve Division and 13th Division immediately resumed their attacks, which were met everywhere with tenacious and skillful resistance. After darkness the enemy relinquished the western bank along the entire line. The three German divisions spent the night on the contested ground. After bearing the brunt of the battle and suffering most of the casualties, 19th Reserve Division marshalled its badly mixed-up units.

At 14:50, von Bülow ordered 14th Division to return to the field of battle from the Somme sector, but this march did not occur. The commanding general, General von Einem, had received the march order at 15:45, but it had come at a time when most of his 14th Division had already crossed the Somme at Ham and some of its elements had successfully intervened in the Guard Cavalry Division’s battle north of Guiscard. Because the immediate execution of the order would force the exhausted troops to undergo a renewed long march, and since they would not reach the battleground before dark, he decided to let 14th Division rest in the villages on both sides of the Ham–Guiscard road with its advance elements in Flavy-le-Meldeux and Plessis. In doing so, Einem believed he might be able to manoeuvre 14th Division to take the enemy from the rear with a delayed advance into the area of La Fère, an action that might decide the battle. A staff officer was dispatched to army headquarters to explain why he had failed to obey the order.

After 14th Division was no longer required to support the Guard Cavalry Division, which itself had stopped pursuing the British—who had withdrawn toward the south, on and past Guiscard—they took their exhausted horses and went into quarters at Libermont–Flavy-le-Merdeux and farther north. The 5th Cavalry Division made it via St. Simon only as far as Cugny without encountering the enemy. Consequently, on this day, the cavalry corps was unable to comply with Bülow’s order to reconnoitre in the direction of Compiègne–Laon.

The Battle on the Left German Flank on 29 August

The 19th Reserve Division had managed to extricate itself with heroic steadfastness from an extremely difficult and dangerous situation, with the energetic support of reinforcements from 2nd Guard Reserve Division and 13th Division; it had also brought the battle to a promising preliminary conclusion for its continuation the following day. However, the army’s left flank was facing an equally difficult task on a distant battleground. Although enemy contact with X Corps and the Guard Corps on the previous day had eliminated the danger of surprise that had negatively affected the right flank’s conduct of the battle, the early morning dense fog covering the Oise valley created major uncertainties regarding the enemy’s whereabouts and strength. Consequently, as the day wore on, in many places the German attacks unexpectedly met with a steadily growing French numeric superiority. Furthermore, this superiority was expressed in the rather more belligerent nature of French engagements than those conducted west of the Oise.

At 05:00, General von Emmich, commanding X Corps, ordered 19th Division to advance via Jonqueuse–Courjumelles toward Villers-le-Sec and 20th Division to advance via Audigny–Landifay toward Parpeville. The 19th Division was to be staged in battle formation at 05:30. A French forward company in the village of Jonqueuse was defeated after a brief hand-to-hand skirmish. When the fog lifted, the enemy occupiers of Macquigny suffered the same fate under pressure from German artillery and machine-gun fire. The surprised enemy retreated toward Mont d’Origny. Because the resulting French artillery fire seemed to come from numerous batteries to the south, a strong enemy presence was assumed. An intense artillery battle now ensued that soon engaged heavy artillery on both sides. Because of this, the divisional commander, Generalleutnant Hofmann, halted the advance in this direction. Meanwhile, General von Emmich believed that 20th Division on the left required immediate support from elements of the 19th, so he ordered Hofmann to execute a relief thrust in an easterly direction from Jonqueuse.

During the night and early morning, 20th Division had advanced the remainder of its infantry and elements of its artillery to the east bank of the Oise at Guise and Flavigny; but due to the prevailing fog and uncertainty about the enemy’s location, it delayed its advance there. At 08:45, the village of Audigny, strongly occupied with enemy troops and located immediately forward of the front line, was taken with an audacious attack by Hildesheimer23 Infantry and held against weak counterattacks.24 This action did not come to the attention of the senior commanders in time. While unclear and partly incorrect reports from the units and reconnaissance patrols caused the division and corps commanding generals to believe that a vigorous French attack from the south was in progress, the aggressive and independent actions of a few impetuous subordinate front-line commanders very soon gave the battle an unintended profile. Division headquarters became unable to coherently conduct the battle—an ability not re-established for the rest of the day. Around 11:00, the Brunswick Infantry took Clanlieu without a fight. However, the independent advance of two battalions of Infantry Regiment 77 met with considerably tougher resistance west of the village on both sides of the road Guise–Le Hérie-la-Viéville. Almost entirely without their own artillery support, these troops suffered heavy casualties while the fighting resources of the division’s non-deployed main forces remained almost inactive. Thanks to the intervention of elements of 19th Division, which were extending their right flank around the forest of Bertaignemont, and a field artillery regiment that had moved into the area south of Louvry around noon, this weak combat unit’s assault was brought forward across the Bertaignemont–Clanlieu road. An isolated reversal pushed the centre of this thin skirmish line back. This line held without serious consequences, but then owing to the lack of ammunition and numerous casualties, especially among the officers, the situation turned extremely precarious. The general had ordered both his divisions to continue the attack in a southern and southwesterly direction as early as 15:40. Due to misunderstandings and friction, 20th Division did not comply. Only the small group of heroic troops, fighting a bitter fight on the Marler Road, braced itself in late afternoon, summoned its last energy, and advanced on Brétagne. It folded under the weight of the enemy’s overwhelming artillery fire. A French breakthrough attempt on the Brétagne–Guise road after dark also collapsed under the defensive fire of the small group, which had been reduced just to Hannoverian Infantry.

In the meantime, at 15:00, 19th Division’s main forces crossed their start line from their staging area at Jonqueuse to attack in the direction of Mont d’Origny. A relief thrust by French African regiments via Bertaignemont against the German’s lightly protected left flank quickly stalled under the fire of light and heavy German batteries. In hour-long, foot-by-foot fighting—which included temporary local reversals—infantry from Oldenburg and Lower Saxony battled its way to the tenaciously defended enemy positions. As darkness fell, the French defenders finally evaded the inevitable hand-to-hand combat through a hurried withdrawal to the south.

The Prussian Guards on Second Army’s left flank faced a possibly even more severe test. General Baron von Plettenberg issued their orders on the evening of 28 August. These called for the continuation of the advance but were based on the incorrect presumption that “the enemy is continuing to withdraw” and concluded that “the Guard Corps should continue the pursuit.” The possibility of a serious fight was still acknowledged. Therefore, 1st Guard Infantry Division was to march in strong echelons to the left past Colonfay and Le Sourd into its ordered staging area at Faucouzy; 2nd Guard Infantry Division, after crossing the Oise past Féronval–La Vallée and via Haution–Voulpaix, was to take the area of Marfontaine. Because there was some concern that strong French cavalry forces threatened the army’s extreme left flank, a strong echelon formation of 2nd Guard Infantry Division to the left rear was ordered as well.

The morning fog brought surprises for the Guard Corps as well. French cavalry and bicyclists launched an early-morning surprise attack at Rue Guthia on the corps’ signals detachment. These French troops had earlier unknowingly passed the German advance guards, and their attack demonstrated for the commanding general, who was positioned close to the fight, that the enemy was still deployed close to the front of his corps in unknown strength.

Almost everywhere, the Guards’ advance was met with stubborn resistance. The 1st Guard Infantry Division’s attack, pressed forward on a wide front, was directed against the French position extending from the railway east of Puisieux, past Colonfay, up to the heights north of Lemé. West of Colonfay, on the right flank of 1st Guard Infantry Brigade, Foot Guards Regiment 3 succeeded in fighting its way to the edge of the medium guns’ effective range and established its fire superiority over the French infantry through non-stop attacks, without artillery support—which had yet to redeploy—and despite massive casualties. By 09:45 the enemy was hurriedly vacating his positions. The regiment aggressively pursued the enemy; in this, it was joined by elements of Foot Guards Regiment 1 adjoining on the left after Colonfay had been taken. The aggressive pursuit continued until the forest south of Puisieux-et-Clanlieu and the heights northwest of Richaumont had been seized. In the meantime, and after a long and ferocious back-and-forth battle on the heights east of Colonfay, Guard Regiment 1 carried its attack up to the northeastern edge of Richaumont.

The 2nd Guard Infantry Brigade on the left began its forward movement across the road in the general direction of Le Sourd considerably later than the 1st, but it did so with the support of its own artillery from the outset. After bitter hand-to-hand fighting, Foot Guards Regiment 2 took the village of Le Sourd, which the enemy had occupied as an advance position. Then the attack paused in front of Lemé for a considerable period. Around 14:00, Foot Guards Regiment 4 stormed the village. Badly shaken, the enemy infantry retreated past Bouleaux. Along 1st Guard Infantry Division’s entire front, continuous and unabated French artillery fire, and powerful fragmentation explosions, raged during the fighting. This, combined with the lack of reserves, the absence of communications, and difficulties in transmitting orders, prevented speedy exploitation of the results achieved thus far. Small elements of the forward line still managed to take Bouleux, and others advanced up to Grande Cailleuse into the field of battle of the division on the left.

After the reinforced 4th Guard Infantry Brigade’s right column overcame light resistance at Féronval, at about 09:00, 2nd Guard Infantry Division encountered a strong enemy at La Vallée; this initiated a slowly progressing firefight. German success did not come until the afternoon, when elements of the reinforced 3rd Guard Infantry Brigade took Voulpaix and attacked the enemy’s right flank from there. He then retreated into the forest to the south. In accordance with its mission, 3rd Guard Infantry Brigade limited itself to defending against an enemy envelopment, which for now was manifested by artillery fire and weak skirmish line engagements past Laigny on Haution. Consequently, Generalleutnant von Winckler ordered 4th Guard Infantry Brigade to halt its attack south past La Vallée.

At noon, without detailed knowledge of the real progress his two divisions had made, the Guard Corps’ commanding general, Plettenberg, believed that the attack “of a very strong enemy against the 2nd Guard Infantry Division was in progress from St. Gobert and Gercy.”25 Consequently, at 12:45 he ordered 1st Guard Infantry Division to attack past Sains–Bouleaux and the 2nd past Bouleaux–Voulpaix. Based on his own observations and reports from the front, he soon realized that 1st Guard Infantry Division was involved in a major battle along a disproportionately wide front. General von Winckler also reported that he would not be able to execute the attack as ordered because his left flank was threatened at Haution. In these circumstances, it was questionable whether 1st Guard Infantry Division would be able to accomplish its mission alone.26 However, the commanding general viewed the situation more favourably in the afternoon. An air reconnaissance report received at 16:45 reported no troop movements on the roads around Vervins and Montcornet. Also, prisoner-of-war statements indicated that French X Corps, whose addition to the battle had been expected, was already involved in the fighting. General von Emmich reported that his corps would continue its attack against the line Origny–Le Hérie to support the Guard Corps. After General von Plettenberg had finally been informed of Second Army’s general situation, as well as Bülow’s intentions, he decided to continue the attack by 1st Guard Infantry Division and the right flank of the 2nd. He stuck to his orders issued at 17:20 even after General von Winckler reported that a French cavalry division had enveloped his division at Haution and, later, that the advance of fresh French forces on Vervins—allegedly French I Corps—was expected.

At this point, an attack by a unified Guard Corps was out of the question. After the severe casualties it had suffered, 1st Guard Infantry Brigade was in no shape for it. The already staged 2nd Guard Infantry Brigade was again halted at Lemé. In the meantime, 2nd Guard Infantry Division’s right flank had advanced from La Vallée in the direction of Grande Cailleuse up to the road Bouleaux–Voulpaix. At 19:00, French infantry attacked this formation, but the attack collapsed owing to defensive fire and an artillery battery brought into the front line. At the conclusion of the battle, on the evening of 29 August, X Corps and the Guard Corps stood on the general line Mont d’Origny–Puisieux–Lemé–Voulpaix–Haution.

General von Bülow, Second Army’s commander, had remained at his headquarters in Homblières until the evening. While he was generally well informed about the battle’s progress on the western bank of the Oise—partly through his own observations and partly through the reports of subordinate commanders—his knowledge about the state of affairs on the other side of the Oise was based on sparse reports. At 17:15, General von Emmich reported that 19th Division had gained the contour line east of Bernot—south and southeast of Jonqueuse but that at this time it was unable to advance farther since the enemy was attacking from Mont d’Origny. The 20th Division stood on the line Louvry–Clanlieu–the hill north of Puisieux. If at all possible the line Origny–Ste. Benoit–Courjumelles–Landifay–Le Hérie-la-Viéville was to be taken in the evening. Also, X Corps’ commander reported munitions expenditures, especially those of his field artillery, as extraordinarily high. Second Army Headquarters erroneously assumed that the Guard Corps’ right flank had advanced as far as Richaumont. The left flank was said to be at Vouplaix, bent back towards Haution.27

While the battle had apparently not gone badly, nowhere had a decision been reached. Consequently, Bülow believed that on the following day, his army would have to continue the battle along the entire line. Considering the enemy’s surprisingly strong showing to that point, the question remained whether they would bring up fresh forces. A number of air reconnaissance messages received during the evening reported “strong troop accumulations” in the area Sons–Châtillon–Bois and at Crécy and weaker ones at Mortiers and Dercy; also, at least a brigade had been spotted at Marle. Weak forces were advancing toward Laon, south of the Serre sector on the roads leading from Crécy and Marle. Furthermore, a long truck or artillery column was reported on the road Bussy–Sissone and a long infantry and artillery column on the road Ebouleau–Pierrepont. Lively activities were spotted in the encampment at Sissone. The roads Montcornet–Reims and Corbeny–Reims were reportedly clear. Even though this did not allow reliable conclusions about the enemy’s intentions, Bülow thought it possible the French might use the forces they still had available north of the Serre sector, and that had not been previously involved in the battle, the following day either offensively or defensively.

The army commander was determined to bring about a decision in this battle by remaining on the attack come what may. He believed that to accomplish this, he would need to commit more than the forces of Second Army and therefore that elements of First Army were urgently needed for the battle. Overriding General von Einem, he insisted on executing his previously issued order—specifically, 14th Division was to move to Homblières right away. He believed that a concentric assault by forces moving in cooperation from the north and the west would succeed—a conclusion that had been proven during the present battle. For the benefit of X Corps and the Guard Corps, both of which were facing a superior enemy, the expected reinforcements would focus on the tactically difficult attack across the Oise from the west. This pressure on the French exterior flank promised to yield even better results the more it could be combined with envelopment from the south. However, the prevalent opinion at army headquarters was that the vastly overestimated effective reach of the fortress at La Fère represented a very specific limit. Apparently, Second Army Headquarters had totally ignored the solution offered by General von Kuhlon the previous day. Kuhl had suggested that First and Second Armies’ right flank pivot toward the Oise on the line Compiègne–Noyon–Chauny and continue its advance past that fortress to the south, there to take the French in the flank and rear. Bülow’s efforts were entirely limited to securing a tactical victory on the field of battle itself.

Therefore, Second Army Headquarters intended to request that elements of First Army cooperate on the right army flank via Essigny le Grand. At 18:30, the following message was dispatched to First Army Headquarters: “Second Army is involved in a critical battle with an apparently superior enemy on the line Essignyle-Grand–Mont d’Origny–Voulpaix–Haution. Immediate support on the 30th by elements of First Army in the direction Essigny-le-Grand urgently requested.” A signals officer from IX Corps, arriving at the army’s tactical headquarters in Homblières, reported that 17th Division of that corps, following First Army’s left flank in echelons, was still in the area west of St. Quentin. It was then decided to deploy 17th Division in a more northerly direction toward Origny Ste. Benoite into the gap between the Second Army groups, which up to that point were still separated by the Oise. The plan then became to order 14th Division to deploy towards Essigny le Grand to the rear of the army group’s southern flank and then let it attack south of X Reserve Corps across the Oise instead of, as presently intended and ordered, bringing it up from Ham to the rear of the right army group’s northern flank at Homblières. Nevertheless, Bülow wanted to exploit the possibility of a strategic threat to the enemy’s rear. At the very least, the Cavalry Corps, which was assumed to be south of the Somme and the Crozat Canal, was to launch an attempt. At 21:15 a radio message was dispatched to Generalleutnant Freiherr von Richthofen: “Intervene against the enemy’s rear south of La Fère, if possible.”

The army order, issued at Homblières at 19:45, instructed Second Army to continue its attack along the entire line the next day. Regarding the right army group, at 07:00, X Reserve Corps was to cross the Oise between Séry lès Mézières and Ribemont; 13th Division was to cross at Lucy. If First Army provided it, IX Corps’ 17th Division was to advance from St. Quentin toward Origny Ste. Benoite. The leading elements of VII Corps (without 13th Division) were to pass through Essigny le Grand at 07:00 and attack across the Oise south of X Reserve Corps, taking defensive measures against La Fère. The X Corps and the Guard Corps were also ordered to continue the attack, commencing at 07:00. As before, the army commander intended to personally direct the battle from Homblières.

Upon issuing these orders, General von Bülow moved to his new headquarters at St. Quentin. From here, at 20:40, he dispatched a note to General von Quast, commanding IX Corps, which stated: “I have already asked First Army to support me with parts of the army on the 30th; for this IX Corps is most advantageously deployed. I request that the 17th Division be moved past St. Quentin towards Origny Ste. Benoite in order to cross the Oise at 07:00 and to stage the 18th Division at my disposal.” To brief First Army Headquarters about these changes and the overall state of affairs at Second Army, and to request approval for the planned deployment of IX Corps, Bülow dispatched a staff officer to Péronne at the same time.

During the evening and into the night, the army commander’s emotional resilience was repeatedly tested. Up to now, only unclear information had been available regarding the Guard Corps, especially as it related to the danger of envelopment on its left flank, which was bent back to Haution. Then one of Plettenberg’s adjutants delivered an oral report around 21:00 that provided specific information about the unusually difficult progression and the results of the costly battle that the Guard Corps had had to fight on a disproportionately wide 18 kilometre front against an apparently superior enemy. Accordingly, it was questionable whether the corps would be able to participate in the general attack on the following day; indeed, serious consideration had to be given to withdrawing this formation behind the Oise sector in case of an enemy offensive. Finally, Bülow and his Chief of Staff decided that they could not risk bleeding out the Guard Corps, especially since the emphasis of the future attack would be on its right flank. Therefore, its commanding general was authorized to act according to the situation and, if necessary, withdraw behind the Oise.

[image: image]

After midnight, the staff officer who had been sent to First Army Headquarters in Péronne returned. He reported that, in consideration of his own requirements, General von Kluck had provided only 17th Division and had withheld 18th Division. With that, Bülow lost the opportunity to create an army reserve.

Bülow had reported on the battle’s progress up to that point via radio message at 21:15 to the OHL. In that message, he estimated the enemy’s strength to be “at least five corps” as they related to his intentions for the next day. However, during the night of 29–30 August, the army commander became convinced that his assessments had been far short of reality. Important documents, among them French Fifth Army’s attack orders, were taken from French III Corps’ Chief of Staff, who had been captured late at night at Mont d’Origny. It became clear that the French had planned the main thrust of their attack to be in the direction of St. Quentin and that a total of 13 divisions were involved, with eight of them facing X Corps and the Guard Corps. On the German side, six and one half divisions had fought against an enemy twice its strength. Even with the hoped-for reinforcement by 14th and 17th Divisions for the impending new day of battle, the Germans still faced a considerable numerical inferiority. Even though, based on the orders of the enemy commander, it appeared there was no threat from the east to the left German flank, army headquarters was aware that the next day would pose new and difficult challenges to the already severely tried troops.

Incidentally, the attack sectors assigned to the right flank in that evening’s army order were slightly modified. The commanding general of X Corps urgently requested that Mont d’Origny be attacked across the Oise for the immediate relief of his troops, as soon as possible. Since it was questionable that 17th Division, destined to conduct this attack, would arrive on time, 13th Division was ordered to attack in the direction of Mont d’Origny and not, as before, on Lucy. Accordingly, the attack sector of X Reserve Corps’ left flank was moved north toward Lucy, while 14th Division was to cross the Oise in the area of Mézières, reflecting the fortress of La Fère’s zone of effectiveness. With that, the already slight prospect of enveloping the enemy’s left flank toward the south disappeared.

Continuation and Conclusion of the Battle on 30 August

At dawn of the new day of battle, 30 August, the French attacked all along their northern front, striking X Corps and the Guard Corps, not in unison but in somewhat disjointed and independent attacks. They were repulsed at all points, mostly by fire at mid-range; only in isolated places did fighting at close quarters take place. The enemy artillery fire, which began soon after 08:00 and then increased in volume, seemed to indicate that preparations were under way for a new general attack. As a result, the higher and lower commanders of X Corps and the Guard Corps abandoned the plan to resume the advance for the time being. The X Corps also harboured a wish to await 13th Infantry Division’s attack across the Oise, which had thus far failed to make itself felt. The morning passed with a spirited artillery battle on both sides; however, the French did not launch their attack. At 11:00 the French launched an infantry attack from Laigny against the left flank of 2nd Guard Division, which was bent back from Voulpaix on Haut. This division had been reinforced, and the enemy assault failed completely.

After General von Emmich received word that 13th Infantry Division had reached the Oise between Lucy and Mont d’Origny, at 11:20 he ordered his divisions to resume their advance, the 19th being directed southeastward on Courjumelles–Landifay, the 20th toward the south. General von Plettenberg resolved to hold the positions his men had gained the previous day with unusually heavy losses, come what may. Toward 13:00, he believed that the situation was right for the continuation of his own attack. The 1st Guard Division was therefore to mass its forces for an advance in the direction of Housset–La Neuville, the 2nd joining in on the left with the strongest forces possible. At noon, General von Bülow sent both corps headquarters the following orders: “13th and 17th Divisions will now undertake a joint attack on Mont d’Origny. X and Guard Corps will attack at once.” By the time this order reached Emmich and Plettenberg, they had already issued orders to this effect.28

In front of both corps, however, several more hours of artillery fire were required to prepare for the attack. In light of events of the past days, great emphasis properly was given to this. Not until towards 14:30 did the movement of 19th Infantry Division’s men reach its height; considerably later, the advance of the 20th also got into full stride. The skirmishers of 1st Guard Division made their first advance between 15:30 and 16:00. Undoubtedly, this was evidence that the troops were weary on account of the recent fighting and the heavy losses they had sustained. Meanwhile, the enemy along this front began to retreat, a fact that was concealed for some time by a heavier than usual expenditure of ammunition from a proportionately small number of batteries in a widespread curtain of fire. Furthermore, the haze caused by the day’s unusual heat made aerial reconnaissance difficult until the early afternoon. Only then could observers confirm that the enemy was indeed in retreat and that their rearward movements were in full progress.

As X Corps and the Guard Corps infantry advanced, they met almost no appreciable resistance. But the influence of this advance on the outcome of the battle was indecisive, for, due to the exhaustion of the troops, it was necessary to halt along the general line Parpeville–Faucouzy–Marfontaine–Gercy.

Just as, on the left flank of the German army, the early resumption of the attack planned by the army command was delayed until the afternoon, first by the offensive action of the enemy and then because of the substantial artillery preparation considered necessary and the exhausted condition of the infantry, so, also, on the army right flank, did the action lack the intended unified and coordinated preparation and conduct.

General von Bülow had, it is true, at 07:30, placed X Reserve Corps under the commanding general of VII Corps, General von Einem, for the purpose of securing unity of command. But since this general—who so far had not been directly concerned with the conduct of the battle—in arranging for coordination with the headquarters of this corps and with 13th Division, had first to acquire a general view of the situation, he was able to make his strong influence felt at first only gradually. The army commander retained for himself the disposal of 17th Division. After the mission, originally assigned to the 17th, of advancing via Origny had been transferred to 13th Division by the modifying order received by the latter during the night, 17th Division was held at Homblières by the army command, in order to regulate more readily its further employment in accordance with the situation.

The frontal attack over the marshy bottomlands of the Oise, which were dense with underbrush and cut by many deep watercourses, against the gradually rising heights on the far bank, presented to the German infantry an unusually hard task, especially because in practice, the river itself and the canal closely paralleling it could be traversed only at the bridge sites. At these the destruction caused by the enemy had to be dealt with. A simultaneous coordinated crossing of the Oise, as prescribed in the army order at 07:00, was conceivable only in the highly unlikely event that the enemy had abandoned the defence of this strong feature. Consequently, the Germans’ preparation for the attack took on the character of a systematic careful reconnaissance and cautious feeling out. Here, the artillery’s task was to induce the enemy to disclose his strength.

The 14th Division, alerted before midnight, after leaving a battalion on the Somme and another on the Crozat Canal, and moving in two columns in accordance with orders via St. Simon–Clastres and Roupy–Grand Seraucourt, had arrived at Essigny at about 07:00 (the field artillery regiment placed at the disposal of X Reserve Corps had already, at 04:00, arrived at Mesnil). The 14th Division then commenced its movement via Urvillers in the direction of Mézières in accordance with the shifting of its zone of action directed by army headquarters during the night. While the infantry deployed behind the heights to the west of that place, and also partly farther back, east of Itancourt, the division’s remaining field artillery regiment entered into, and suffered heavy losses during, a duel with enemy batteries. This included heavy artillery from the direction of La Fère, which fired from concealed positions on the far bank. At noon the division commander, General Fleck, ordered his infantry to attack on the front Berthenicourt–Mézières. The execution of the attack was delayed until the afternoon. The crossing at Berthenicourt, where all the bridges were destroyed, was finally abandoned because of flanking fire from La Fère. When the left flank pressed forward via Mezières on Sery, it found that place already in the hands of 2nd Guard Reserve Division.

The commander of X Reserve Corps, General von Süßkind, was aware that his troops were exhausted by their exertions and by the heavy losses they had endured thus far. Thus, not until 07:45 did he give his division orders to advance to the heights west of the Oise. Considerable time elapsed before the beginning of this movement. The villages on the near side of the river proved to be unoccupied; most of the bridges and other crossing places were strongly barricaded but not destroyed. Between 10:00 and 11:00 there began an artillery battle, conducted with gradually increasing intensity on both sides, in which, on the German side, besides the field artillery of X Reserve Corps, six heavy field howitzer batteries and the reinforcing field artillery regiment from 14th Division participated. Corps headquarters gained the impression that the enemy’s principal strength was fronting toward the north, where it was engaged with X Corps and the Guard, and that only weak reserve troops were behind the Oise between Ribemont and Origny to protect the left flank. At 10:45 a.m. the infantry received the order for “a continuous advance across the Oise, in order to assist the hard-pressed X and Guard Corps by pressure against the French left flank.”

The right wing of 2nd Guard Reserve Division, directed via Mézières and Châtillon on Sery, encountered, contrary to all expectations, only slight resistance, and at 14:30 was in possession of the strongly barricaded village of Sery, in which thereafter, however, there still occurred manifold engagements with French stragglers and isolated groups. After a breathing space, the infantry pushed on along both sides of the road to Surfontaine, to the heights southeast of Sery, and there dug in. Part of 14th Division, following toward Sery, in the course of the afternoon reinforced the combat strength of this flank. In contrast to this somewhat easily achieved success, the left flank of 2nd Guard Reserve Division, advancing via Sissy, found itself entangled in a bitter, drawn-out struggle, first at the bridges at Ribemont and later in the town itself, which was tenaciously defended by the enemy. This fight was participated in also by the greater part of the infantry of 19th Reserve Division, attacking along the road Regny—Ribemont, and by a determined battery that had been advanced into the village streets. Despite the complete intermingling of all troop units, they finally succeeded, at 16:00, in overcoming the enemy’s resistance. However, further advance in the direction of Villers le Sec proved impossible in the face of heavy fire coming from the enemy’s main position on the heights southeast of Ribemont, especially as direct artillery support was limited to the few batteries that had been brought forward across the Oise. Shortly before 17:00, the front line of the German infantry was extended by the left flank of 19th Reserve Division attacking eastward toward Lucy, where it joined up with 13th Division.

This division, on the information that the enemy had abandoned the west bank of the Oise opposite it, had initiated an attack with its infantry toward 09:00 via Thenelles and along the main road to Origny; meanwhile, the field artillery at 10:00 took up the firefight against the French batteries southeast of Origny. Around noon, after a time-consuming crossing, which had been hampered by the difficulties of the terrain and by the numerous obstacles at the crossing points, the infantry went to the aid of X Reserve Corps, which was heavily engaged at Ribemont, moving in a southeasterly direction with its right along the road to Courjumelles. It found the country southeast of Origny already vacated by the enemy, although as before, his batteries were firing from positions farther south. The artillery of 13th Division, hurriedly advanced via Origny, continued to fire, with apparent affect, on the French infantry retreating to and through Pleine Selve. As meanwhile 19th Division of X Corps had also commenced its advance, with its right flank on Courjumelles, the 13th changed direction due southward. The fresh advance was at first checked on the heights north of the road Ribemont—Pleine Selve in front of the hostile main position. There ensued, just as with the adjacent X Reserve Corps on the right, a lengthy firefight in which the artillery of 13th Division as well as that of the 17th, hurriedly brought forward via Origny, participated effectively.

Toward 18:30 the right wing launched an assault, followed by the entire front line of 13th Division. With the personal intervention of the Chief of Staff of VII Corps, Colonel von Wolff, who hurried to the front line, the infantry of X Reserve Corps from Ribemont also joined in. The enemy, the African 38th Division, who had until now fought brilliantly, could no longer resist this attack and retreated via Villers le Sec in disorder. This flight was further disorganized by artillery fire.

The further progress of events was decisively influenced by the army commander. General von Bülow, from his command post at Hombliéres, was mostly well informed about the progress of the battle, and he repeatedly endeavoured to push to the attack, which in his opinion was not energetic enough along the whole battlefront. At noon he had sent, besides the order mentioned above, a demand to the headquarters of X Corps and the Guard Corps and to General von Einem for “the early and energetic advance of the X Reserve Corps, especially the 19th Reserve Division.” At the same time he directed that 13th Division, for further operations, be withdrawn from Einem’s control and, in conjunction with the army reserve—17th Division, then held back at Homblières—attack via Origny. The 17th Division was thereby placed under General von dem Borne, who directed that the advance of its artillery be expedited. The infantry was to follow.

From noon on, army headquarters, confident in the proven attacking ability of the troops, felt convinced that victory was certain. General von Lauenstein wrote in a private letter:

I was already certain at 12:00 noon when I had the information at hand that all the troops which we had moved thither from the west during the night had arrived on the battlefield, and that the army commander had committed his reserve, the Mecklenburg division, to the decisive attack. It was a glorious feeling, when the twelve batteries of this division passed us on the road in quick time. When I think about the situation twelve hours earlier, when M.29 and I deliberated over the map, whether we should still have to withdraw the Guard Corps behind the Oise in the night because of the danger to its left flank—naturally a very unpleasant expedient it can be imagined how relieved my mind was when the results of our decision to do otherwise became apparent.

Army headquarters’ assurances of victory were justified. Between 13:00 and 14:00, aerial reports were received, which, it is true, did not give a completely clear picture of the enemy situation, but from which it appeared reasonably certain that the enemy had abandoned the struggle for a decision and had commenced his withdrawal. While columns were observed in retreat via Marie toward Laon and via Pargny and Villers le Sec—La Ferté Chèvresis toward Crécy, it was reported that two columns (divisions) were advancing between Fort de Mayot and Renansart toward the northwest; in the area Renansart—Origny only weak detachments remained. Apparently the enemy intended to launch a counterattack against X Reserve Corps with his left, pivoted on the fortress of La Fère, in order to cover his general retreat, already in progress, southward on Laon. A later aerial reconnaissance disclosed a long column also in march from Monceau le Neuf via Nouvion on La Fère. The information, received at the same time, that a strong infantry force, about a division, had been assembled in the sector Renansart—Surfontaine indicated that the covering of the retreat on the western flank was to be sought only defensively. While the troops threw themselves against the critical point at Ribemont, continuously but for a long time in vain, in order to break the last resistance of the enemy, the army commander was convinced that the battle was won. An army order released on the battlefield at 16:45 began with these words: “The enemy, in the three-day battle at St. Quentin, has been defeated on the entire front.” Certainly General von Bülow was deceived—in his lack of knowledge of the course that the fighting across the Oise had taken in particular—insofar as the actual situation at the moment was concerned, when he imagined that the entire army was pursuing the enemy on a broad front. As the further contents of the army order indicate, clearly he was convinced of the importance of pushing the pursuit as strongly as possible, for he hoped “at any rate to reach the north bank of the Serre.”30 Nevertheless it seemed sufficient to him, in view of the exhaustion of the troops caused by their unusually great exertions, “above all to advance artillery and small infantry detachments without baggage, as far forward as possible, in order to give the final blow to the enemy.” The mass of the troops could go into bivouac. To this end, the following bivouac areas were assigned: 14th Division, west of the Oise in the vicinity of Sissy and Châtillon; 13th Division, the vicinity of Mont d’Origny and Courjumelles; X Reserve Corps, the vicinity of Ribemont and Pleine Selve; X Corps, the vicinity of Landifay–Parpeville–Faucouzy; the Guard Corps, the vicinity of Le Hérie la Viéville–Sains–Richaumont; 17th Division, the infantry of which had for the most part been withdrawn across the Oise at Origny and there continued under army control, the towns along the road Origny–Ste. Benoite–St. Quentin.

This measure might as well have been calculated to divest the pursuit of the impetus necessary for full exploitation. The further decision, expressed in the army order, to let the army halt and rest on 31 August amounted to the complete neglect of the strategic exploitation of the victory. This decision had been made not only in view of the condition of the troops, but also in light of the conception that the fortress of La Fère would stand in the way of any prompt furthering of operations. On the basis of a peacetime memorandum of the General Staff, the fortress had been overestimated with regard to its ability to resist and to its artillery armament. The army order announced that the forts would be engaged with heavy artillery next day. The main part of the enemy was supposed to have withdrawn within their protection. Evidently the conviction had taken root at army headquarters that the French, supported by the two fortresses of La Fère and Laon, would make a stand and renew their resistance. The army order emphasized the importance of “adequate protection toward La Fère.”

In line with this train of thought, which in no way conformed to the enemy’s actual situation, it was entirely consistent when General von Bülow formed the opinion that the strategic exploitation and development of the tactical results thus far attained would now be primarily the affair of the neighbouring army on the right. It followed that First Army should be brought into action against the rear of the new hostile position between La Fère and Laon. In a message sent at 20:30, First Army Headquarters had communicated that it would be giving up the direction of advance to the west and southwest and that on 31 August it would advance on the Oise between Compiègne and Chauny.

At 16:25 the following radio message went to General von Kluck: “Second Army has today defeated the enemy decisively. Strong detachments falling back on La Fère.” Even while this message was being delivered, at 16:35, a staff officer of First Army arrived with a written message from General von Kuhl, in which the views of First Army Headquarters were set forth, to the effect that the left and centre of that army had already, that day, turned toward the Oise and were ready “in case of necessity, by night march in the direction of Ham, Jussy, Chauny, Noyon, Compiègne, to intervene in the battle of the Second Army.” The radio message to First Army contained this postscript: “For full exploitation of results the wheeling of the First Army, pivoting on Chauny toward La Fère—Laon, is urgently desired.” It was further added that 17th Division would be returned to IX Corps on 31 August (at 17:30 Second Army Headquarters directed that a brigade of 17th Division be assembled in Itancourt and Urvillers).

General von Bülow wished to have at least I Cavalry Corps of his own army cooperate in the task now intended for First Army. Already on the evening of 29 August that corps had been directed to advance in the area south of La Fère. Of its whereabouts at the time, nothing was known. At 16:45 a radio message was sent to it: “Enemy today decisively defeated. Strong detachments retreating on La Fère. Cutting off La Fère—Laon from southwest is paramount mission.” From a radio report from General von Richthofen shortly after 19:00, army headquarters saw clearly that the Cavalry Corps on this day had not been handled in accordance with the instructions sent to it previously, but instead had gone to the vicinity of Noyon (as the crossings at Chauny were reported held by the enemy, the Cavalry Corps had turned off toward Noyon). The commander of I Cavalry Corps expressed the intention of advancing on 31 August across the Oise on Nampcel and in a southeasterly direction. Noyon was found unoccupied, but at Pontoise, southeast of Noyon, strong forces of all arms were in position.

The aerial reports arriving in the late afternoon and evening confirmed the general retreat of the enemy in the direction of Laon–Crépy–La Fère. His east flank was withdrawing from Vervins southward on Tavaux. Important, in this connection, was the opinion of an observer that “the retreat was progressing in good order. … Columns are seldom interrupted. On no roads is there any double banking of columns. Congestion only at and in Marie. South of the Serre sector no entrenched works.” Apparently the retreat was progressing without the assistance of the railways. At least during the period from 18:30 to 19:45 on and south of the line Laon–La Fère and on the lines Marie–Laon and Montcornet–Laon, no evidence of traffic was observed (the railway south of Noyon was interrupted by German cavalry on 30 August).

After returning from the battlefield to his headquarters in St. Quentin, General von Bülow issued a new army order that contemplated as Second Army’s next mission only the launch of an attack on the fortress of La Fère. The plan to place the forts under heavy-artillery fire on 31 August had been dropped. Instead, on this day, covering forces were to be pushed forward against the fortress works, from VII Corps in the sector between the Crozat Canal and the Oise and from X Reserve Corps between the Oise and the road La Fère—Pleine Selve, under the protection of which reconnaissance by artillery and pioneer officers were to be conducted. On the night 31 August–1 September the heavy batteries were to be brought into position. (The VII Corps received the reinforcement of the heavy batteries of X Reserve Corps, X Reserve Corps those of X Corps and the Guard Corps.) By way of information, it was added that I Cavalry Corps had been directed to isolate the works on the southwest front. For the same purpose, First Army had planned the pivoting of IX and III Corps on Chauny and Noyon.31 Here, Second Army Headquarters assumed that First Army would be handled in accordance with the radio message sent to it that afternoon.

Second Army Headquarters did not count on the immediate cooperation of Third Army in the ensuing operations. It was content, therefore, with informing General von Hausen that “strong French forces had been decisively defeated in a two-day battle at St. Quentin and thrown back on and east of La Fère, and the attack on La Fère initiated.” A radio message from Third Army Headquarters at 20:40, which advised of “an advance in progress toward the line Chateau Porcien—Attigny,” substantiated the fact that Third Army had turned south in its own battle, away from the cooperating southwestward operations direction assigned by the OHL.

The announcement of the “complete victory” had been sent earlier in the afternoon to the OHL, with the added information that “the French, in the strength of four army corps and three divisions, were in full retreat.”

The pursuit, conducted in accordance with the army order of 16:45, mainly by artillery fire and sporadically by small infantry detachments, produced no further material results. The capture of four guns, sixteen machine guns, and not quite 1,700 prisoners was trifling. On the extreme right flank, 14th Division, the main force of which had remained west of the Oise, was completely omitted from the pursuit. It went into bivouac in the area of Itancourt–Châtillon–Sissy and pushed its advance troops to the line Jussy–Alaincourt in preparation for the attack on La Fère. In X Reserve Corps, the right wing of 2nd Guard Reserve Division, on the heights south of Sery and already within range of the fort’s guns, refrained from any advance; the left wing, in conjunction with parts of 13th Division, reached Villers le Sec. The mass of the latter was drawn back at dark toward Lucy and to the west bank of the Oise toward Regny and Thenelles; 19th Reserve Division was assembled around Ribemont. In X Corps and the Guard Corps, generally, no further pursuit took place. The X Corps went into bivouac in the area Parpeville–Faucouzy–Landifay, as assigned by army headquarters; only 20th Division at Faucouzy engaged a weak enemy rearguard detachment. The Guard Corps took up the march to the westward position prescribed for it in the army order of 16:45, halting with 1st Guard Division in the area Richaumont–Sains–Chevennes, and with 2nd Guard Division in the area Franqueville–St. Pierre–Voulpaix.

Whether the tactical victory of the Germans at St. Quentin, gained after a twoday outright frontal attack, and the severe punishment it had inflicted on the enemy, would further future operations, depended now essentially upon the First Army.


XI

THE OHL, 29–30 AUGUST

ON THE GERMAN ARMY’S LEFT WING, THE CRITICAL SITUATION CREATED BY THE enemy’s counterattack on 25 August against Sixth Army’s flank had been eliminated by noon on 27 August.1 Sixth Army’s right wing had stopped the attack along the line Grémecey (southwest of Château-Salins)–Bezange la Grande–Einville–Lunéville; the left wing was deployed to the rear of the line Mortagne–Belville Creek–Baccarat. In the course of Seventh Army’s attack on Etival, a fortified enemy position had been encountered on the right while its left advanced north and south of St. Dié toward and across the upper Meurthe. That afternoon, Fort Manonviller and its garrison of 20 officers and 800 men surrendered following a heavy barrage. This provided Sixth Army with considerably more freedom of movement to its centre-rear. Given the heavy fighting of the past week and the need to stabilize supply lines, Crown Prince Rupprecht planned to grant Sixth and Seventh Armies several days rest. Der Weltkrieg notes that

just as in the aftermath of the earlier battle in Lorraine, the situation of Sixth and Seventh Armies now again presented the opportunity to move forces from the southern front to other more critical locations. However, in the early afternoon [of the 27th] Oberstleutnant Tappen informed Rupprecht’s Headquarters in Dieuze that Sixth and Seventh Armies’ future mission would be to continue the advance across the Upper Moselle between Nancy and Epinal. This order returned to the OHL’s previously defined objective for the southern wing.2

Nevertheless, 28 August was indeed a day of rest, although localized fighting flared up in several places. Aerial reconnaissance in inclement weather observed strong enemy troop concentrations (estimated by Seventh Army at one to one and a half corps) between Rambervillers and Epinal as well as in front of I Bavarian and XXI Corps (estimated to be one corps).

On the 28th, Sixth and Seventh Army Headquarters also received the OHL’s General Guidelines, which gave them the task of repelling a potential French advance into Lorraine and Upper Alsace, supported by Senior Cavalry Commander 3 and the fortress of Metz.3 If the enemy instead withdrew, Sixth Army and Senior Cavalry Commander 3 were to cross the Moselle between Toul and Epinal and advance in the general direction of Neufchâteau, isolating Nancy–Toul and screening Epinal. Seventh Army, which would remain in charge of the fortress of Metz and the Upper Rhine fortifications, would prevent an enemy breakthrough between Epinal and the Swiss border by fortifying its positions.4

Both Sixth and Seventh Army Headquarters harboured serious doubts about the possibility of achieving a breakthrough between the powerful fortresses of Toul–Nancy and Epinal. In his diary, Sixth Army’s Chief of Staff, Krafft von Delmensingen, wrote:

Our future mission is to advance between Nancy–Toul and Epinal after all. A very difficult and unpleasant task that must be undertaken with the greatest caution. There one will always be a sitting duck and must worry about attacks against both flanks because the enemy will always be capable of deploying quickly. Basically, we remain too weak to attempt such a task and we will accomplish little until our main forces can make substantial progress. Our real task is probably to tie down the enemy’s forces. For we have already been given that task and it has been accomplished.5

In his notes, Major von Mertz, the next most senior general staff officer at headquarters, expressed a similar opinion: “We have a very difficult mission. I don’t believe it can be accomplished unless the enemy draws off strong forces. For now we must bear this incredible load for the sake of the whole.”6 Crown Prince Rupprecht was also convinced that the breakthrough could only be accomplished when the Army’s wheeling wing advanced in a southwesterly or southern direction. Therefore, his primary task was to preserve the energy of the armies under his command and to strengthen them for the difficult tasks that lay ahead. As long as the enemy had not been forced to withdraw, a premature assault would only lead to serious losses. So, for the 29th, Rupprecht again ordered his armies to rest.7

On 30 August, Crown Prince Rupprecht travelled to Seventh Army Headquarters in Cirey before visiting the headquarters of each of his own corps. In conversations with General von Heeringen, Seventh Army’s commander, he concluded that all unnecessary fighting was to be absolutely avoided so as to continue to provide the men with several days of much-needed rest. But during the Crown Prince’s absence from his headquarters in Dieuze, Major Bauer, Chief of the Heavy Artillery and Fortresses Section of the OHL’s Operations Department, arrived to act as a liaison. Even though, according to the Reichsarchiv’s records, he did not have the authority to issue orders in the name of the OHL, he created the impression that Moltke now required Sixth Army to turn and immediately mount an offensive in the direction of Nancy. In part his actions appear to have been precipitated by the success of his heavy artillery in the sieges at Namur and Liège—but the Reichsarchiv claims that he overestimated its effectiveness. Krafft recorded his conversation with Major Bauer in his diary. He has Bauer saying:

After long marches, the Army’s right wing had already advanced quite far. One can be confident that it will also be able to quickly overcome the fortifications between La Fère and Reims. After that the enemy will mount strong resistance along the Marne, with the left French flank abutting on Paris and the right anchored on their fortresses. Therefore Sixth Army must bring about the decision by attacking the enemy’s flank from the east through the gap between Toul and Epinal!8

For Krafft, this constituted “a totally new point of view.” In subsequent meetings held at headquarters, Major Bauer repeatedly made the point that it would be necessary to take the Position de Nancy and that the operation would be a simple affair.9

Crown Prince Rupprecht and his staff were convinced that the OHL had ordered the attack and that Sixth Army had again been assigned a new mission. This impression was supported by the fact that the day before, Oberstleutnant Tappen had asked whether it would be possible for Sixth and Seventh Armies to begin their attack earlier, which suggests that he had dispatched Major Bauer for that purpose. The OHL’s order on 26 August to begin shelling the French positions northeast of Nancy also made more sense in this context. Nevertheless, Major Bauer was never questioned about his mandate nor about the authority under which he spoke.10 On the evening of 30 August, preparations for the attack began under his watch, and the breakthrough operations between Toul and Epinal that had been assigned only two days before were postponed. “Holding fast” was reported to the OHL via radio message as the plan for the next day, with this additional comment: “Preparations for the new mission are being made.” Army headquarters intended this to mean preparations for the attack against the Position de Nancy; however, the OHL appeared to have interpreted the words “new mission” to mean the breakthrough between Toul and Epinal, which it had ordered three days before.11

ON THE EVENING OF 28 AUGUST, THE OHL FELT ITSELF TO BE INSUFFICIENTLY informed about the progress of the day’s pursuit on the German Army’s right wing. A radio message sent by 4th Cavalry Division to First Army Headquarters at 16:30 was overheard, and from it the OHL gathered that “II Corps has just gone into battle against the Somme Position.” At that time it was unclear whether this “battle” involved serious resistance from strong enemy forces. At 22:30 a message from General von Kluck brought clarity, reporting that First Army had taken the Somme line north of Nesle from French 3rd and 5th Cavalry Divisions as well as some weaker infantry elements; it intended to reach the line Corbie–Nesle on 29 August. This message also reported that II Corps had worked with IV Reserve Corps to route French 61st and 62nd Reserve Divisions, which were moving up from Arras in a northerly direction east of Combles. The threat to First Army’s right wing of recent days was thus eliminated for good.

Second Army’s reports on the events on 28 August were not received until early in the morning of 29 August. According to these, the enemy had offered “only tentative” resistance to VII Corps and X Reserve Corps on its right wing. However, X Corps and the Guard Corps on the army’s left wing had faced “stronger resistance” from British rearguards and French XVIII Corps on the Oise along the line Guise–Origny. Second Army intended to take the line Ham–Marfontaine (north of Marle) on 29 August and to initiate the attack on the fortress of La Fère. It appeared at this point that no serious hindrances to the advance of both right-wing armies had developed or would (for the near future) develop in their assigned sectors on both sides of the Oise. Reports about the actual events of 29 August had not yet reached the OHL.

Fourth Army’s situation on the Meuse seemed much more precarious, but that army also seemed to have overcome the crisis on its own. A message received earlier, on the morning of 29 August, from Duke Albrecht reported that “after heavy fighting on the western bank of the Meuse on the 28th, the entire Fourth Army took the western bank of the river east of Beaumont between Sedan and Pouilly and drove the enemy—consisting of XI, XVII, and the Colonial corps as well as elements of II Corps—back in several places. The enemy appears to have begun to withdraw and large numbers have been observed retreating along the Chémery–Vendresse road.” On 29 August, Duke Albrecht reported that he intended to continue to drive back the enemy and that he expected a significant impact when Third Army’s XII Corps advanced from Signy-l’Abbaye via Poix Terron “into the back and flank of the retreating enemy.” At this time, the OHL was unable to determine whether XII Corps’ departure toward the left had actually been executed, the reason being that General von Hausen had reported the unconfirmed presence of enemy forces at Coingt (north of Rozoy), Montcornet, and Rethel. He had expressed an intention to attack if these forces turned out to be stronger; otherwise he would pivot his entire army “in order to assist Fourth Army.” During the course of the day, the OHL was unaware which decision he made. A number of radio messages sent by Fourth Army to Third Army were overheard, suggesting that the former still placed great importance on Third Army’s flanking action. In the early morning, Fourth Army Headquarters had asked Third Army to intervene in the direction of Vendresse; at 17:30 it reported that the enemy was withdrawing from Vendresse–Buzancy behind the line Attigny–Grandpré, adding: “A thrust against Rethel–Attigny promises great success.” At 19:25, Duke Albrecht immediately reported these developments to the OHL. Based on a comment he added, that “Third Army was engaged in fighting at Novion Porcien,” the direction taken by his army remained unclear. A message received from Third Army Headquarters late that night finally confirmed for the OHL that XII and XIX Corps had departed in a southerly direction, moving past the line Wagnon–Poix Terron; meanwhile, half of XII Reserve Corps remained on the right side in echelon to the rear so as to protect the army’s flank. In other words, Third Army had departed from its assigned sector by pivoting toward the southeast. Although the separation of the weak army that had been feared had been avoided, it soon became obvious to the OHL that the gap between the interior flanks of Second and Third Armies had widened to the point that operational collaboration within the meaning of the General Guidelines that it had issued on the evening of 27 August was now out of the question. Yet at the same time, there seemed no reason to view these developments as jeopardizing the overall operation. It was reasoned that General von Hausen would not have turned his army to the left without seriously considering the enemy forces he himself had suspected at Coingt, Montcornet, and Rethel. It also appeared that Second Army, which was in hot pursuit of the enemy, did not require the immediate support of Third Army. However, Fourth Army’s situation was different. It no longer required assistance to achieve a tactical victory on the field of battle; even so, as Duke Albrecht suggested, Third Army’s overarching pursuit across the Aisne might still carry decisive significance for future operations in the German centre. Therefore the Chief of the General Staff of the Field Army refrained from intervening in General von Hausen’s activities, at least until it became clear whether his operations into the flanks and rear of the enemy, which was withdrawing before Fourth Army toward the Aisne, offered a chance for a significant operational or partial success.

The surprisingly fast capitulation of the fortress of Montmédy came to the attention of GHQ at noon on 29 August. This was a relief for Fifth Army, because it no longer had to concern itself with protecting its rearward communications from the fortress. To force the Meuse crossing north of Verdun against an enemy that was determined to resist, it was critical for the army neighbouring to the right not only to gain a foothold on the opposite bank, but also to push the enemy back to the Aisne. If the latter did not suffer a reversal, Fifth Army’s crossing would only then be a matter of time.

Thus on the evening of 29 August, the OHL was generally satisfied with the way events for all five armies on the great pivoting front had progressed. On the Lorraine Front, however, operations did not meet expectations. According to Sixth Army Headquarters’ report of the evening of 28 August, “nothing significant” had taken place along its front. However, in Seventh Army’s sector, Bavarian I Corps had been withdrawn to the northern bank of the Belville creek so as to prevent losses from the enemy’s heavy guns. At the same time, following bitter fighting, XV Corps and elements of XIV Reserve Corps were able to take the heights south of Etival. Seventh Army’s intention for 29 August was to “hold its positions, giving the men some rest.” At 20:15 a radio message from Sixth Army Headquarters reported the events of 29 August:

Nothing new in front of Sixth Army’s right flank. In the afternoon severe enemy artillery fire on the positions between Rhine-Marne Canal and Lunéville and then against the positions of Bavarian I Corps. A number of attacks threatened the front in several places. Today Seventh Army’s left flank was engaged between Etival and St. Dié. Under these circumstances the men of both armies were given an insufficient opportunity to rest. The armies are situated as per yesterday. Intentions for tomorrow, 30 August: upgrade the positions, get the men some rest.

A note in the private diary of Oberstleutnant Tappen, Chief of the Operations Section of the OHL, indicates how the situation was viewed at the OHL on the evening of 27 August; it also contradicts Crown Prince Rupprecht’s assessment: “Sixth Army’s slow advance is unacceptable. It must seek to take decisive action, either tying down a strong enemy or, if he is weak, quickly crossing the upper Moselle. Otherwise the enemy has the opportunity to advance on Fifth Army’s left flank, in behind his fortifications. Hopefully things will soon get moving.” A conversation between Tappen and General von Krafft indicates that Sixth Army Headquarters did not yet consider it appropriate to order an advance on the upper Moselle, for the main precondition for such an operation—that the enemy facing Sixth and Seventh Army be weakened—still seemed absent. The OHL declined to express its dissenting opinion in an official order. The only instruction it issued to Sixth Army on 29 August was sent at 12:15 and dealt with preparing 8th Cavalry Division for a redeployment to the East.

There were a variety of surprises on 30 August. A wireless message dispatched by First Army Headquarters on the evening of 29 August and received at 08:40 the next morning indicated that the enemy forces that had been withdrawing before it had suddenly renewed their attack from the direction of Amiens–Moreuil with the aid of freshly deployed forces, which included reserve alpine troops and elements of French VII Corps. The message reported that although First Army had intended to mount its attack from the line Bray–Nesle, the enemy attacks might instead temporarily pull it in a westerly direction from its original axis of advance toward the lower Seine. It also stated that “one division had been deployed to support Second Army.” The meaning of this last part became evident to the OHL when a message arrived soon after from Second Army Headquarters. It said that Second Army “was involved in a major battle against an enemy that was estimated to be at least five corps strong.” On 29 August it had advanced in the area east of St. Quentin, taking the line Essigny le Grand–Mont d’Origny–Puisieux–Haution on both sides of the Oise; it reported that, once supported by elements of First Army, it planned to continue the attack. These brief wireless reports did not explain what could have caused such an unexpected change on the army’s right wing. Consequently it remained unclear at the OHL whether French forces had decided to strongly resist Second Army’s attacks in the Oise sector or whether this battle had developed as a result of the enemy’s offensive intentions. If the latter, the enemy’s unexpected attack against First Army would assume a greater significance, for it might well represent the beginning of an attempt to resurrect a general offensive against the German forces’ right flank. The appearance of French VII Corps at Amiens–Moreuil confirmed newspaper reports that the enemy had moved their forces from Upper Alsace to their extreme left wing. Whatever situation arose, the OHL saw a continuation of its own offensive operations along the entire front as the best way to maintain the initiative. Therefore the intentions reported by First and Second Army Headquarters met with the complete approval of the OHL.

Considering that the armies on the German right wing had encountered strong resistance, it was regrettable that, as a result of the pivot it had completed to the left, Third Army now found itself unable to attack in the southwesterly direction originally assigned to it. Such an attack would have exerted timely pressure against the enemy’s right flank, which was presently engaged with Second Army. On the other hand, in the direction that Third Army had chosen to advance, there now appeared to be an opportunity for operational success. According to its report on the evening of 29 August, it had thrown French IX Corps, elements of XIX Corps, 9th Cavalry Division, and 51st Reserve Division across the Aisne and the Ardennes Canal farther to the east. This same report confirmed that the enemy was in retreat before Fourth Army and that it was moving in the direction of Vendresse–Attigny and the sector south of it. General von Hausen thus planned to continue his pursuit in a southerly direction past the Aisne between Château Porcien and Semuy. At 20:00, Fourth Army Headquarters reported that its forces had crossed the line Poix Terron–Vendresse–Stonne-en-Semuy–Quatre Champs at 14:00 on 29 August while pushing its pursuing forces farther ahead. Although it was questionable whether Third Army would be able to block a retreat by the enemy’s centre with its advance beyond the Aisne, the prospect still existed that it would be able to hurt the enemy and, more important, that it would succeed in pushing it away from the enemy’s western wing in a southerly direction.

As events transpired on 30 August, the OHL formed the view that close cooperation between Fifth Army and the Third and Fourth Armies would be quite desirable: the more pressure these latter two armies exerted on the retreating enemy, the easier and faster Fifth Army’s crossing of the Meuse would be. Quick and immediate support for Fifth Army was also important because, as already mentioned, the OHL was concerned that the enemy might move its forces from the Upper Moselle under the protection of their fortified eastern front in order to deploy them against Fifth Army’s long and extended left flank. Information received on 28 August suggested that strong forces—including four reserve divisions of the Army de Châlon—were located near Verdun. Consequently, Moltke decided to return V Corps (which had been staged at Thionville) to Fifth Army. In the order he issued shortly before 15:00, Moltke also suggested to Fifth Army that it deploy its units in “echelon towards the left wing because a French deployment against Fifth Army’s left flank west of the fortifications is possible.”

On the evening of 30 August, the OHL felt it had gained a sufficiently clear picture of the situation at all five armies on the wheeling wing to be able to issue decisive orders. General von Bülow’s victory message, which arrived at 18:40, read: “Total victory today, the second day of the battle at St. Quentin. The French are in full retreat with four corps and three divisions. Second Army’s attack is being supported by 17th Division.” A radio message from Second to First Army picked up shortly afterwards confirmed that “the enemy had been decisively been defeated” and that strong enemy elements were retreating to La Fère. In order to “fully exploit this success,” the message urgently requested First Army to pivot along the line La Fère–Laon with the fulcrum at Chauny. Apparently, Bülow was still hoping to improve the battle’s tactical result by seeking First Army’s immediate intervention against those elements at the enemy’s rear that had not already escaped. It remained doubtful, however, whether First Army would be able to accomplish this manoeuvre, for it was suspected that First Army’s main forces were still attacking the enemy troops advancing from the direction of Amiens–Moreuil. By the evening of 30 August, the OHL had received no reports about the outcome of First Army’s battles. Based on an assessment of the total progress made during all five armies’ operations to 30 August, the OHL assumed that the most effective direction in which to continue the strategic pursuit by the three armies on the right wing was no longer toward the southwest but rather toward the south. While the great wheeling wing’s exterior flank had been thrown against the Seine, it was now deemed necessary to coordinate the movements of First and Second Armies so as to match the direction of Third Army’s advance in its centre via Rethel–Semuy—a direction that had been chosen independently. Therefore, Second Army’s left wing was assigned an approximate advance in the direction of Reims.

When General Hausen inquired in a radio message that he sent at 13:40 whether Third Army should continue its pursuit toward the south or pivot into the sector assigned to it in the order of 27 August, the OHL expressed its approval at 21:10 with the intention that it continue toward the south. At the same time, Fourth Army was ordered to “coordinate its movements with Third Army while Fifth Army was to secure Fourth Army’s left flank by further barricading Verdun and advancing in deep echelon to the left so as to preserve its connection to Metz.” An hour later, the same radio message was dispatched to First and Second Army Headquarters: “Third Army pivots south, attacks via Rethel–Semuy, and will pursue in a southerly direction. The movements initiated by First and Second Armies conform to OHL’s intentions. Second Army’s left wing will collaborate with Third Army to advance in the approximate direction of Reims.” It must remain an open question whether the “movements initiated by First Army” referred to the attack directed toward the west against Amiens–Moreuil or to the pivot toward the left across the Oise against the line La Fère–Laon. A radio message overheard between Second and First Armies led the OHL to refer to this pivot as “Generaloberst von Bülow’s request”; thus it was not understood to have arisen from the intentions of First Army Headquarters. At any rate, the OHL considered First Army’s attack toward the west and its potential pivoting across the Oise to be temporary diversions made necessary by the tactical situation of the moment; the OHL did not believe that they would affect the direction of the future strategic pursuit. Because the OHL sent Second Army’s left wing in the approximate direction of Reims while emphasizing the need for cooperation on both its flanks—including with First Army—it can be concluded with certainty that the OHL assumed that First Army’s subsiquent pursuit operations would likewise be conducted in a southerly direction. In any event, the objective of First Army’s advance on the lower Seine was now obviously out of the question.

The events on the Lorraine wing at Sixth and Seventh Armies on 30 August meet neither the expectations nor the wishes of Chief of the General Staff of the Field Army. At 21:00, Sixth Army Headquarters reported: “Nothing important occurred on the front of both Armies.” Except for a failed enemy attack against Bavarian II Corps’ left flank, the only action was provided by the artillery. A noteworthy addendum read: “On the army’s front—especially from XXI Corps on down—strong French forces are variably said to be either attacking or retreating.” For 31 August, Sixth Army Headquarters expressed the intention of “holding the line.” Further plans could not be formulated at this time, but preparations for “the new mission” were under way. At this point, the OHL was still unaware of Major Bauer’s unauthorized interference at Crown Prince Ruppert’s headquarters—it instead understood “the new mission” to mean the breakthrough between Toul and Epinal as per its instructions issued on the evening of 27 August. Therefore it could not anticipate a quick execution of an operation that would have an impact on the events of the great wheeling wing.

Reports received by the OHL from 28 to 30 August from the East Prussian Front conformed with the expectations created by Hindenburg’s first report on 27 August about a victory at Tannenberg. On 29 August the evening report from East Prussia stated: “a large noose around 20–30,000 men will be tightened tomorrow. Success can only be estimated then. There are many guns standing about that must be collected. After tomorrow, units must be marshaled and the men must rest. Then the battle will immediately continue.” Even on 30 August the battle had not been concluded. The report received that evening read as follows: “New forces have appeared at Neidenburg that will be attacked tomorrow (31 August). Until now 30–40,000 prisoners have been captured, 25,000 of them evacuated. … It is doubtful whether the remainder of the prisoners at Neidenburg can be moved to the rear. The enemy is fighting with extraordinary tenacity.” Judging by the admirable performance of both the officers and the men, the OHL did not doubt for a moment that after the arrival of reinforcements, which werenow en route, Eighth Army would be equal to accomplishing its missions for the foreseeable future in East Prussia.

The OHL viewed the situation of the Austro-Hungarian Army on the Polish-Galician Front less favourably—indeed, it seemed to be precarious.12 In a report received on 28 August at 22:15, General Conrad von Hötzendorf had described his army’s general situation in unconfident language: “After battles at Krasnik and Tomaschow, our First and Fourth Armies are in the process of advancing between the Weichsel and Bug in tenacious fighting; east of Lemberg our other two armies are involved in a tough battle against a superior enemy.” Conrad “urgently desired German forces to reach the area of Sjedlez and Lukow13 as soon as possible (as has always been expected) so that we can hold on to our success at Lublin and provide support to our armies fighting east of Lemberg. There are already indications that a German thrust will stifle a Russian intention to attack Breslau from Warsaw.”14 At that time, the OHL saw no way to comply with the wishes of Germany’s ally as at that point the battle against the Russian Narew Army was in full swing. On the other hand, it was unlikely that after Eighth Army’s expected victory it would be able to immediately execute the attack on Sjedlez and Lukow toward the south and across the Narew without regard to the Njemen Army in its rear. For now, releasing forces from the Western Front was also out of the question. A summary of the Russian distribution of forces transmitted by wire on 29 August by Conrad indicated that he had only identified thirty-four Russian divisions up to the previous day while, as far as the OHL knew, he had forty-five divisions at his disposal. A message received from General von Freytag on the morning of 30 August reported that Austro-Hungarian First Army was advancing and that the Fourth was involved in a favourable battle. On the morning of 29 August, fifteen enemy divisions had attacked Second and Third Armies’ eleven divisions. However, Freytag also emphasized that “great results are expected from Eighth Army’s advance via the Narew.” On 29 as well as 30 August, Conrad again urged the same course of action, adding the following to the statement at the close of his last wire: “I must assume that Germany’s full-scale war against Russia is now going to commence.” However, the war in the West had not yet reached the point where this was possible, and the German OHL was still hoping that Conrad would manage to at least stabilize the situation on the Polish-Galician theater of war without German assistance.

Thanks to the persistence of the Chief of the General Staff of the Field Army, on the morning of 30 August the OHL’s move from Coblenz to Luxembourg—which was long overdue for military reasons—was finally completed. The amount of opposition from those surrounding the Emperor that had to be overcome in order to accomplish this is clear from the diary entries of General von Plessen, the OHL’s First Commandant. On 28 August he wrote:

Uncertainty about the course of action at the OHL. The Chancellor does not want to go to Luxembourg and prefers Trier; so does Valentini.15 One feels that the Emperor is in too much danger and that is also the reason they don’t want him to visit the troops. All the wrong attitude! We must go where duty calls us and if that involves danger, so be it. There is no war without danger and no Hohenzollern can be afraid of danger. Therefore we must move the OHL where military considerations demand.

On 29 August he continued:

This evening I am being besieged by those who claim that the OHL should not be moved to Luxembourg because of the danger such a move would pose to his Majesty. But I did not choose this course of action. Moltke—who does everything alone—made the choice and in war that is the way it should be. I am not going to let them change my opinion. Luxembourg it is.

At the new headquarters, the offices of the Operations Department were located in a girl’s school. A member of the operations staff described the physical inconveniences and the resulting difficulties under which the general staff had to work through both day and night. He wrote:

The working conditions were absolutely scandalous. The tables consisted of a few rough planks on blocks. There was no lighting. Before petroleum lamps were obtained, our work was done by the light from a few candle stumps. Generaloberst von Moltke and Oberstleutnant Tappen also worked under similar conditions, the former in a school room, the latter in a tiny wardrobe room up front. There space was limited by the improvised table, so much so that it was difficult to turn around. The conferences dealing with operations also took place in this wardrobe. For political reasons we did not want to demand services from neutral Luxembourg and, although it is incredible, we therefore put up with these circumstances although they made the performance of orderly work extremely difficult.

It is questionable the degree to which Moltke’s conception of war was influenced by his predecessor, Count von Schlieffen, who painted a picture of the future that portrayed “the modern Alexander in a house with roomy offices sitting on a comfortable chair in front of a large table holding a map of the entire battle field” before him. Moltke did not let these inconveniences bother him. He wrote in a private letter: “[Our headquarters] is not very nice, but in the field one must put up [with these things]. It is not important whether one has it a little more or less comfortable. … I just continue working with my good people. Here we are only concerned with doing our duty and no one has any doubts about how much and how many sacrifices still lie ahead of us.”16


XII

THE PURSUIT BY THE
GERMAN RIGHT WING TO THE MARNE,
31 AUGUST–2 SEPTEMBER

1. First Army’s Crossing of the Oise (31 August)

Third, Fourth, and Fifth Armies, representing the centre and left wing of the great pivoting front, were still involved in slow but progressing battles for the Aisne and Meuse sectors. Meanwhile, on the extreme right flank, First Army tirelessly endeavoured to reap the rewards of Second Army’s victory at St. Quentin by relentlessly pursuing the French south and even attempting to cut off their retreat if possible. After the enemy forces that appeared near Amiens had been defeated on 29–30 August, army headquarters believed that the danger to its right flank had been eliminated for good. From then on, it appeared sufficient to monitor the enemy retreat.

When the OHL’s radio message, expressing agreement with the actions initiated by First and Second Army, arrived shortly before 04:00 on 31 August, army headquarters mistakenly interpreted it as approval of the previous evening’s report dealing with the pivot against the Oise line Compiègne–Noyon.1 All corps were heading for the objectives assigned in the army order of the evening of 30 August. By about 13:30, army headquarters—which at noon had moved to Lassigny—had gained a fairly precise picture of the enemy’s situation through numerous excellent aerial reconnaissance reports. According to this intelligence, not only the Oise sector from Compiègne to Chauny but also the entire area north of the Aisne to Sois-sons and the large forests east and south of Compiègne were already clear of the enemy that morning. Individual enemy columns were observed moving toward Soissons from the north and northeast. No troop movements were observed south of the city. Instead, major forces, which a reconnaissance pilot estimated to be a corps, were covering the roads leading from Vic towards Villers-Cotterêts. Several cavalry columns were also observed marching south past Pierrefonds and Gilocourt. Approximately one division was moving in the Oise valley from Compiègne toward Verberie and apparently from there to Senlis. The sector of Senlis itself apparently remained clear of the enemy. Since aerial reconnaissance had not been ordered far enough west, only the withdrawal of one column past St. Just-en-Chaussée had been observed. Meanwhile, heavy rail traffic was observed on the Laon–Soissons–Crépy-en-Valois stretch.

First Army Headquarters assumed that the columns observed in the Oise valley and beyond the sector were elements of the British Army and that the forces retreating toward Soissons were French Fifth Army’s left flank. Considering the time and space available, it seemed hopeless to try to overtake the British. However, it seemed possible to reach the French retreating southeast via Soissons by employing a sustained pursuit, especially since, up to now, no movement had been observed on the roads running south and southeast.

Therefore, “in order to catch up with the enemy,” an army order issued in Lassigny at 14:00 ordered the various corps to proceed in the following directions: IX Corps toward Soissons, III Corps toward Vic, IV Corps toward Compiègne and Thourotte, and II Corps toward Verberie. Cavalry with attached artillery as well as truck-borne infantry were to be sent ahead. Radio messages directed Senior Cavalry Commander 2 toward Villers-Cotterêts, while Senior Cavalry Commander 1 was requested to advance south of Soissons.2 Likewise, Second Army Headquarters was informed about von Kluck’s assessment of the situation.

The men of First Army were making an almost superhuman effort and had not had a single day of rest since the opening of the advance. Nevertheless, when a decision vital to the campaign’s success seemed to be at hand, General von Kluck felt justified in asking them to continue with their exceptional performance. In the event, the men indeed met these lofty expectations. Those too unwell and weak had already been weeded out in the days past. Those who proudly remained—certain of victory—tenaciously bore each new task as a challenge to their own strength.

On 31 August, meeting almost no enemy resistance, the divisions of II Cavalry Corps (headquartered at 07:00 at Lassigny) advanced thus: 4th Cavalry Division crossed the Oise and the canal at Thourotte; 2nd and 9th Cavalry Divisions crossed at Montmacq. After cutting across the Forêt de Laigue, the 4th took an afternoon break at Offemont, and the 9th at Choisy-au-Bac; the 2nd reached Tracy-le-Rome at 18:30. Responding to an aerial reconnaissance report that 5th Cavalry Division (of I Cavalry Corps) had passed on, which suggested that the enemy had already reached Villers-Cotterêts, General von der Marwitz changed the direction of advance southward toward Nanteuil-le-Haudouin, instead of toward Pierrefonds as previously planned. Thus, 9th Cavalry Division turned from Choisy-au-Bac toward Verberie. At 23:00, it encountered enemy fire at Lacroix-St. Ouen and, totally exhausted, spent the night on its marching route. To its rear, 2nd Cavalry Division had to cut through the Forêt de Laigue from Tracy-le-Mont via Choisy-au-Bac for a second time. Coming from Offement, 4th Cavalry Division proceeded towards Gilocourt via Rethondes–Vieux Moulin–St. Jean-aux-Bois.

The IX and III Corps’ advance across the Oise took place without incident. IX Corps—without 17th Infantry Division, which was spending a day of rest at St. Quentin–Homblières–Urvillers—reached the river via Guiscard at Appilly and continued its advance up to Trosly-Loire. Pursuant to the latest army orders, an infantry detachment was sent ahead on trucks up to Vézaponin in the direction of Soissons at 16:00.

The 6th Division (III Corps) reached Autrêches via Noyon with its forward elements, while 5th Division reached the area of Tracy-le-Mont via Lassigny–Bailly. From here both divisions advanced forward elements consisting of divisional cavalry accompanied by artillery, as well as bicyclists plus infantry on trucks up to the Aisne; the 6th to Berny-Rivière, the 5th up to Attichy. As it turned out, Vic was enemy occupied.

After undergoing forced marches, the leading elements of IV Corps went to rest at Mareuil (7th Division) and Ressons (8th Division) around 16:00. Since air reconnaissance reported the bridges at Compiègne destroyed, both divisions dispatched mixed detachments with orders to establish crossings over the Aisne by the following morning. Late in the evening, the advance elements followed up to Compiègne.

After insignificant encounters with enemy rearguards, II Corps’ 3rd Division reached Tricot, while the 4th reached Maignelay. In response to the army order of 14:00, General von Linsingen reported his belief that the enemy approaching from the south via St. Just and southwest from Verberie would not mount a defence on the other side of the Oise. Therefore, he saw no point in pursuing toward Verberie as ordered.

Reacting to information that the enemy had evacuated Amiens during the night, General von Gronau, commanding IV Reserve Corps, did not stage his divisions for the attack as previously intended. Generalleutnant Riemann’s 22nd Reserve Division marched in the Avre and Noye river valleys up to Remiencourt, while 7th Division under Generalleutnant Count Schwerin marched through Amiens via St. Fuscien to Ailly. In response to several urgent requests, the Governor of Brussels finally released 43rd Reserve Brigade, which had begun moving toward Péronne, and which reached the area north of Braine-le-Comte, 30 kilometres southwest of Brussels.

In the afternoon, First Army Headquarters moved to Noyon. Aerial reconnaissance arriving there at 16:00 confirmed the withdrawal of a “column consisting of all arms” via Vic–Villers-Cotterêts toward La Ferté-Milon. Shortly before 11:00, the column’s tail was reported to be as far back as north of the Aisne and all the way to Carlepont while its head had already arrived at La Ferté-Milon. Additionally, “strong troop concentrations” had been observed resting at Mortefontaine and Villers-Cotterêts. It still seemed possible that by mustering the ultimate effort, some of the still-retreating British might be overtaken. In any case, General von Kluck held firm to his decision to attack the French flank as it retreated via Soissons. At 22:00, First Army Headquarters reported to the OHL: “Tomorrow First Army proceeds west of Soissons via Verberie–Ambleney. French flank apparently retreating from La Fère via Soissons. The British withdrew towards the south and southwest from the Oise between Verberie–Noyon. Enemy retreated towards the southwest from Amiens. IV Reserve Corps moved into Amiens echeloned to the right. Senior Cavalry Commanders 1 and 2 advancing in front of First Army.”3

2. Second Army’s Halt (31 August)

For Second Army, 31 August took a totally different course. According to General von Bülow’s orders issued in the afternoon and evening of 30 August for the following day, only I Cavalry Corps in Noyon had received operational instructions. This corps was to close the line Laon–La Fère on the southwestern front. At that point, General von Richthofen decided to cross the Oise at Bailly with the intention of “being ready south of La Fère for the pursuit early in the morning.” Accordingly, both divisions crossed early in the morning of 31 August without serious enemy resistance. Toward the front, Guard Cavalry Division was immediately dispatched eastward via Nampcel–Audignicourt–Crécy towards Leuilly; behind it, 5th Cavalry Division started from Tracy le Mont and marched via Autrêches–Vézaponin toward Juvigny. While smaller, fragmented enemy rearguard units were frequently encountered, stronger forces were absent. However, in the evening, as the troops were moving into rest, it was learned that the villages Margival, Laffaux, and Vauxaillon remained under enemy occupation. The 5th Cavalry Division went into bivouacs at Terny-Sorny and Neuville-sur-Margival, while the Guard Cavalry Division occupied Juvigny, Leuilly, and the villages to the west. At 21:45, the Senior Cavalry Commander 1 reported to army headquarters: “Infantry regiment allegedly in Soissons, road at Coucy le Château clear at noon, British in many small groups retreating towards Compiègne and east.” Furthermore, on 1 September, he intended to continue his advance east towards Cerny-lès-Bucy (west of Laon)–Chavignon.

Most troops of VII and X Reserve Corps, which had been tasked with attacking the fortress of La Fère, spent 31 August in standby rest quarters, something they urgently needed after their previous heroic efforts. Beyond that, positions for staging the heavy artillery were scouted, and preparations to quickly seize the fortress were made. The X Reserve Corps advanced security detachments into the line Surfontaine–Fay le Noyer–Catillon du Temple. Aerial reconnaissance in front of both corps determined that the main British forces were in full retreat south of the Aisne in the general direction of Crépy-en-Valois. La Fère appeared to be only marginally occupied, to the point that some individual batteries and intermediate positions were unmanned.

On orders from army headquarters, X Corps and the Guard Corps spent the day at rest as well. This time was used to clear up the battlefield, bury the fallen, reconstitute the units, and clear the forward area of scattered personnel. Short-range reconnoitering up to and across the Serre, in combination with aerial reconnaissance, revealed that the enemy had already gained a considerable head start. Smaller and larger units, some at rest, some marching, were observed as far away as west of Crépy, at Laon, in the forest east of Laon, at Autremencourt (south of Marle), Ebouleau, and at Bucy-lès-Pierrepont. An aircraft reported: “A lack of order, many small, individual units.”

On 31 August, Second Army Headquarters remained in St. Quentin, where the Commander-in-Chief held a conference with his generals dealing with the siege of La Fère and the tactical lessons learned from past battles. Bülow attached even greater importance to the speedy capture of the fortress, since aerial reconnaissance left no doubt that French resistance on the line La Fère–Laon was much reduced and that their retreat toward the south and the Aisne was already in full swing. The OHL’s order, received in the early hours of the morning, giving Second Army’s left flank an approximate direction toward Reims and directing cooperation with Third Army, was to be decisive for the furtherance of Second Army’s advance. On 31 August, Second Army Headquarters was not yet fully informed about Third Army’s situation. A message received from General von Hausen around 18:00 stated that “a battle with strong enemy forces in the Aisne Sector was imminent.” Third Army’s right flank stood at Avançon south of Château Porcien. It appeared that Third Army remained concerned about the situation at its right wing, for army headquarters emphasized that “its cavalry was too weak for independent reconnaissance on its right flank” and inquired in which direction Second Army’s left flank would be heading on 1 September. Apparently, Third Army’s situation had developed because of the change in Second Army’s operational direction toward the south, with its left wing driving toward Reims as the OHL had ordered. At Second Army Headquarters, an intervention in direct support of Third Army within the foreseeable future was considered a distinct possibility. At the same time, in terms of First Army’s recently completed left pivot across the Oise and its continued advance toward the southeast, Second Army’s changed operational direction appeared to be appropriate and necessary. Otherwise, it was possible that First Army would end up in front of Second Army. All of these factors resulted in Second Army’s mission to continue the pursuit south.

The order for 1 September, issued at 17:00 in St. Quentin, focused on an immediate mission. That order stated, “by taking La Fère, Second Army captures the Serre Sector.” The VII Corps and X Reserve Corps were to commence firing on the “antiquated fortifications at La Fère as soon as possible.” In order to capture the Serre crossings, X Corps was to reach Crécy and Dercy; the Guard Corps was to reach Erlon and Marle by 11:00. Apparently, army headquarters intended to decide the direction of its two left-wing corps once Third Army’s situation was clarified. At 19:00, the latter was advised that Second Army intended to acquire Marle with its left flank on 1 September. The commander of I Cavalry Corps received no new orders. His intention to move on Cerny-lès-Bucy–Chavignon did not become known until the night of 31 August–1 September.

3. First Army’s Advance across the Aisne

At 21:45 on 31 August, General von Kluck had ordered: “Tomorrow First Army moves in a southerly direction in order to attack the retreating enemy.” Instead of targets, the three corps of the left wing, which were closest to the enemy, were given only directions. Their advance elements were to cross the Aisne at 08:00. The IX Corps was to advance via Ambleny–Longpont, III Corps via Vic–Vivières and Attichy–Taillefontaine, and IV Corps via Thourotte–Pierrefonds and Compiègne–Gilocourt. The II Corps was tasked with reconnoitering on the right flank and advancing via Remy and Estrée-St. Denis; after that, it was to move elements forward across the Oise at Le Meux and Verberie. To protect the army’s right flank, IV Reserve Corps was to move up to the area of St. Just-en-Chaussée in echelons to the right. In the meantime, Senior Cavalry Commander 2 executed its turn south in the direction of Nanteuil-le-Haudouin, although this was as yet unknown, and was to advance against the French western flank south of Villers-Cotterêts. Then it was assumed that Senior Cavalry Commander 2, on the left, would move as per the earlier request toward the area between Villers-Cotterêts and Soissons.

The IX Corps’ advance on 1 September was executed without enemy opposition. The 18th Division’s infantry crossed the Aisne on the remnants of a blown bridge west of Fontenoy while the horses and vehicles were transferred by ferry. The divisional artillery and cavalry crossed at Vic. The division went into rest positions along the Ambleny–Longpont road with its advance elements at Laversine. In the evening, a mixed detachment was advanced to Longpont. The main forces of 17th Division reached Chauny. Beyond that, a reinforced brigade made it to the Bichancourt–Pierremande area.

The III Corps’ 6th Infantry Division crossed at Vic without meeting the enemy; but, advancing via Vivières, they temporarily encountered British infantry, which at times offered fierce resistance in the forest south of the village. The Brandenburger Fusiliers broke this resistance in hand-to-hand fighting. Villers-Cotterêts was taken late at night. Here the enemy evaded a confrontation by retiring toward the south and southwest. The 5th Division made it to the area west of Villers-Cotterêts via Taillefontaine almost without interference. When its advance elements attacked the enemy-occupied line Coyolles–Pisseleux in the evening, the enemy also withdrew toward the south without fighting. The division spent the night at Coyolles and north of it.

On 1 September, IV Corps carried out exceptionally forced marches, some up to 50 kilometres. However, it made no more contact with the enemy. The 7th Division crossed the Oise at Thourotte and advanced elements to Montmacq, while the 8th was situated at Compiègne. Since headquarters preferred, as much as possible, to deploy its forces out of the Forêt de Compiègne as a cohesive whole, 7th Division turned south off its originally assigned direction toward Pierrefonds and, via St. Jean-aux-Bois, reached Morienval while 8th Division went to rest at Béthancourt, Gilocourt, and Orrouy.

Before reaching the areas south of the Forêt de Compiègne, IV Corps had endured back-and-forth battles. For II Cavalry Corps, which had also participated, these battles were quite costly. During its nocturnal advance via Gilocourt–Béthisy, 4th Cavalry Division had unexpectedly encountered British bivouacs on the heights west of Néry. General von Garnier, the division commander, decided to assault at dawn. During the ensuing fight, the British battery was nearly overpowered, but reinforcements rushed to the scene from all sides and prevented the dismounted German cavalrymen from exploiting their success. A few artillery hits caused a temporary panic among the horses and limbers in the prevailing fog. Intervention by British forces of all arms gradually threatened to envelop 4th Cavalry Division on its northern flank. Furthermore, the delayed arrival of the munitions truck caused a serious shortage of munitions. Since Béthisy and Crépy had also been reported as enemy occupied, at 09:00, Garnier called off the fight. The division assembled east of Néry, having lost an immobilized battery; in the absence of an enemy, pursuit moved south via Rocquemont toward Rozières, where a longer rest period was taken. The main forces then went into rest positions at Droizelles and in the area of Montagny-Sainte-Félicité while elements continued south on the main Senlis–Paris road around the Forêt d’Ermenonville in a westerly direction up to La Chapelle. The division found itself in the centre of the British Army’s retreat, but had lost all communication with the Cavalry Corps commander. Since it was extremely exhausted, had suffered severe casualties, and was without unified leadership, this formation was unable to inflict serious damage on the enemy.

The Cavalry Corps’ five Jägerbattalions, which had been dispatched from Compiègne via Gilocourt toward Crépy-en-Valois, became involved in a separate battle north of the latter village on 1 September. Here, enemy resistance was sufficiently stubborn that it proved impossible to take the village. On the Cavalry Corps’ right flank, 9th and 2nd Cavalry Divisions attempted to rally during the night in the Forêt de Compiègne, but their movement toward Nanteuil on the morning of 1 September failed because superior enemy forces held the heights southeast of Verberie and at Néry. Under these circumstances, General von der Marwitz decided to wait for the intervention of II Corps, which was en route from Verberie.

The II Corps had been a good day’s march behind when that afternoon both divisions closed in on the Oise above Verberie via Estrée-St. Denis and Remy. In response to a report that the enemy occupied the heights south of Verberie in strength, 4th Division deployed its advance elements for an attack on the village; at the same time, its bulk turned off to the left and right at Chevrières towards Rivecourt with the objective of crossing the Oise after building a pontoon bridge. However, strong enemy artillery fire soon stopped the advancing forward infantry elements. Without being able to achieve fire superiority, elements of the divisional artillery and a heavy field howitzer battalion continued the battle until dark. Under the enveloping pressure that 3rd Division, which had crossed at Le Meux, brought to bear against the enemy’s right flank at Néry, the enemy finally evacuated his positions during the night and withdrew in the direction of Senlis. While 3rd Division bivouacked ready for action at Néry, 4th Division completed its crossing at Rivecourt on the recently completed pontoon bridge and reached Villeneuve-sur-Verberie and Raray with its advance elements. The 9th Cavalry Division remained at Lacroix-St. Ouen, while the 2nd stopped at St. Sauveur.

On 1 September, the divisions of IV Reserve Corps, marching on the right wing of the army in echelons to the rear, reached Quinquempoix and Brunvillers-la-Motte (7th Reserve Division) and Ansauvillers and Gannes (22nd Reserve Division). Meanwhile, cavalry occupied St. Just-en-Chaussée. No contact with the enemy was made anywhere. According to information obtained from the locals on the previous day, two enemy infantry brigades had withdrawn from the area of Amiens via Breteuil–St. Just and three cavalry regiments via Breteuil toward Beauvais. Meanwhile, 43rd Reserve Infantry Brigade reached Soignies.

By the morning of 1 September, First Army Headquarters no longer harboured major expectations of success regarding its pursuit operation; at 08:30, it had already informed Second Army Headquarters that “[First Army] would probably only be able to reach weak enemy elements which were in the process of retreating to the south.” Based on messages received over the course of the day, First Army Headquarters believed that it had been possible to corner more or less formidable British rearguards south of Verberie, at Crépy-en-Valois and Villers-Cotterêts, but that his main force had managed to evade the Germans everywhere by hurriedly retreating, like the French western wing before it. In his radio message of 10:20, General von Kluck had already acceded to Senior Cavalry Commander 2’s intention to advance south toward Nanteuil rather than southeast, emphasizing the importance of “reconnaissance up to La Ferté in the direction of Paris and the Marne.” Senior Cavalry Commander 1 was again ordered to advance south, which “alone represents potential for effective pursuit.” A number of reports from Marwitz revealed that 9th and 2nd Cavalry Divisions were bogged down against the reinforced British 11th Brigade and that the link to 4th Cavalry Division had been broken. By evening, army headquarters still did not know the outcome of the battle, even after the intervention of II Corps.

Toward evening, an extensive aerial reconnaissance report indicated that numerous enemy columns were moving south via Senlis from the area southwest of Villers-Cotterêts, south of Crépy-en-Valois, and from Creil. Transport columns and trains had been spotted at Nanteuil, Montagny-Sainte-Félicité, and Lagny-le-Sec. No reports were received regarding the whereabouts of the French western wing or the direction of its retreat. Around 14:00, Second Army Headquarters had reported that the fortress of La Fère appeared to have been evacuated. If this was the case, the army’s right flank was to advance up to Brancourt (east of Coucy-le-Château)–Crépy–Aulnois-sous-Laon, still today. Therefore, for the foreseeable future, one could not count on Second Army effectively pursuing the French.

On 1 September, First Army’s Chief of Staff, General von Kuhl, noted how his headquarters saw its situation under these circumstances:

No danger from the area Douai–Cambrai–Amiens. The enemy had been dispersed. Catching up with the French appeared to be impossible. They had gotten away without pursuit. The British will also be difficult to catch. To continue in the present direction makes no sense, the right flank is threatened from the direction of Paris. Consequently it is now important to halt in order to stage the Army for the coming advance depending on our orders to either continue moving south with protection against Paris or against the lower Seine below Paris. If we continue advancing south and if the French defend the Marne, a flanking attack out of Paris has to be expected.

Based on this consideration at 17:00, the OHL was advised: “Fifth French Army has withdrawn its left wing south via Soissons. On this wing, First Army has not been able to catch up with it. Fighting the British at Verberie. On 2 September, First Army intends to deploy along the line Verberie–La Ferté-Milon for future disposition.”

A number of radio messages received between 19:00 and 20:00 from Second Army Headquarters did not clarify the situation at Second or Third Armies. One of these messages stated, “Second Army rushing with Guard and X Corps to the aid of Third Army.” The message noted that on 1 September the line Gizy–Marchais–Sissonne–Lappion would be aquired, while VII Corps and X Reserve Corps would follow via Laon. This led to the assumption that Third Army’s situation on the Aisne had somehow become precarious; however, a message from Third Army Headquarters to Second Army Headquarters—picked up shortly afterwards—seemed to indicate the opposite. According to this radio message, “the enemy was retreating before Third Army, which was pursuing up to Aussonce on the right.” Soon afterwards, General von Bülow personally relayed this message to First Army Headquarters with the addendum that Second Army would now pursue with its left wing west of Reims past the line Bourg-et-Comin (east of Vailly)–Pontavert. The Aisne crossings would be taken that day. Since the pursuit up to now had given First Army a considerable head start, the next day’s staging along the line Verberie–La Ferté-Milon, and the associated abandonment of its own advance, appeared to pose few problems.

However, General von Kluck had to change his decision even before his already drafted army order could be issued. The III Corps headquarters had sent an operations order captured from British I Corps revealing that “at noon, the entire British Army (1st, 2nd, 3rd, and 5th Divisions, III Corps, 3rd and 5th Cavalry Brig-ades–individually listed) intended to go into rest positions south of the general line Verberie–Crépy-en-Valois–La Ferté-Milon.”4 Obviously, First Army still faced the British at close quarters. In the opinion of the army commander and his Chief of Staff, the opportunity to force the British into battle and, with that, accomplish the objective that for days had been given up as hopeless, was so crucial that all considerations regarding the men’s need for rest had to take second place for the moment. At 22:15, the attack order for the following day was issued. The II, IV, and III Corps were simply ordered to advance straight ahead, as they were deployed closest to the enemy. At 08:00 they were to cross the line Verberie–Villers-Cotterêts. The line of demarcation between II and IV Corps was to be the Orrouy–Nanteuil railway; between IV and III Corps it was the line Vaumoise–Betz–Puisieux. Toward the left, III Corps’ sector of attack was bounded by the eastern edge of the forests of Villers-Cotterêts and the Ourcq River. East of it, IX Corps was to envelop the enemy’s right flank with an early start (05:00) while 17th Division followed in echelons to the left. The task of simultaneously enveloping the left flank had to be forgone for now. However, if the British held, it seemed possible to effect a flanking movement here as well. To accomplish this, IV Reserve Corps was ordered to advance as early as 01:00 in order to reach Creil very early on. In a special message, IV Reserve Corps’ commander was reminded that his corps constituted the Commander-in-Chief’s reserve and that significant results were expected as a result of their early arrival. He was to make preparations to pass through Creil at 10:00, at the latest, and to have the strongest artillery accompany his forward elements. The IV Reserve Corps was also tasked with reconnoitering against the northern front of Paris. Senior Cavalry Commander 2 was initially to support the frontal attack by advancing between II and IV Corps, but was then, “as soon as possible, to assume protection duties using a reconnaissance in force towards the northern and northeastern Paris front.” Shortly after midnight, the following radio message informed the OHL and Second Army Headquarters about the changed plans: “Three British corps spotted close to First Army’s front. Tomorrow Army attacks over Creil–La Ferté-Milon in order to be prepared for further assignment after repulse. Army Headquarters is at Compiègne.”

4. Second Army’s Advance on the Aisne

On 1 September, Second Army began moving again as well. First Army’s message announcing the French western wing’s retreat over Soissons, already dispatched on 31 August at 14:15, arrived at Second Amy headquarters during the night. The evening before, Third Army had declared that it expected to do battle on 1 September and that it would probably direct its right wing into the sector east of Reims. The idea of moving Second Army, which had stayed behind its two neighbouring armies, to the south as quickly as possible became pre-eminent. For now, however, the right wing had the task of removing the perceived obstacle at La Fère as well as the paths of retreat. To this end, at 07:30, VII and X Reserve Corps’ headquarters were ordered to request the surrender of the fortifications in their respective sectors as soon as it appeared that their artillery bombardment had had the desired effect. At the same time, the Guard Corps flanking on the left was ordered to continue its advance across the Serre to the southeast to Chivres–Bucy-lès-Pierrepont. For now, the orders requiring X Corps—in the centre—to move only to Crécy–Dercy remained in force. Following First Army’s repeated requests, at 08:10, Senior Cavalry Commander 1 was ordered by radio message to proceed via Soissons and to reconnoitre past Château-Thierry–Reims. The army commander proceeded to Cerizy (north of Vendeuil) in order to be present at the bombardment of La Fère.

In the meantime, X Reserve Corps ascertained that the fortress in front of them had been evacuated. As a result, at 10:30 it proceeded to advance from Villers-le-Sec towards Anguilcourt–Nouvion-et-Catillon on its own authority. A little later, when La Fère turned out to be evacuated, VII Corps also began to advance. Without firm confirmation, but in case the evacuation proved correct, shortly after noon, Generaloberst von Bülow ordered the three corps on the right flank to advance toward Laon: VII Corps to Brancourt–Le Trou–Fourey, X Reserve Corps to Crépy, and X Corps to Aulnois-sous-Laon. All three corps were to commence firing on the fortress itself as well as on Laon’s western forts “in order to force the antiquated fortifications to surrender.” Where this fortress was concerned, army headquarters apparently wanted to avoid the same mistake as had been made at La Fère, where the staging of an attack had gone unrecognized.

In the course of the afternoon, while all components of Second Army were moving toward their new objectives, air reconnaissance suggested that the enemy was not going to make a stand at Laon. Long columns were observed marching from Vaudesson toward Bailly and from Laon toward Bourg-et-Comin. South of the Aisne Canal at Vailly, roughly one division was spotted in the process of assembling. All roads from the Serre up to the Aisne line Guignicourt–Château Porcien appeared to be clear. First Army reported that it would be able to catch up with weak elements of the enemy retreating to the south only by pursuing via Verberie–Soissons. Shortly after noon, the radio station at Cologne transmitted the OHL’s instructions, which First Army received at 14:30. These were of decisive importance: “Third, Fourth and Fifth Armies involved in heavy fighting with a superior enemy. Third Army’s right flank on the Aisne at Château-Porcien. Advance of Second Army’s left wing in this direction, if at all possible, intervention of cavalry urgently desired today. An enemy cavalry division has been spotted west of Château-Porcien.”

This created a totally now situation for Second Army. The intervention of Second Army’s left wing in Third Army’s battle on the Aisne—which had been considered a probability since the afternoon of 31 August—appeared to have become an imperative necessity. While he was unhappy about it, since such intervention would require his men to make renewed and significant efforts, General von Bülow did not hesitate to provide immediate support. At 15:00, the Guard Corps was ordered to continue its southeast advance toward Sissonne and Lappion. A cavalry brigade reinforced with artillery, cyclists, and possibly mounted infantry was to be dispatched immediately in the direction of Banogne for the relief of Third Army’s right wing. Also, X Corps was ordered to acquire Gizy and Marchais with its advance elements and to throw a cavalry detachment reinforced with artillery, bicyclists, and truck-borne infantry past La Malmaison toward Villers-devant-le-Thour. On the right wing, both VII Corps and X Reserve Corps were ordered to cover the advance of First Army’s left flank to their right under General von Einem’s unified command. In order to accomplish this, they were to seize Laon, which was expected to be clear of the enemy, on the following morning at the earliest moment, and to stand ready to intervene in an easterly direction. First and Third Armies’ headquarters were given a general outline of the orders given. Bülow moved to La Ferté Chevresis.

Toward evening the overall picture changed again. Around 18:45, General von Hausen reported: “Enemy retreating before Third Army. We pursue on the right up to Aussonce.” Accordingly, it seemed that Third Army’s precarious situation had been resolved. At Second Army Headquarters, the enemy’s retreat was interpreted as the result of Second Army’s advance on the left. However, it would be a waste to continue advancing to the southeast, for it would simply be a strike into air. Bülow decided to turn his army’s left wing south again immediately in order to continue its advance in the direction of Reims, pursuant to the instructions received from the OHL on the previous day. The X Corps was ordered to take the Aisne crossings at Bourg-et-Comin–Oeuilly that night, while the Guard Corps was to occupy those at Maizy and Pontavert. First Army Headquarters was informed by radio at 19:45. Bülow proceeded from La Ferté Chevresis to Marle, where he established his new headquarters.

An excellent aerial reconnaissance report that was dropped over Guise at 19:45, and that was immediately passed on to army headquarters, clarified the enemy’s situation.5 First of all it confirmed the French retreat on all roads leading south and southwest from Laon. An especially large column had already reached Fismes. On the Bazoches (3 kilometres west of Fismes)–Reims stretch south of the Vesle, “all roads were covered with strong columns of all arms, nearly all villages between Vesle and Ardre contain strong troop bivouacs of all arms.” The area northwest of Reims was also inundated with marching columns and bivouacs. The observer gave his general impression: “There are weaker forces north of the Fismes–Reims railway; in the south, there are stronger units in the process of assembling and going into rest positions around 18:00.” Considering the overall situation, army headquarters took this to indicate that the French were not going to put up serious resistance on the Aisne sector, nor were they likely to put up a fight on the other side of the Vesle.

These multiple changes in the assessment of the situation naturally slowed Second Army’s movements on 1 September.

Senior Cavalry Commander 1 had not yet carried out his intention to advance east in the direction of Cerny-lès-Bucy–Chavignon when he received the order from army headquarters to advance south toward Soissons. Since this village was still occupied by the enemy, initially, a Jägerbattalion reinforced by artillery and cavalry was deployed; later the Guard Cavalry Division was brought up as well. In the meantime, the enemy attacked the rearguard left at Leuilly in unknown strength. Now the Cavalry Corps was fighting on two fronts. It extricated itself from that situation by defeating and dispersing the enemy at Leuilly and, at around 19:00, by taking Soissons, where the bridges were found intact. By now, it was too late to mount a further attack towards the south. The Guard Cavalry Division went to rest in Soissons and Cuffies; 5th Cavalry Division rested at Chavigny–Leury–Juvigny.

The VII Corps found the Oise bridges destroyed. The 14th Division was able to repair the bridge at Condren between Chauny and La Fère by 18:00. From there, its forward elements marched via Amigny–Barisis-au-Bois up to Prémontré. The 13th Division took La Fère, capturing 26 guns, and after fixing the bridges there, moved its forward elements up to Andelain and Charmes.

The X Reserve Corps reached the area of Crépy as darkness fell. The 2nd Guard Reserve Division went into quarters along the La Fère–Crépy road; 19th Reserve Division spent the night in the area of Couvron–Remies–Monceau-lès-Leups.

After reaching the Serre sector at Crécy and Dercy, X Corps took an extended break. Due to the delayed arrival of the army order of 15:00, which set Gizy and Marchais as its objectives, it did not continue its advance until 17:30. It sent its 19th Division into quarters at Coucy-lès-Eppes, Gizy, and Samoussy, while the 20th entered rest at Mauregny, Marchais, and Liesse-Notre-Dame. The order to take the Aisne crossings at Bourg-et-Comin and Oeuilly had been impossible to execute. The divisional cavalry regiment, reinforced by machine guns and a battery, did not arrive until early in the morning on 2 September.

The Guard Corps had already seized the objectives of Chivres and Bucy-les-Pierrepont, which were assigned in the army order of 07:30. This formation had gone to rest when the new army order of 15:00 instructed it to move once again toward Soissons and Lappion. In response to news that the enemy was retreating in front of Third Army, on its own authority, the corps discontinued its southward march. While 1st Guard Infantry Division returned to its old quarters in the area Chivres–Cuirieux–Vesles, 2nd Guard Infantry Division moved into La Selve, Lappion, and Boncourt. In consideration of the men’s considerable marching efforts, the task of taking the Aisne crossings at Maizy and Pontavert was postponed until the following day.

On the evening of 1 September, the army commander was still unaware that the implementation of his instructions had not been entirely successful. Therefore, his report to the OHL was actually anticipating events when it reported: “The corps of the left wing turned off west of Reims when we received news of the enemy retreat in order to pursue towards the west; its forward elements will reach the Aisne tonight.”

5. First Army’s Pursuit Battle South of the Aisne

First Army’s attacks against the British on 2 September did not produce the anticipated results. Except for isolated occasions of more or less tenacious fighting with rearguards, the British dodged the attacks aimed at them through timely withdrawals, as they had done so often before.

Due to the delayed transmission of orders, IV Reserve Corps did not begin to advance in one column toward Creil until 04:00. Weak enemy elements repeatedly delayed the formation, even though each break was for a short period of time. In the afternoon, 7th Reserve Division’s forward elements broke stronger resistance at Creil. The enemy still managed to blow the Oise bridges there and at Villers-St.-Paul before retreating toward the south. A pontoon bridge was erected by nightfall. After marching 30 kilometres, 7th Reserve Division went to rest at Creil, while the 22nd bivouacked to its rear along the route of march. The IV Reserve Corps’ weak cavalry, which was reconnoitering on the right flank in the area east of Beauvais, had repeatedly come up against stronger enemy cavalry components. Farther north, the area toward the west was found to be clear. The corps did not possess its own aircraft. Meanwhile, 43rd Brigade reached Jemappes (west of Mons).

In II Corps’ sector, 3rd Division sallied out from Néry via Rully towards Fontaine les Corps Nuds at 08:00; 4th Division did not advance from Villeneuve toward Senlis until noon after being held up by the night crossing at Verberie. This resulted in 3rd Division separately engaging superior forces at Montépilloy, which had advanced from east of Senlis. The attack’s centre of gravity ended up on the left flank, in the direction of Borest and Fontaine les Corps Nuds. During the afternoon, both villages were taken. The pursuit through the Forêt d’ Ermenonville was marked by fierce, localized combat and was discontinued on the southern edge of the forest. At midnight, the Pomeranians stormed the village of Montaby.6 The French enemy hastily retreated, leaving their baggage behind. During its advance on Senlis, 4th Division met with resistance, which was quickly overcome north of Ognon. The plan to intervene in the combat of the left neighbouring division was not carried out since, in the meantime, the enemy had retreated. However, the division met stubborn resistance at Senlis. Even the town’s residents participated in the house-to-house fighting. The division’s troops, exhausted by the previous days’ and nights’ extraordinary exertions, abstained from advancing past Senlis.

Regarding II Cavalry Corps, only 9th Cavalry Division had the opportunity to deploy elements of its artillery in support of 3rd Division’s attack in the area south of Ducy. Because the horses were totally exhausted, participation in the pursuit was out of the question. In the evening, 9th Cavalry Division went to rest at Auger-St.-Vincent, while 2nd Cavalry Division rested southwest of Crépy-en-Valois. The Jägerbattalions moved there as well. The 4th Cavalry Division, with whom the connection had been re-established, held its main forces at Droizelles.

The advance of IV Corps proceeded without any fighting. The 8th Division reached Nanteuil-le-Haudouin; 7th Division arrived at Boissy-Fresnoy. General Sixt von Arnim refrained from continuing the advance to Oissery–Fosse-Martin as planned so as not to anticipate army headquarters’ intentions for the following day.

In its advance against the line Betz–La Ferté Milon, III Corps deployed its divisions to do battle in the assumption that the enemy would make a stand. However, when aerial reconnaissance reported the British retreat toward Meaux, the corps halted south of the forests of Villers-Cotterêts. The 5th Division pushed advance elements up to Betz and Antilly, while 6th Division occupied Thury-en-Valois and La Villeneuve-sous-Thury.

The IX Corps’ 18th Division had stepped off at 04:00 in the direction of Neuilly-St.-Front. An aerial reconnaissance message received during the advance reported that the enemy had withdrawn south towards La Ferté Milon in the early morning. With this any hope of catching up with him became moot. On the other hand, a new and promising objective offered itself, for the same aerial report indicated strong enemy forces retreating off the line Braine–Fismes toward the stretch of the Marne from Mont-St. Père to Jaulgonne. As a result, around noon, General von Quast took it upon himself to discontinue advancing in the assigned direction and turned toward Château-Thierry. In doing so, he hoped to catch the French retreating from Second Army in the flank and to keep the Marne crossings open for Second Army. Senior Cavalry Commander I was requested to attack the enemy in the rear via Fère-en-Tardenois; also, III Corps was requested to advance southeast in the direction of Charly-sur-Marne–Nogent-l’Artaud. With a strong marching performance, 18th Division’s forward elements managed to take Château-Thierry and advance up to the intact Marne bridges by late evening. Also, cavalry occupied the crossing at Chézy. The 17th Division followed via Coucy-le-Château–Soissons up to St. Remy and was still a good day’s march to the rear of its corps. Under a blazing sun, these troops had given their all marching.

Around noon, General von Kluck proceeded to Compiègne. Soon after his arrival he received a message from General von Quast stating that he intended to move on Château-Thierry. The army commander immediately consented to this decision since, as things stood, for him everything depended on doing as much damage to the retreating enemy as possible. At 13:15, Quast was notified accordingly. At this time, army headquarters only knew about the rest of the army’s front from a message that II Corps headquarters had sent, stating that this corps had encountered the enemy on the heights of Senlis. This enemy was estimated to consist of an infantry division with strong cavalry attached.7 Since II Corps headquarters simultaneously reported that it had also faced French forces, among them reserve mountain troops, in addition to British cavalry, it was assumed that components of the French defeated at Amiens–Moreuil had joined the British. Beyond that—according to an aerial reconnaissance report received shortly before 13:00—the retreat of those French forces had apparently been accomplished in a southwesterly direction from Beauvais via Gisors (28 kilometres southeast of Beauvais) and partly also by train to Paris. Around 14:00, it became known that the British had vacated the heights of Boissy-Fresnoy in front of IV Corps. Even though the corps was going to continue its advance toward the line Oissery–Fosse-Martin, army headquarters was aware that most of the British were going to escape once again.

An army order issued at 14:00 addressed the consequences of this new situation. On the army’s right wing, IV Reserve Corps, whose location was unknown at the moment, was to take the enemy forces that where still fighting II Corps at Senlis from the rear. On the left wing, IX and III Corps were to continue the already initiated attempt to attack the French withdrawing toward the Marne in the flank. The III Corps, although it was unknown whether this formation had already followed General von Quast’s orders, received the general instruction to advance on Château-Thierry as far as possible and to dispatch cavalry, artillery, and mounted infantry in support of IV Corps. For its part, IV Corps was to move into the Therouane sector at Oissery–Fosse-Martin, which would link up First Army’s two flanks. The cavalry corps was tasked with reconnoitering toward the northern and northeastern fronts of Paris, and also toward the Marne above Paris, as well as toward the right bank of the Oise in the direction of Beauvais–Pontoise.

Toward evening, corps reports revealed that II Corps had expelled the enemy from Senlis and that, even before receiving the army order, IV Corps had ceased its advance on Therouane at Nanteuil. On 3 September, Senior Cavalry Commander 2 requested a day of rest in the area of Nanteuil for the purpose of “supply and shoeing.” The cavalry corps’ headquarters provided no information about the enemy’s whereabouts. General von der Marwitz assumed that the enemy had withdrawn toward Paris. Reports received toward evening did provide more concrete clues: columns were withdrawing from Nanteuil via Dammartin, and major enemy bivouacs had been spotted around Meaux on both banks of the Marne, while the roads from Meaux and La Ferté-sous-Jouarre toward Coulommiers were still reported to be clear. On the evening of 2 September, army headquarters was unable to assess how far the corps on both First Army’s flanks had been able to advance and whether they had encountered the enemy. Around 19:30, an aircraft reported German troops advancing on the roads via Brumetz–Bussiares and from Neuilly-St.-Front toward Château-Thierry, as well as fighting in the area north of Château-Thierry; thus, army headquarters concluded that IX and perhaps also III Corps had caught up with the French on this side of the Marne. In the course of the next days, this development could evolve into a serious battle. According to a report received at 19:30, Second Army planned to advance its forward elements to the Marne, “behind which the enemy was in full retreat,” on 3 September. Thus, the army commander considered the possibility of crossing “the Marne between La Ferté-sous-Jouarre and Château-Thierry in order more effectively to continue its thrust into the enemy’s flank.”8 However, he rejected this idea because there were insufficient forces available for an attack this far out. The daily report submitted to the OHL at 20:00—which was copied to Second Army Headquarters—noted that “First Army’s attempt to cross the Marne on 3 September is in doubt.”

Therefore the army order issued at 21:45 instructed IX Corps to “continue the attack against the French flank retreating before Second Army via Fère-en-Tardenois towards Château-Thierry.” The III Corps was to advance on Château-Thierry in close cooperation with IX Corps “in order to attack the enemy while he is in the process of crossing the Marne.” While issuing the orders, army headquarters elaborated its intentions verbally: “Crossing the Marne was unlikely and only to be considered under the most favourable circumstances, for instance, if Second Army’s pressure were to cause the French to cross the Marne in great disarray and we could therefore cross at the same time.” If it turned out that the enemy had escaped, both corps were ordered to clear the march route west in front of Second Army’s right flank from Soissons to Château-Thierry, as soon as possible. To prevent separation of the army, and to preserve command and control of a united front in case of any conceivable threat to the flank from Paris, the army order recommended a shift to the left along the start lines of the other three corps. They were to execute the order as follows: IV Corps was to move into the area of Crouy while protecting its right flank towards Paris–Meaux; II Corps was to move into the area of Nanteuil-le-Haudouin after clearing the enemy out of the forests south of Senlis, while holding on to Creil; and IV Reserve Corps was to shift into the area east and northeast of Senlis. The Cavalry Corps was authorized a day of rest.

First Army’s situation on the evening of 2 September was now similar to that on 31 August. Since there was no reasonable expectation of catching up with the British in a frontal pursuit, First Army Headquarters again decided to pursue and attack the retreating French on their western flank. However, it was not prepared to expand this attempt by crossing the Marne, since the forces necessary for such an expansive operation did not appear to be available. Without question, from the evening of 1 September onwards, army headquarters was concerned that the great fortress of Paris exposed the German Army to the possibility of a flanking attack.

6. Second Army’s Crossing of the Aisne

On 2 September, Second Army spent the day pursuing the enemy along the entire line. General von Bülow’s army order, issued at 23:00 on 1 September, ordered the corps to cross the Aisne and Vesle and advance against the line Noyant–Chacrise (VII Corps), Cuiry-Housse–Jouaignes (X Reserve Corps), Chérey–Arcis-le-Ponsart (X Corps), and Brouillet–Poilly (the Guard Corps). After crossing the Vesle, the Guard Corps was to challenge the fortress at Reims to surrender. If that proved insufficient—under specific orders “to spare the cathedral”—it was to force its capitulation by bombarding the city and its fortifications.

Since the enemy had gained a sizable head start during his retreat, 2 September passed purely as a day of marching except for minor confrontations with rearguard elements. The 14th Infantry Division of VII Corps reached Noyant via Soissons; 13th Division reached Chacrise after finding the fortification Condé (southwest of Vailly) clear. The X Reserve Corps’ 2nd Guard Reserve Division reached Braine via Vailly; 19th Reserve Division, marching through the evacuated Laon, reached Chavonne–Soupir. The X Corps, which had started very early, was held up partly by scattered French troops, of whom 500 were taken prisoner, and partly by the destruction of the Aisne and Vesle crossings. The formation then continued its advance late into the night. At 02:00, the leading elements of 19th Division reached Bazoches, while 20th Division pushed its forward elements to Courville via Fismes. Fighting weak enemy rearguards, the Guard Corps crossed the Aisne at Maizy and Pontavert and, crossing the Vesle with its forward elements, reached Unchair (1st Guard Infantry Division) and Jonchery (2nd Guard Infantry Division).

Only elements of I Cavalry Corps—5th Cavalry Division advancing from Soissons toward Oulchy-le-Château, and the Guard Cavalry Division striking toward Fère-en-Tardenois—made enemy contact and engaged in combat. The 5th ended up behind retreating enemy columns until Hartennes; at Branges, the Guard Cavalry Division faced larger forces estimated at two to three brigades, which were in the process of retreating from Braine toward Fère-en-Tardenois and, with the elimination of flanking cover, were now turning toward the southeast. The Guard Cavalry Division brought its artillery to bear against them; without reaching a decision, it continued firing until dark. Then the enemy moved on. The division remained in the area of Arcy-Ste.-Restitue.

Throughout the morning, aerial reconnaissance reports confirmed Second Army Headquarters’ assumption that the enemy was continuing his retreat from the Vesle toward and across the Marne. Numerous columns were spotted moving out of the line Braine–Reims toward Château-Thierry–Dormans–Epernay. Thus, at 15:45, Senior Cavalry Commander 1 was ordered to cross the Marne and to reconnoitre toward the line Romilly (on the Seine)–Châlons-sur-Marne and to interdict the railway tracks running south and southwest. The OHL and First and Third Army Headquarters were informed that the enemy was in full retreat across the Marne and that Second Army intended to reach the river with its advanced elements by the following day. A message from the OHL9 provided information about the two neighbouring armies: the First was advancing west of Soissons via Verberie–Ambleny, while the Third was moving in the direction of Châlons with its right flank east of Reims. Second Army was to coordinate its advance accordingly; also, the capture of Reims was considered desirable. Supplementing this, Third Army reported in the evening that it would reach the line Pont Faverger–Mourmelon–Suippes behind the retreating enemy that day. Thus, at this time, there was still a gap of about 30 kilometres as the crow flies between Second and Third Armies’ interior flanks. It was yet to be seen if it would gradually close during the course of the advance. By late in the night, once General von Kluck’s intention to advance with his left wing to Château-Thierry became known, the early restoration of the broken link between First and Second Armies—which had opened in recent days—was considered certain.

On 2 September, General von Bülow moved his headquarters to Fismes. Reports from the troops frequently mentioned large amounts of enemy equipment and ammunition abandoned on the retreat routes and in the evacuated battery positions. During his drive from Fismes, the army commander confirmed this information through direct observation. In this, he saw early signs of the enemy’s disintegration. The army order issued at 20:15 for the immediate future assigned Second Army the objective of bringing about the “badly shaken enemy’s disintegration by maintaining uncompromising pressure across the Marne.” The army commander stated his expectation that everything would be done “to still catch the enemy north of the Marne.” Wherever he was, “he should immediately be attacked.” Designated sectors for the pursuit were as follows: VII Corps to Brasles (east of Château-Thierry) and Mont-St. Père, X Reserve Corps to Jaulgonne and Treloup, X Corps to Verneuil and Châtillon, and the Guard Corps to Binson. Its left column was to protect the army’s flank from the Forêt de Reims in the area of Aubilly and to force the fortress of Reims to surrender.

7. Third Army’s Pursuit East of Reims

Starting on 2 September, Third Army, who had been advancing in close cooperation with Fourth Army, came more and more within the scope of the pursuit operations conducted on the German forces’ right flank. During the night of 1–2 September, in continuous and sometimes stubborn fighting with enemy rearguards, Third Army’s right wing had reached the Le Châtelet–Mont-St. Remy sector of the Retourne River with both of its right flanking XII Corps and XII Reserve Corps and had partly crossed the river in places. On the left wing, XIX Corps had reached the area of north of Semide. Before the entire army’s front, the enemy was in full retreat toward the Vesle. General von Hausen’s army order, issued on the evening of 1 September, envisioned the continuation of the pursuit with XII and XIX Corps up to the line Mourmelon-le-Grand–Suippes if possible; XII Reserve Corps, echeloned to the right rear on the line Bazancourt–Pont Faverger, was to assume protection duties against the fortress of Reims. Hausen’s intention corresponded with the decision he reported to the OHL on 1 September that he would be turning his front during the pursuit from the southeast to the south. The OHL’s instructions—received on 2 September at 16:40—clearly expressed agreement with this change of direction. The instructions stated: “Enemy withdrawal attempts towards the southwest probable. Early and strong pushing ahead by Fourth and especially Third Armies in a general southern direction can garner great success. West and east of the Argonne Forest, large areas of French bivouacs and truck columns travelling southwest.” At the OHL’s instigation, the marching objectives that army headquarters had assigned to XII and XIX Corps had to be somewhat modified toward the west while they were on the move, since it turned out that Fourth Army’s right flank had already begun moving toward Suippes via Somme-Py. Thus, XII Corps was directed toward Thuizy and Mourmelon-le-Grand, while XIX Corps was directed toward St. Hilaire-le-Grand.

On the army’s right wing, the main forces of 23rd Reserve Division (XII Reserve Corps) moved without opposition into the area of Aussonce. This division moved outposts to the Suippe River along the line Bazancourt–Pontfaverger. The leading elements of 24th Reserve Division, which had become available after the fall of Givet, reached Rocroi. Units that had already been detached in order to occupy the fortified town of Hirson were also freed up when it turned out that Second Army’s rear echelon units had already occupied the village unopposed.

After some easy fighting, XII Corps’ right column—namely, 32th Division—took the Suippe crossing at Pontfaverger. The march continued in the afternoon after a long rest and soon came to a halt under lively enemy artillery fire emanating from the forest and elevated terrain up front, which caused the division to spend the night at Pontfaverger. The corps’ left column, 23rd Division, reached Aubérive–Dontrien without opposition. Following a night battle, one regiment reinforced with artillery seized Moronvilliers.

The advancing 40th Infantry Division of XIX Corps met with unexpected resistance in the form of strong artillery fire at Somme-Py. While the forward elements became involved in a lengthy and undecided fight, in accordance with their newly ordered direction, the bulk of the formation turned off via St. Etienne toward Ste. Marie à Py. It turned out that this village was also enemy occupied. Not until late evening did Saxon infantry seize the Ste. Marie–Somme-Py sector. The 24th Division moved behind the 40th via Leffincourt–Machault–St. Etienne to the corps’ left flank and reached St. Souplet with its forward elements. Thus, Third Army’s centre and left flank remained substantially behind their daily objectives.

On the morning of 2 September, Third Army chose Thugny as the location for its headquarters. A signals officer dispatched to XIX Corps sent numerous messages in the morning indicating that the considerably weakened French XVII Corps was retreating toward Châlons in a hurry and in considerable disarray. Aerial reconnaissance results proved to be even more important. By early afternoon it was determined that columns of all arms were moving on the roads leading south off the line St. Souplet–Somme-Py–Tahure in the general direction of Châlons. Large troop concentrations were spotted near the villages farther east in the area of Tahure–Dommartin (northwest of Ste. Ménehould)–Ardeuil. At 13:30, troop embarkations were observed on the railway platforms of Suippes, Somme-Suippes, Cuperly, and St. Hilaire-au-Temple (both villages north of Châlons); also, a large number of military trains stood ready to depart from the railway station at Châlons, while the section from Mailly-le-Camp to Arcis-sur-Aube showed heavy rail traffic.10 Units of all arms were said to be congregating in the camp at Châlons. Meanwhile, at 13:00, the main roads running west and southwest from Châlons were confirmed as being clear of the enemy. From this intelligence, army headquarters inferred that the French not only were in full retreat toward the south in front of Third Army but also were taking forces out of their front and putting them on trains. The stubborn resistance of their rearguards was apparently intended to cover these transports. At 21:45, the OHL was informed about these troop embarkations. The army order for 3 September, issued shortly before midnight, instructed Third Army to prevent, “the enemy’s further escape.” The XII and XIX Corps were to continue the pursuit along the entire front and to uncompromisingly attack and encircle the enemy wherever he made a stand. Forward elements were to try to reach the Vesle and take the Marne crossings between Tours and Châlons. The bulk of XII Reserve Corps was to secure the army’s right flank in the area of Pontfaverger. Second Army had reported its intentions to advance with its left flank via Pontavert and to continue the pursuit west of Reims. Fourth Army reported that the objective for its right flank’s on 3 September was Suippes–Bussy-le-Château. Thereupon, both neighbouring armies were informed of the intentions and objectives of Third Army’s pursuit operations.


XIII

THE OHL,
31 AUGUST–2 SEPTEMBER

AS THE GERMAN RIGHT WING CROSSED THE AISNE, SIXTH AND SEVENTH ARMY’S mission in the Imperial Provinces remained unclear.1 On 31 August, Sixth Army Headquarters dispatched Major von Xylander to the OHL to clarify the transfer of artillery for the new operation that Major Bauer had ordered the day before. But the instructions issued by Tappen only confused the situation further. In part they read: “It is imperative that Sixth and Seventh Armies tie up approximately the same number of enemy forces as are proportional to their strength; the attack on the Position de Nancy is not required at the outset or to be made concurrently. The army need only secure the situation in the direction of Nancy to an extent necessary to prevent the enemy from pushing the right wing back while ensuring that contact with Metz is not lost.”2 This led Sixth Army Headquarters to assume that the OHL had either again changed its plans or that Major Bauer had exceeded his authority the previous day. But Tappen’s instructions regarding the OHL’s plans for headquarters in Lothringen were even more confusing: “If Sixth Army believes that the attack across the Upper Moselle will fail to achieve a quick success, it may prove expedient to contemplate first removing a part of the army from the positions already acquired and redeploying it in a northerly direction via Metz, linking up with Fifth Army. Obviously the remainder of Sixth and Seventh Armies must then be withdrawn at a later time as well. … Here it is important to consider whether such a withdrawal would seriously damage the morale of the men.”3 Rupprecht thus decided to let the orders that he had previously issued stand, bringing up the heavy artillery for the attack on the Position de Nancy. Given the men’s need for rest, the advance was not scheduled to begin until 2 September.4

On the night of 31 August, Xylander returned from the OHL reporting that the High Command assumed that the enemy had already begun to withdraw its forces from Sixth and Seventh Armies’ fronts; thus, it desired their offensive to begin as soon as possible so as to continue tying up the French. This was made all the more urgent as the French appeared to have mounted another strong counterattack against the inner flank of the wheeling wing. Even though Sixth Army Headquarters did not believe that the enemy in Lorraine had begun to reduce its numbers substantially, on the afternoon of 1 September Crown Prince Rupprecht decided to comply with the OHL’s wishes; thus, disregarding the men’s need for rest, he ordered the advance to begin along the entire front at 04:00 the next morning. The corps deployed against the Position de Nancy were to advance to the artillery protective line (Artillerieschutzstellung) Mazerulles–(11 kilometres south of Château-Salins)–Drouville–Hudiviller (west of Lunéville). However, the offensive was delayed when Sixth Army’s corps failed to compelte their preparations and Seventh Army reported that preliminary operations would be required to secure start positions before their offensive could begin. Thus Rupprecht ordered his corps to remain in place on 2 September and Seventh Army to begin the necessary preparations.5

On the morning of 2 September, Krafft and Mertz travelled to the OHL’s headquarters in Luxembourg to clarify the situation. In these face-to-face conversations, complete agreement was achieved that the assault on the Position de Nancy as well as the attack south of the Meurthe should be conducted systematically after thorough preparations and without undue haste. As before, Sixth and Seventh Armies were to try to continue tying up strong enemy forces until the results of the pressure exerted by the German Army’s right wing in pivoting south made itself felt. While at the OHL, Krafft did not neglect to mention that, in his opinion, there was little chance that his limited forces could actually succeed in detaining equal French forces in Lorraine. In his diary, he wrote:

I emphasized that accomplishing our mission—to tie up enemy forces in the approximate strength proportional to the combined strength of Sixth and Seventh Armies—may be impossible as ordered. With the fortresses in play, no God could prevent the enemy from withdrawing if he desires to do so; we will be confronted by the fortifications wherever we turn. The enemy will be able to hold the fortified sectors with inferior forces until the main forces are gone.6

An addition to Krafft’s diary indicates that, on this point, the OHL agreed.7

In the meantime the deployment for the offensive went forward. As new units came into the line, French counterattacks had to be repulsed in several places. As Seventh Army’s centre and left flank still lagged behind, Sixth Army Headquarters concluded that any future operations would have to begin with Seventh Army’s advance on the line Rambervillers–Bruyères. Sixth Army’s left flank would then close up, depending on the success of Seventh Army’s advance, while the centre and right—which were already in close contact with the enemy—continued to hold their positions. In his orders for 3 September, Crown Prince Rupprecht commanded Sixth Army to remain in place until the preparations for its attack had been concluded and for Seventh Army to open the exit out of the forest at Ste. Benoit and southwards. General Heeringen ordered his army’s attack to begin on 3 September.8

ON THE EVENING OF 30 AUGUST, THE OHL DECIDED TO TURN THE WESTERN Army’s great wheeling wing from its general southwesterly direction of advance toward the south so as to secure a connection with Third Army in the centre. A message from First Army indicated that its commander had already anticipated this intention by pivoting it right flank toward the Oise. This same message allayed all concerns that the enemy might appear on First Army’s right flank, for it reported that the enemy had been defeated and was fleeing in a southwesterly direction. It no longer seemed that either the French or the British would pose a danger. Nevertheless, it remained to be seen whether First Army Headquarters would be able to actually exploit Second Army’s victory by pursuing and overtaking the French in the direction it had independently chosen. In any case, it would now be easy to conform the army’s movements to the continuation of the wheeling wing’s larger operation toward the south.

Second Army appeared to have abandoned the immediate frontal pursuit of the enemy that it had defeated at St. Quentin. According to a radio message received at 11:00 on 31 August, the army appeared to be holding its left flank at Sains–Richaumont. Another radio message from Second Army to Third Army Headquarters, received shortly after 19:00, made it apparent that on the next day, 1 September, First Army Headquarters only planned to take La Fère and then advance with its left wing to Marle. Even though the OHL did not appreciate its abandoning an immediate and forceful pursuit, Moltke felt that he could not interfere in Second Army’s command decisions because he was unfamiliar with its situation and was therefore unable to assess the reasons that had led to the slowness of Bülow’s advance.

Moreover, at that moment the Chief of the General Staff of the Field Army was preoccupied by operations at the Army’s centre. That morning a signals officer at Fifth Army Headquarters reported that Fifth Army had encountered unexpectedly tenacious resistance along the Meuse and that its right wing was involved in heavy fighting while its left was still on the German side of the river. Between 12:00 and 13:00 the Army’s Chief of Staff, General von Knobelsdorf, gave a detailed report about its situation by telephone. He requested that Third and Fourth Armies intervene by attacking south and in this way assist Fifth Army in crossing the river. He also advised that strong enemy forces had been observed advancing north on the west side of Verdun past the line Clermont–Dombasle. In combination with the order of General de Langle de Cary that had been captured by Fourth Army, this information led to the view that the French centre, consisting of French Third and Fourth Armies plus Army Detachment Foch, were about to end their retreat to counterattack, with the fortress of Verdun covering their rear. If this happened, an important military decision would be imminent. In that case, Fifth Army would find itself in a precarious situation while it was still fighting for the Meuse crossings. As previously mentioned, Moltke had not ruled out the enemy’s operational use of the fortress front Verdun–Toul–Nancy to support an attack with major forces on the east bank of the Meuse into Fifth Army’s left flank and the rearward lines of communication of the wheeling wing. Therefore he did not agree with the Crown Prince’s intention (which had been reported by General von Knobelsdorf) to bring V Corps—which had recently been returned to him—across the Meuse. At 18:30, Fifth Army Headquarters was ordered to stop this corps’ march toward Stenay at Marville–Longuyon and to hold at the OHL’s disposition until further notice. A General Staff officer dispatched to Marville also informed V Corps directly, adding that “if necessary, it would have to keep enemy forces from advancing between Verdun and Metz.” For the time being, the main reserves stationed at the fortress of Metz, which had been slated for transfer to Sixth Army Headquarters, were to remain with Fifth Army.

[image: image]

On 31 August, Third and Fourth Armies’ situations were unclear to the OHL even though their progress was of decisive importance for Fifth Army. It was known that the previous evening both armies had planned to continue their advance to the Aisne, but reports about the day’s activities were lacking. From a number of radio messages intercepted from Third Army Headquarters to Second Army Headquarters, at least this much was clear: Third Army expected a battle with strong enemy forces in the Aisne sector on 1 September. Its right wing stood at Avançon and therefore had crossed the river. General von Hausen expected to later move this wing “east of Reims.” If the French initiated the counterattack as expected, this might result in a very favourable operational situation, for it would also threaten their line of retreat. Everything depended on Third and Fourth Armies continuing their advance. When Knobelsdorf telephoned at 19:45, he urgently pointed out that Fourth Army had to act forcefully, otherwise Fifth Army’s Meuse crossing could not take place for some time. At 20:00, the Chief of the General Staff of the Field Army issued an identical order by radio to the Third and Fourth Armies: “Since Fifth Army is engaged in heavy fighting for the Meuse crossing, a relentless advance by Third and Fourth Army in cooperation with Fifth Army is urgently required.” Fourth Army’s daily report was received shortly after midnight. It reported that the enemy had attacked Third Army’s left flank as well as Fourth Army on the German side of the Aisne, but that they had been thrown back everywhere. On 1 September, Fourth Army intended to continue its own attack toward the south. Based on this report, the OHL anticipated future developments at Third and Fourth Armies with confidence and hoped that Fifth Army would also soon be able to master the critical situation. In a personal letter, Moltke wrote: “The Armies in the centre are fighting today and tomorrow. It will be a decisive battle and a lot is going to depend on its outcome.”9

According to the OHL’s strategy of 27 August, the task of the southern wing (Sixth and Seventh Armies) opposite the French fortress front included a speedy and important attack by Sixth Army in order to either tie up strong enemy forces or break through between Toul and Epinal so as to assist in the larger operation on the other side of the Moselle. The OHL anticipated that a double envelopment by the enemy from the fortress of Nancy and the direction of Toul on one side and from Epinal on the other could be avoided through security measures. Particular importance had not been attached to the question of whether it would become necessary to combine an advance against the Moselle with an attack against the fortified position at Nancy. It was not until Major Bauer’s independent “performance” at the headquarters of the Bavarian Crown Prince on 30 August and the problems that consequently developed at Sixth Army Headquarters for this mission that doubts surfaced at the OHL as to whether such a quick attack might actually result in a breakthrough. This question was at the centre of a debate between Major von Xylander, a General Staff officer dispatched by Sixth Army Headquarters to Luxembourg on the morning of 31 August, and the Chief of the Operations Department, which took place in the presence of the Quartermaster General, General von Stein. Among other subjects, they discussed the attack that Major Bauer had so strongly advocated on the previous day. Tappen still did not believe that such an attack was essential to achieving a breakthrough between Toul and Epinal. For him, the primary objective remained tying up the largest possible enemy force. However, he did not issue specific orders to Sixth Army. Instead, he instructed Xylander to inform Crown Prince Rupprecht that he had total freedom of action to execute the breakthrough with or without a prior or simultaneous attack on the fortifications at Nancy. The Bavarian Crown Prince, if he chose, could even forgo the breakthrough, remove a component of Sixth Army from the front, and establish contact with Fifth Army via Metz. In his verbal comments to Xylander, Tappen expressed his desire for an attempt at a breakthrough across the upper Moselle as soon as possible. Thus, on 31 August the OHL remained in the dark as to which decision Sixth Army Headquarters would make.

At the same time, difficulties appeared to be developing in the rear of the operational area in Belgium. For a few days, agents had been reporting that British troops were disembarking at Ostende and Dunkirk; others were suggesting that a major Belgian sortie out of Antwerp was imminent. Neither could be confirmed. Following the costly light cruiser battle at Helgoland on 28 August and the German fleet’s unusual restraint, a landing of British troops at Ostende and Dunkirk was not out of the question.10 There were other indications that the British and French were attempting to assemble forces in the western part of Belgium and in the unoccupied area of northern France in order to relieve the siege of Antwerp and to advance against the German lines of communication. Therefore, on 31 August, the OHL deemed it necessary to assign General von Beseler to defend against such attempts, in addition to his job of screening Antwerp. He was thus instructed that enemy activities are “best met with an offensive response from a strong raiding corps and heavy artillery, if possible.” In order to free up the strongest possible forces from III and IX Reserve Corps, the Landsturm battalions—which were required for the strictly local defence against Antwerp and on the Dendre—would be requested from the Belgian Generalgouvernment. It was also announced that in the near future, a mobile marine division would arrive. The Chief of the General Staff of the Field Army and Generalfeldmarschall von der Goltz, who had been appointed Generalgouverneur of Belgium and who arrived at the OHL in Luxembourg on 31 August, discussed the support to be provided by General von Beseler. The Generalgouverneur’s request for aircraft could not be met.
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On 1 September, the OHL’s primary concern was that Third and Fourth Armies’ continuation of the offensive toward the south yield decisive results. A message from General von Hausen received during the night reported that an attack by Third Army probably would not be possible until 2 September; this was disappointing. Strong enemy forces were said to be facing the army in a fortified position in the Aisne sector south of Rethel and north of Semuy, and a French cavalry division was reported to be at Gomont on its right flank. In his mind’s eye, Moltke saw a great battle—initially caused by the French counterattack between the Meuse and the Aisne—expanding far to the west on the southern bank of the Aisne. While Fourth and Fifth Armies’ mission remained unchanged, Third Army’s assigned role was altered. Moltke’s desire to assign it a purely southern pursuit direction, taking it into the area east of Reims, had to give way to the need to secure the battle’s outcome through immediate and close tactical cooperation between Third and Fourth Armies. Therefore, shortly before 08:00, the following radio message was dispatched to Hausen: “Immediate and relentless continuation of Third Army’s attack in a southeasterly direction is imperative since the day’s success depends on it.” Then at 10:50, Fourth Army Headquarters was informed that the army neighbouring to its right had been ordered to continue the attack that day. However, due to the altered direction of its attack, Third Army now found itself out of position to exploit the victory operationally by threatening to the enemy’s flanks and rear. In order to achieve these results, Moltke decided to detach elements of Second Army from their ongoing pursuit of the defeated enemy at St. Quentin and reposition them to assist in the operation at the German Army’s centre. Second Army Headquarters thus received the following order: “Third, Fourth and Fifth Armies in heavy fighting with superior forces. Third Army’s right flank at Château Porcien on the Aisne. The advance of Second Army’s left wing in this direction, and if possible an intervention by cavalry, is urgently requested. An enemy cavalry division has been spotted west of Château Porcien.”

Then, in the early hours of the afternoon, the assessment of the situation changed radically. At 14:30 a message from Hausen arrived stating that the enemy was in full retreat and that Third Army “was aggressively attacking towards the south.” Shortly afterwards a radio message from Fourth Army Headquarters to Fifth Army was intercepted. It reported that Fourth Army’s attack was progressing with its left wing advancing from Oches on Buzancy. To this was added: “According to prisoner reports, the disintegration of French units is beginning.” Between 17:00 and 18:00, Fourth Army Headquarters radioed more information to the OHL. It suggested that the enemy was not only retreating before Third Army but was “apparently [retreating] before Fourth Army, as well.” Fourth Army’s left wing was said to be pursuing toward Sommerance via Buzancy. At 19:20, a further radio message from Duke Albrecht designated the line Grivy–Vandy–La Croix–Boult-aux-Bois–Verpel as the objectives he wanted his army to reach on the day. Third Army’s left flank was pointed at Somme-Py. Right afterwards, Hausen again confirmed that the “direction of [his] pursuit had changed towards the south.” At 17:00, Crown Prince Wilhelm provided news that was no less favourable. His army, he said, was advancing victoriously along its entire front. The enemy was retreating “hastily” in a southwesterly direction before his right wing. Also, his army’s centre and left wing had succeeded in crossing the Meuse; meanwhile, XVI Corps was still engaged in fighting, facing southwards. Forays from Verdun were being pushed back by V Reserve Corps; 33rd Reserve Division found no enemy before it.

As the changing situation had already led Hausen to redirect his army onto the previously intended southerly direction, intervention by the OHL was no longer required. Fourth Army Headquarters, which requested orders for the next day in its final message at 21:30, received these brief instructions: “exploit success in collaboration with Third and Fifth Armies.” Apparently Second Army Headquarters had not been advised that the situation had changed. This was probably because the OHL assumed from an intercepted radio message that Third Army had directly informed Second Army about the enemy’s retreat. This message perhaps assumed that Bülow, on his own, had already stopped his left wing’s redundant march to the left.

Because the situation also looked quite favourable for Fifth Army, at 17:15, V Corps was returned to its headquarters. However, the Chief of the General Staff of the Field Army still refused to agree that it should be deployed to the left bank of the Meuse. He felt that a future enemy attack out of Verdun or on the front between Verdun and Nancy against Fifth Army’s left was still possible. Therefore, he decreed that V Corps was to relieve 33rd Reserve Division on Verdun’s eastern front as soon as possible in order to make it available for the OHL’s purposes. A message from Fifth Army Headquarters arrived shortly after 20:30 reporting that its right wing was advancing in the direction of the Nouart–Bayonville–Imecourt–Grandpré road. It also pointed out that Fourth Army’s left wing was in danger of getting ahead of the Fifth. As soon as the results of the entire operation could be assessed, the OHL planned to coordinate the advance sectors for all armies on the wheeling wing. For the time being, though, it sent a radio message to Fourth and Fifth Army Headquarters at 22:30 informing them of the results of an aerial reconnaissance operation, stating that “extensive bivouacs had been observed west and east of the Argonne Forest.” It considered the enemy’s withdrawal in a southwesterly direction to be a probability, and it reminded both army headquarters that an “early and vigorous thrust by Fourth and especially Third Armies in a general southerly direction might result in considerable success.” That evening, Moltke took satisfaction in writing in a private letter that “during this day of battle at Sedan we achieved a great success over the French.”11 But in reality, virtually nothing had been achieved; again the enemy had managed to elude a decisive confrontation at the very last moment.

The OHL believed that the events of 1 September constituted a great success for the centre of the German Army and attributed great importance to them; however, it was entirely in the dark about events on the right wing. It had received no messages from First or Second Army, and it was unable to gather any information about their movements from their radio traffic. There was no reason for concern; even so, it was irritating that there was uncertainty as to whether—and to what extent—First Army might reap the fruits of its victory at St. Quentin with a pursuit operation across the Oise. Consequently, shortly after 18:00, the following radio message was sent to First Army: “What status there? Please give immediate response.” The closer the German Army’s right wing got to Paris, the more important became the question of how the German leadership should deal with the giant fortress in an operational context. Under these circumstances, agent reports about conditions in Paris took on increased significance. According to these, the fortress was being thoroughly prepared for defence. The excavation of old and new fortifications was to be completed by 4 September; it was reported that these measures had resulted in extensive devastation and caused “dismay, fury, depression and surprise” among the population. Rich families were said to be leaving the city, while her suburbs were emptying. The French government was reported to be maintaining its composure, with London and St. Petersburg encouraging it to persevere. It had committed itself to act only in concert with its allies and was preparing to transfer the seat of government to Bordeaux. General Galliéni, the governor of the Fortress, was said to be very active. The press in Basel reported a rumour that General Pau’s army headquarters had been moved to the French Army’s western flank. Given these reports, the OHL had braced itself to find Paris a city committed to ultimate resistance. At the same time, however, it was justified in assuming that the ongoing collapse of the army was having a deleterious effect on public opinion.

An exhaustive report by General von Dellmensingen, Sixth Army’s Chief of Staff, composed on 31 August but transmitted to the OHL on the morning of 1 September, reported that Crown Prince Rupprecht would begin his advance toward the Moselle on 2 September at the earliest and that he would would combine this with a simultaneous attack on the fortified position at Nancy. It read in part:

At this time the army has not observed the enemy leaving or being transported away from the front. Considerable forces were observed facing II Bavarian and XXI Corps and were also spotted by aircraft at Bruyères. Therefore the army does not consider it appropriate to begin an advance towards the Moselle which is designed to fix the enemy. This might also provide the troops with an opportunity to gain the rest they require. Accordingly the advance of our forward elements towards the Moselle can only be planned for 2 September at the earliest. Having said this, consideration must be given to the fact that we must also protect our flanks in strength; only three weak corps (each with an assigned mortar battalion and one 10 cm battery) will be available to advance towards the Moselle in the front line. About at the same time as the advance begins, so too can we start our bombardment of the front line positions at fortress Nancy. Arrangements for bringing up the necessary heavy artillery have already been made. This assault will commence as soon as the deployment of the guns and ammunition has been completed. Army Headquarters does not seek to reverse these arrangements and in the interests of maintaining the morale of soldiers who have endured an existence so close to the enemy for so long, does not look to alter them to support another operation. Up to now, surely the army has done its duty in fixing a strong enemy in place. Indeed, given its weakened condition, the army expects to continue holding the enemy as his situation can hardly become more favorable with time—he will be unable to deploy significant or fresh forces. Therefore army headquarters does not want to lose hope in mounting an attack across the Moselle between Nancy and Epinal.

After the OHL was informed of Crown Prince Rupprecht’s decision, there was no longer any doubt that Sixth Army’s breakthrough across the Moselle and advance in the direction of Neufchâteau, as requested in the OHL’s instructions of 27 August, was not to be expected for some time. Indeed, Sixth and Seventh Armies had been assigned the special mission of conducting “fortress warfare” and thus bore only an indirect relationship to the operations of the five armies of the wheeling wing in the open field. But whether the OHL was already aware of this at this time must remain an open question. In any case, the Chief of the General Staff of the Field Army did not decide to use the considerable forces of the German southern wing elsewhere.

At 20:30, Sixth Army Headquarters reported that nothing new had occurred along its front. Separate enemy forays had been defeated, and the army repeated its impression that it still faced strong enemy forces. The preparations for the offensive continued as the heavy artillery slowly arrived.

On 1 September, agent reports about impending Belgian sorties out of Antwerp, British landings at Ostende, and troop concentrations in western Belgium and northern France continued to arrive at the OHL’s intelligence department. After consulting with General von Beseler and studying the state of affairs in depth, General von der Goltz reported that he believed there to be no reason for alarm. The concentration of units from Liège and Namur and the Landsturm units at Brussels began.

On 2 September, the OHL remained only marginally aware of the actual state of affairs on the extreme right wing of the German Army. A report about the events of 31 August arrived very late during the night of 1–2 September from First Army Headquarters. It announced Kluck’s intention to advance past the line Verberie–Ambleny against the western French flank, which was apparently retreating southwards in the direction of Soissons. The events of the previous day remained unclear, as did the question of whether they had brought about a confrontation with stronger enemy forces.

The state of affairs at Second Army was a little easier to assess. According to a report received from Bülow at 09:50 on 2 September, after taking La Fère without a fight Second Army was pursuing the enemy southwards toward the Aisne between Soissons and Pontavert. The same report stated that the army intended to gain the river crossings during the night of 1–2 September. This led the OHL to believe that the march to the left by Second Army’s left wing, which had been ordered on the previous day so as to provide assistance in Third Army’s operations, had been halted in time—if it had been initiated at all—and that the army’s southward advance had resumed. Apparently, serious fighting with the retreating enemy had failed to develop, and the OHL remained uninformed about Second Army’s objectives for 2 September. According to an intercepted radio call between Bülow and Senior Cavalry Commander 1 at 19:00, that Cavalry Corps was to cross the Marne, reconnoitre toward the line Romilly–Châlons, and disrupt the railways running south and southwest.

The pursuit operations of Third, Fourth, and Fifth Armies appeared to be progressing well. During the night, Third Army advised that it had assigned marching objectives far to the south for 2 September, expecting to reach Mour-melon-le-Grand and Suippes. In a radio message it sent to the army neighbouring on the right, which had been received in the morning, Third Army Headquarters mentioned a “fleeing enemy.” As reported earlier in the morning, Fourth Army planned to mount a pursuit up to the line Somme-Py–Séchault. At 08:30, Fifth Army reported the Nouart–Bayonville–Grandpré–Termes road as indicative of its right wing’s direction. In response, the OHL coordinated the advance of all three armies with individual orders sent to each army headquarters. These stipulated that Fourth Army in the centre would be assigned the Sommes-Py–Suippes road for its right wing and the Grandprè–Autry–Servon–Berzieux–Maffrécourt–Dommartin la Planchette road for its left. Second Army was advised that Third Army would advance east of Reims in the direction of Châlons with its right wing while First Army would move on Verberie–Ambleny west of Soissons. Second Army was to coordinate its advance accordingly. The capture of Reims was said to be desirable.

On 2 September, the OHL learned nothing about the progression of the movements of the three armies on the right wing until late in the evening. A radio message overheard around 20:00 between Bülow and First Army Headquarters provided the important information that the enemy was “in complete retreat to the south across the Marne” and that Second Army intended to gain the Marne on 3 September with its advance elements. Clearly, the OHL was relying largely on assumptions when assessing the situation on the army’s right flank. Pursuit operations by the great German wheeling wing had originally been conducted in a southwesterly direction; then, on 30 August, they been given a southerly direction; for two days those operations had been executed accordingly, with the German Army chasing an enemy that was retreating along its entire front. But on the evening of 2 September, the Chief of the General Staff of the Field Army believed that the time had come for new decisions to be taken. Like the British, who were continuing to evade battle, the exterior of French western flank was retreating in a southwesterly direction after being defeated at Amiens and on the Avre, and it too no longer seemed to have major operational significance. The main operational challenge was now the bulk of the French Army. The German Army’s right wing had gained the French western flank by a wide margin; this had been clearly demonstrated by First Army’s independently initiated movement across the Oise, even though the full effect of that movement could not yet be assessed. This, the time appeared to have arrived when benefit had to be sought from the earlier strategy of envelopment. Moltke hoped it would be possible to push the bulk of the French toward the southeast, away from Paris. If First Army—which at that time was echeloned forward—kept up its direction west of Soissons, such a plan certainly would become attractive. But using First Army in this manner might pose a danger to the right flank of the German Army, and the Chief of the General Staff of the Field Army did not want to risk this. Thus he decided instead to have First Army follow the Second in echelon, with the ongoing responsibility of protecting the German Army’s flank. True, this eliminated an important prerequisite for the success of this new plan. Nevertheless, Moltke hoped that Second Army would be able to apply sufficient pressure during its pursuit by striking out toward the southwest and pushing the western flank of the main French forces in the desired southerly direction. With this in mind, at 21:30, an identical radio message was dispatched to First and Second Armies: “The OHL intends to push the French away from Paris towards the southeast. First Army Headquarters follows Second Army in echelon and continues to be responsible for protecting the German Army’s flank.” In its message to First Army Headquarters, the OHL made the following addition: “Appearance of the army’s Cavalry outside Paris as well as destruction of all railways leading into Paris is desired.” The other armies were not informed of this part of its orders.

Shortly after this decisive order was received, General von Hausen reported that aircraft had observed enemy troops embarking in front of Third Army at the railway stations in Suippes, Somme-Suippes, and Cuperly and had also seen four long trains travelling southwest. This provided the first alarming evidence that, even though they were retreating, the enemy had not yet lost their ability to redeploy their troops with the assistance of the well-established railway network. A message from General von Kluck, received shortly after midnight, advised that on 1 September his army had been unable to overtake the western flank of the French, who were retreating via Soissons to the south; this did not bode well for the OHL’s recent decision. If First Army could not overtake the French and thereby exert pressure on the French retreat, how could Second Army be expected to do so by coming up behind it and exerting purely frontal pressure? It appears that despite these developments, the Chief of the General Staff of the Field Army held firm in his expectations.

On 2 September, the OHL faced another difficult question: how to neutralize the fortress of Verdun so that it could not interfere in future operations. Even if the French did not take advantage of the operational advantage offered to them by the fortress, the strength of the enemy’s fortifications on the Meuse hung over Fifth Army’s offensive activities like a lead weight. Thus it was no surprise when a report from Fifth Army was received at 13:45 stating that VI Reserve Corps and XVI Corps were involved in heavy fighting against an enemy in a fortified position at Montfaucon. It was understood at the OHL and Fifth Army Headquarters that during its advance west of Verdun, Fifth Army would constantly meet resistance and would always have to expect its left flank to be threatened by the fortress; this was, in fact, inherent in the difficult nature of its mission. This made it all the more urgent to strip the French fortress front of its cornerstone, thereby neutralizing its dangerous effect on operations. Therefore, the following radio message was dispatched to Fifth Army Headquarters at 21:45:

During its continued advance to the south, Fifth Army Headquarters will have the mission of blocking off Verdun and taking the Fortresses of Troyon, Les Paroches, and Camp des Romains at St. Miheil. The mobile heavy artillery equipment (21 cm mortar) that is available to the army will be sufficient for the purpose of capturing these fortresses. During the siege of the forts, the main reserve at Metz, with the five heavy foot artillery battalions allocated to the fortress, will be assigned to the army to provide covering fire in the direction of Toul–Nancy if it is requested. The necessary preparations for capturing the fortresses are to be made now. The direction of the attack on the fortresses will depend on avenues which are available to move ammunition to the front. Due to favorably elevated terrain, an attack from the west should promise faster results; moreover, an attack from the west will be easier to defend against opposition from Verdun and especially Toul. That said, an attack on both sides of the Meuse is also an option. When the 30.5 cm mortars necessary for the capture of the Fortresses of Génicourt and Liouville will become available cannot be determined at this time. Also, the arrival of two ersatz-divisions from Sixth Army cannot be counted on at this time.

Sixth Army Headquarters was again informed that it could only plan on using Metz’s main reserve after Fifth Army had successfully captured the Meuse fortresses between Verdun and Toul. For this reason, the 10th and 8th Ersatz Divisions remained assigned to Sixth Army. A personal conversation at GHQ between Generalmajor Krafft and Moltke led the OHL into total agreement with Crown Prince Rupprecht’s intentions. Motlke permitted himself to be convinced that Sixth and Seventh Armies’ double mission of advancing on the Moselle and attacking the fortified position at Nancy would require thorough preparations and could only be executed in a systematic fashion. There were no disceranible indications that the French southern flank of the fortress front was weakening. To prevent a possible retreat or the embarkation of troops, an immediate advance was agreed upon. However, the OHL had to concede to Krafft that it was questionable whether equally strong French forces might be tied down, given that the fortress front could be held by inferior forces for an extended time. Therefore, the enemy would remain free to shift units to other areas of the front. Shortly before 16:00, Seventh Army Headquarters informed the OHL that it had no indications that the enemy was withdrawing from its front. However, the army was pushing ahead. Crown Prince Rupprecht’s evening report stated: “Nothing new in front of Sixth Army. Artillery deployment is proceeding slowly. Seventh Army is under orders to advance tomorrow.” The latter remark referred to the fact that Seventh Army, whose centre and left flank still lagged behind, was to open the exits from the forests at Ste. Benoit and to the south and wait until the advance of both armies toward the Moselle could commence.
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Shortly before 11:00, the Generalgoverneur of Belgium received an order that the OHL intended for him to pass on to General von Beseler. It stated that he was to wire precise information about the situation outside Antwerp and at Ostende as well as his perception of the situation.

Despite many disappointments, doubts, and concerns, on the evening of 2 September, Moltke apparently believed that he was in command of the situation and that he held the initiative on the Western Front. Far from exhibiting a “hurrah attitude which he hated like death,” Moltke made no secret of the fact that he believed that a decision in the campaign still lay in the future.12


XIV

THE PURSUIT OF THE
GERMAN RIGHT WING ACROSS THE
MARNE ON 3–4 SEPTEMBER

1. First Army Crosses the Marne

First Army Headquarters had hoped to provide Second Army’s frontal pursuit with effective flanking support by advancing both its left flanking corps north of the Marne towards Château-Thierry. However, the situation changed drastically on 3 September.

This was because of another independent decision taken by IX Corps’ commanding general and expressed in his corps orders issued on the night of 3 September. Justifiably concerned that his troops would be unable to engage the French on the north bank of the Marne, General von Quast had ordered 18th Division to cross the river at Chézy and Château-Thierry at 05:00 and to advance with its left wing in an easterly direction toward Crézancy. After Château-Thierry had been taken during the night, and advance elements had been moved across the river throughout the morning, 36th Infantry Brigade completed the crossing reinforced with artillery. French cavalry were easily driven off. The continued advance on Courboin went smoothly despite enemy artillery and infantry fire. In the afternoon, to the left of 36th Brigade, the 35th easily took the heights north of Courboin; meanwhile, the column on the right that had crossed at Chézy, after repeatedly engaging enemy cavalry, linked up with the division at Courboin in the evening. General von Kluge’s 18th Division had managed to engage and defeat some enemy forces but had been unable to force him into a serious confrontation. In a forced march, 17th Division reached Chézy via Neuilly-St.-Front and in the late evening even moved advance elements south up to the line Essises–Viffort. Here, no contact was made with the enemy.

General von Quast’s decision to cross the Marne had changed III Corps’ mission as well. During its advance, on his own initiative, General von Lochow had ordered his divisions to turn toward the Marne crossings at Nanteuil and Charly. These where acquired without resistance, and the heights south of the river were also free of the enemy. The 5th Division went into billets at Nanteuil, the 6th at Charly. Their advance elements occupied the heights from Saâcy to Nogent-l’Artaud.

On the morning of 3 September, the three other corps of First Army executed the ordered move to the left. IV Corps reached the area of Crouy; 3rd Division of II Corps reached the area Silly-le-Long–Ognes–Chèvreville; 4th Division reached Nanteuil-le-Haudouin and the villages northeast of it. The IV Reserve Corps moved to Barbery–Montépilloy (7th Reserve Division) and the area of Rully (22nd Reserve Division).1 Creil remained occupied. Meanwhile, a mixed detachment was moved to Chantilly and II Cavalry Corps was given a day of rest.

In the morning, General von Kluck had moved into his new headquarters at La Ferté Milon. Soon after his arrival, he received IX Corps’ unexpected report that it had taken the Marne crossings at Château-Thierry and Chézy after engaging the enemy during the night and that today it intended to mount an attack from the southern bank. The report also noted that III Corps had turned south toward Nanteuil and Charly. These decisions did not conform to the army order issued on the evening of 2 September. In the meantime, directions from the OHL had been received that led the army commander to view the overall situation in an entirely new light. The Chief of the General Staff of the Field Army stated that the new operative principle of the pursuit was to push the French away from Paris to the southeast. First Army was to follow the Second in echelons and assume flank protection for the entire German army. The appearance of cavalry outside Paris and the destruction of all railways leading into the city were also noted as desired objectives. First Army Headquarters believed that the OHL’s plan could not be implemented as outlined because Second Army was engaged in a purely frontal pursuit. After all, this army was planning to reach the Marne with its advance elements that day. Even if the advance proceeded as hoped, it would not be able to exert any influence on the direction of the enemy’s withdrawal. Due its forward echelon deployment in front of Second Army, only First Army appeared to be in such a position. Quast’s independent decision to cross the Marne threatened to take the French in their extreme flank and, in so doing, push them in the direction that the OHL desired. If IX Corps was now halted, which would allow First Army to follow Second Army in echelons to the right as ordered, this opportunity would be lost for good. Nevertheless, it appeared that for a satisfactory and lasting result, more extensive forces would have to be committed than those of IX Corps alone. In army headquarters’ opinion, it was simple luck that III Corps was already heading in the required direction. The IV Corps could easily be called upon. In that case, the two right-wing corps, as well as the Cavalry Corps, would be available to protect the flank.

The army commander now faced a difficult question: whether he should dare to push the French away from Paris in a southeasterly direction with the bulk of his army and leave flank protection to weaker forces, contrary to the explicit wording of the OHL orders and on his own initiative. His decision was strongly influenced by aerial reconnaissance that had arrived before noon. From the area west of Ourcq and the lower Marne up to Paris, the latest observations were unavailable. At the same time, though, it was clear that the British were withdrawing from Meaux south and southeast in several columns and partly toward Coulommiers. The Marne bridges between Meaux and La Ferté-sous-Jouarre, as well as those at Château-Thierry and Mézy, appeared to be intact. There was fighting on the heights southeast of Château-Thierry. German elements were crossing at Château-Thierry. Apparently, IX Corps had made contact with the enemy. South of the field of battle, the Château-Thierry–Montmirail road was still free of the enemy. Farther east, on the road from Mézy to Condé-en-Brie, a strong column was marching south, while another was heading southeast. The same aerial reports identified retrograde movements on the roads leading southwest, south, and southeast from Montmirail and large bivouacs south and southwest of the town. In its southward advance, Second Army’s right flank had initially reached Brécy and then the area of Fère-en-Tardenois. Based on these reports, General von Kluck decided to advance across the Marne with the three corps on his left wing in a southeasterly direction. A decision of immense consequences had been taken.

Accordingly, at 13:00 an army order was issued. The IX Corps was to advance in the direction of Condé-en-Brie. It was specifically reminded that under no circumstances was it to infringe on the roads being used by Second Army’s right-wing corps (VII) as it advanced southeast of Château-Thierry and that it was to make these arrangements in such a way as to “allow any favourable position to be exploited with an attack into the enemy’s flanks.” The III Corps was to cross the Marne in connection with IX Corps and was to advance in the direction of Villeneuve (west of Montmirail). The IV Corps was to advance to the Marne, pushing forward detachments as quickly as possible to capture the crossings west of III Corps at La Ferté-sous-Jouarre. It was then to cross the river that day and send patrols as far as Petit Morin. It was also to protect the flanks of III and IX Corps against Coulommiers. The II Corps, IV Reserve Corps, and II Cavalry Corps were to remain available to cover Paris.

After the resultant army order had been issued, the OHL was informed as follows: “With its left wing, First Army pushes the French back and crosses the Marne at Château-Thierry and, west of it, its centre corps follow to La Ferté-sous-Jouarre. The Guards right wing advances in the area Nanteuil with II and IV Reserve Corps. Where possible, advantage will be taken if indications suggest enemy elements are disintegrating.”2 Second and Third Army Headquarters were notified as well.

While IX and III Corps were independently proceeding in compliance with the new army order, IV Corps had to change its present mission, again imposing severe demands on the unit’s marching capacity. The 7th Division, after sallying from Crouy via Coulombs toward Caumont at noon, reached the Marne at Saâcy that night. Finding the crossing unoccupied, the division immediately deployed an advance guard to the opposite bank. The main body moved into bivouacs at Montreuil-aux-Lions. The 8th Division crossed the Ourcq at Lizy. There the division easily broke the resistance offered by dismounted British cavalry at Rutel and, with its leading elements, took possession of the intact railway bridges south of Ste. Aulde during the night.

The reports that First Army Headquarters received during the afternoon and evening hours provided no indication that changes would be required in light of such a drastic decision. According to aerial reconnaissance, French elements appeared to be withdrawing on IX Corps’ battlefield from Courboin via Vifford into a position at La Ville Chamblon–Viels-Maisons. In doing so, they would end up in front of III Corps. Beyond that, aerial reconnaissance confirmed the British withdrawal on numerous roads from around Meaux on both sides of the Grand Morin River to the south and southeast. By the evening, it was suspected that their main body was in the area of Coulommiers. Apparently they were trying to link up with the French western flank. If so, it would be necessary to push them toward the southeast if possible or, otherwise, throw them back toward the south. At the present time, the right army’s flank was threatened only by the French elements that had been defeated at Amiens–Moreuil and Senlis and that had withdrawn toward Paris; considering their hurried retreat, these forces were not thought capable of any offensive activities. In the absence of further attacks, it remained to be seen whether they would make a stand north of Paris or, on foot or by transport, attempt to link up with the enemy’s main forces. It was also unknown whether Paris possessed a garrison capable of major operations outside the city walls in the open country. The II Corps Headquarters reported that the enemy—Moroccans and 56th Reserve Division—had retreated in the direction of Paris before II Corps and IV Reserve Corps. Meanwhile, a reinforced brigade was reported deployed at Dammartin.3 In the evening, IV Reserve Corps reported that an enemy column, estimated to be an infantry division plus a cavalry regiment, was approaching from the northwest. Apparently intent on crossing the Oise, this column had already arrived in Précy (southwest of Creil). Army Headquarters believed that these forces belonged to the already defeated western French group.

The reports received from neighbouring Second Army tended to support General von Kluck’s decision. Second Army Headquarters’ radio message issued at 17:30 (arrival time unknown) reported that on that day, Second Army was in hot pursuit of the enemy up to and across the Marne. South of the Marne, the enemy was in full retreat as well. Some of the crossings had been blown up. It also became known that on the next day, Second Army intended to advance from Brasles via Confrémeaux toward Corrobert (northeast of Montmirail) with its right flank—VII Corps—and via Château-Thierry toward Montmirail using I Cavalry Corps. First Army Headquarters took this as confirmation that the OHL’s plan to push the enemy southeast could only be accomplished if First Army were to continue its pressure on the disintegrating French flank, which was retreating from Second Army. At 18:45, Second Army Headquarters was informed accordingly.

However, the execution of this mission faced new problems. If army headquarters maintained its force deployment as ordered at noon, the continued pursuit operation toward the southeast threatened to split the army into two separate groups: the flanking guard north of the Marne, and the attacking wing south of the Marne. Army headquarters believed that the only way to prevent such a rupture was to avoid rigidly deploying the flanking guard north of the Marne, but instead to ensure that it followed the attacking flank as a flexible echelon. The present situation provided no reason to worry about a flanking attack from Paris. But the army commander was fully aware that the situation could change very easily if the enemy were to move fresh forces into Paris with his superb railway system and, from there, use the giant fortress as the jumping off point for a major offensive. For the time being, there were no indications that such a scenario was imminent. Fully aware of the risk, General von Kluck decided to continue the promising pursuit operation across the Marne and past Paris. The Chief of the General Staff silenced voices on his own staff that pointed out the great danger inherent in this decision with these words: “The specter of Paris will only frighten me if it becomes flesh and blood.”

Pursuant to the army order of 21:15, IX Corps was to advance toward Montmirail in direct cooperation with VII and I Cavalry Corps; III Corps was to move via Sablonnières and Viels-Maisons toward the line St. Barthélemy–Montolivet; IV Corps was to advance toward Rebais. Echeloned to the rear and guarding against Paris, II Corps was to reach the Marne west of La Ferté-sous-Jouarre and push advance elements to the south bank. The IV Reserve Corps was to move into the area of Nanteuil-le-Haudouin and areas east, there to assume protection of the flank and rearward connections against Paris. On 5 September it was to be prepared to join the army’s movement on its right wing. One of II Cavalry Corps’ divisions was assigned to IV Reserve Corps; with its remaining two divisions, the corps was to head for La Ferté-sous-Jouarre in order to cross the Marne at a later time. At 22:30 the OHL was informed about the day’s events and plans for 4 September to the effect that First Army would continue its advance via Rebais–Montmirail.

2. Second Army’s Advance towards the Marne

On 3 September, Second Army was advancing along the entire line. The 5th Cavalry Division of I Cavalry Corps was proceeding via Coincy–Épieds north of Mont-St.-Père when it encountered French cavalry and weak infantry, which were pushed toward the east. Since the Marne bridge had been destroyed, the division diverted toward Château-Thierry, crossed the river behind 18th Division, and went to rest at Nesle. With light fighting, the Guard Cavalry Division took the crossing at Jaulgonne and moved into local bivouacs near Crézancy and Paroy.

After an exhausting march, VII Corps’ 14th Infantry Division reached Brasles. However, the formation was unable to intervene in IX Corps’ battle south of the Marne as planned because fighting had already ended. The division’s main body remained on the north bank at Château-Thierry and Brasles. The 13th Division reached Mont-St.-Père. In the evening, it sent its advance infantry elements across the river using pontoons and advanced up to Fossoy–Crézancy. On 3 September, First and Second Army’s interior flanks became concentrated in a small area around Château-Thierry.

Of X Reserve Corps’ units, only 2nd Guard Reserve Division reached its assigned objective, Jaulgonne. Its leading elements occupied Varennes and Courté-mont south of the river, as well as Trélou, since 19th Reserve Division, which had been assigned the latter place, was obliged to halt its march at Courmont due to exhaustion.

On the Marne, only X Corps met strong resistance. The enemy kept the crossings at Verneuil and Châtillon under strong artillery fire from the heights on the south bank. In the afternoon, the corps deployed for the attack but did not execute it as darkness fell. General von Emmich decided to plan a night crossing.

The Guard Corps’ advance did not proceed without delay. In response to numerous reports about strong enemy columns approaching from Reims in a southwesterly direction toward Aubilly and Pargny, 2nd Guard Infantry Division—which had been tasked with guarding the army’s left flank—deployed at Treslon–Germigny. In response, at 11:00, General von Plettenberg halted 1st Guard Infantry Division’s advance at Romigny; this would enable him to attack the enemy with his entire corps if necessary. Quite some time later it was learned that the supposed enemy was in fact a giant vehicle column of fleeing civilians. The advance resumed at 16:00; 1st Guard Division seized Montigny, near the front line of X Corps’ left flank. Meanwhile, 2nd Guard Infantry Division moved up to the area of Chaumuzy. Corps headquarters dispatched numerous negotiators into the fortress of Reims with demands to surrender.

Second Army Headquarters moved to Fère-en-Tardenois. Based on reports arriving throughout the morning, General von Bülow concluded that despite all their efforts, his forces would be unable to engage any major enemy forces north of the Marne. At 13:00, the final hope vanished when aerial reconnaissance reported: “In the sector Épernay–Château-Thierry, enemy retreating in total disarray.” An attached sketch showed the column head on the line Orbais–St. Martin-d’Ablois (southwest of Épernay) at 12:30; at Condé-en-Brie, the sketch indicated “large disorganized masses.” The above-mentioned radio message—noting that Second Army was in hot pursuit, hard on the enemy’s heels up to and across the Marne, and that the enemy was in full retreat south of the river—was dispatched to the OHL. Under these circumstances, army headquarters did not attribute any great significance to the Guard Corps’ report about strong forces approaching from Reims. The fact that only X Corps had met any resistance on the Marne led to the conclusion that the enemy did not intend to defend and hold this sector of the river for any length of time. In the afternoon, during his temporary presence at I Cavalry Corp headquarters, the army commander satisfied himself that IX Corps (of the neighbouring army) had forced the Marne crossing relatively easily and was engaged in a successful battle south of the river. By evening, First Army Headquarters had confirmed this belief in several radio messages; at the same time, it announced its intention to continue the pursuit using its left wing via Montmirail toward Esternay.

The OHL’s order that the French were to be pushed away from Paris in a southeasterly direction and that First Army had been assigned to protect the entire army’s flank, and was to follow Second Army in echelons, had been received at 08:00. In a further radio message, received at 20:45, General von Moltke concurred with the activities of Second Army, which had been reported in the meantime, and assigned it the mission “of taking the southern Marne bank.” General von Bülow believed that if the attempt to push the totally disorganized and retreating enemy to the southeast was to succeed, his army—which was presently engaged in a purely frontal pursuit—must have the freedom of movement to attack by overtaking on the right. For that reason, he viewed First Army’s move in front of his right flank, as it marched left via Château-Thierry, as “extremely disturbing.” First Army was obviously well positioned to exploit the present situation. However, since according to the OHL’s orders, it was to follow Second Army in echelons on the right, its effect on the enemy would cease very soon; and meanwhile, Second Army would be forced to take a direction that would make it impossible for it to accomplish its mission by forcing the enemy to the southeast. Bülow also questioned the timing of First Army Headquarters’ evening announcement that they intended to continue the pursuit in the direction of and via Montmirail. Second Army would be forced to maintain a direction that it considered ineffective; this also created the danger that First Army would be unable to effectively perform its mission of protecting the entire army’s right flank.

For the time being, however, it was necessary to deal with the situation at hand as well as possible by coordinating the movements of both armies’ interior flanks. To this end, the army order for the following day, issued at 20:00, directed VII Corps to advance via Confrémeaux and Condé-en-Brie toward Pargny-la-Dhuis and Verdon while I Cavalry Corps moved against the enemy’s left flank. “In consideration of the tactical situation,” First Army was requested to vacate VII Corps’ routes of advance as soon as possible. Of X Reserve Corps’s units, only 2nd Guard Infantry Division was to advance via St. Agnan towards Le Breuil, while 19th Reserve Division, which had remained behind, was to halt for the time being. The X Corps was given Marieul-en-Brie and St. Martin-d’Ablois as marching objectives. On the southern bank of the Marne, 1st Guard Infantry Division was to move from Binson towards Épernay; 2nd Guard Infantry Division’s task remained securing the surrender of Reims. The OHL, as well as First and Third Army Headquarters, were informed accordingly.

3. Third Army’s Pursuit Battles up to the River Vesle

On 3 September the main elements of First and Second Armies were executing forced marches in order to maintain the pursuit operation as outlined in the OHL’s new strategic plan. However, due to strong enemy resistance in the Vesle sector, Third Army’s territorial gains were less extensive. Since XII Reserve Corps was tasked with guarding against Reims, and since 24th Reserve Division was located far to the rear and was presently unavailable for the pursuit, Third Army had only XII and XIX Corps at its disposal.

Of those, XII Corps acquired the line Prosnes–Baconnes by noon in several columns—32nd Infantry Division on the right, the 23rd on the left—without fighting. At this point, due to the terrible heat of the day, several hours’ rest was taken and the continued advance toward the Vesle sector—which had already been reported occupied—was postponed until evening. The 32nd Division spent the night in constant contact with the enemy until it finally took the Thuizy–Sept-Saulx sector. The 23rd Division also encountered resistance at Livry and south of it, which was not broken until morning.

Strong French artillery fire from the south forced XIX Corps—whose 24th Division was advancing via Mourmelon-le-Grand, with the 40th moving on St. Hilairele-Grand—to deploy on the troop training grounds of Châlons, which was time consuming. The 24th Division’s attack encountered the stubborn resistance of an enemy that was dug in along the Louvercy–Bouy railway embankment and faltered after suffering heavy losses under a French counterattack from Louvercy. The 40th Division focused its advance on Cuperly, where the Saxon infantry managed only slow and difficult progress. Cuperly was stormed at around 21:00; however, an attack on the enemy positions south of this sector had to be postponed until morning.

The unexpectedly stubborn resistance that XIX Corps encountered led Third Army Headquarters to assume that the enemy intended to hold the Vesle sector until his troop embarkations at Châlons had been completed. Throughout the day, aircraft had observed numerous camps and fifteen military trains ready to roll west. Thus, Third Army’s present mission—to stay hard on the enemy’s heels and prevent any further rail transports if possible—remained unchanged. The army order issued at 22:30 directed XII and XIX Corps to take the Marne crossings from Tours to Châlons and to link up on the Marne on 4 September. The XIX Corps was to cut off Châlons to prevent the enemy’s escape. During the night, the OHL and both neighbouring armies were informed of the intention to reach the Marne. Fourth Army Headquarters reported strong enemy elements at Châlons and Ste. Menehould, as well as its intention to pursue the enemy up to the line Marson (southeast of Châlons)–Valmy on 4 September.

Although the two corps tasked with pursuing the enemy did not achieve their objectives on this day, XII Reserve Corps had an unexpected success: it occupied the fortress of Reims without a fight. Based on aerial reconnaissance reports that the enemy was withdrawing south from Reims, General von Hausen concluded that Reims had been partially or entirely evacuated; thus, he ordered XII Reserve Corps to mount a surprise attack against the emplacements on the fort’s eastern front. In response, 23rd Reserve Division dispatched two reinforced brigades: one via Epoye, the other toward Beine. While 45th Reserve Brigade occupied the outpost at Witry, and 46th Reserve Brigade took the outposts Nogent-l’Abbesse and La Pompelle after dark and without a fight, an audacious hussar patrol penetrated the city’s interior. Around midnight, army headquarters received this report: “Reims in the hands of XII Reserve Corps.” The report was immediately forwarded to the OHL. On 3 September, 24th Reserve Division reached the area of Liart and was ordered to continue its march toward Château Porcien on the following day.

4. First Army’s Operations South of the Marne

In general, First Army’s movements on 4 September were carried out in accordance with army headquarters’ previously issued directions. The left wing encountered French rearguards but was unable to engage stronger forces. The British again studiously avoided any serious contact.

According to the army order of the evening of 3 September, IX Corps was to advance toward Montmirail. General von Quast had initially decided to determine by attacking whether the enemy was preparing to mount renewed resistance (as it appeared), or whether he had withdrawn after 18th Division pushed him back toward the southeast on the previous day. To accomplish this, 18th Division was to advance from Courboin–St. Eugène toward the southeast, while 17th Division was to attack east via Viffort. The VII Corps was requested to cooperate east of this section of the Surmelin River in the direction of Condé-en-Brie. The intended attack did not materialize because it turned out that the enemy’s main forces had already withdrawn. At 10:40, Quast ordered both his divisions to turn south across the line Rozoy-Bellevalle–Villemoyenne toward Montmirail. In the meantime, after 17th Division reached Artonges, it deployed to attack an enemy that was withdrawing via Corrobert. This formation soon encountered very stiff resistance that eventually required the commitment of the entire 34th Infantry Brigade plus strong artillery. The Mecklenburg Fusiliers finally seized Corrobert at 17:00. The 33rd Infantry Brigade, which attacked later on the right, was only able to provide effective artillery support. In the meantime, the enemy had withdrawn. Since this attack had diverted 17th Division far to the east and in front of VII Corps, Quast moved 18th Division to its rear on the right wing of his corps and directed it via Fontenelle toward Montmirail. In this way, the division could at least attempt to inflict considerable damage with its artillery from the heights northwest of Montmirail on enemy columns withdrawing south of the Petit Morin. However, the enemy replied with strong artillery fire that resulted in serious German casualties. The IX Corps spent the night in the area northwest of Montmirail.

During its advance, III Corps met negligible resistance north of the Petit Morin. However, the roar of artillery fire from the sector north of Montmirail led to the conclusion that IX Corps was doing battle. General von Lochow’s intention to divert his divisions in that direction could not be implemented because the oppressive heat necessitated extended rest periods. Later, when they were again able to march, the neighbouring corps no longer seemed in need of support. After a brief encounter, 5th Division dispersed enemy cavalry. Enemy-held St. Barthélemy was taken at 18:00, after which the division went to rest in the St. Barthélemy–Villeneuve–Bellot area. The 6th Division successfully deployed elements of its artillery from Replonges against enemy columns that were then ascending the heights of the Petit Morin from the valley, as well as against those withdrawing via Viels-Maisons. Later on, firing from the sector northwest of Montdauphin, it was also possible to disrupt the enemy’s retreat southwest from Montmirail. The division spent the night at Montolivet.

For the units of IV Corps, most of which had not received any rest until very late at night, the advance across the Marne meant renewed heavy exertions. In dense fog, some elements of 8th Division crossed on a pontoon bridge; others used railway bridges farther south. This sector of the Petit Morin was taken without a fight. Upon reaching their destination at Doue, the division’s leading elements received artillery fire from the sector north of Coulommiers. This led to an artillery battle that lasted until evening, when the division went into local bivouacs along the route of march. After engaging weak British cavalry, 7th Division reached Rebais via Saâcy–Bois Baudry and pushed advance guards up to the Grand Morin and north of St. Remy. Along the entire front, the enemy evaded serious confrontations.

The divisions of II Corps completed their crossing at Germigny-l’Évêque (3rd Division) and Mary (4th Division) and moved their advance elements up to the line Brinches–Armentières. By evening, these fighting units had closed up in the Marne bend northeast of Meaux.

As ordered, IV Reserve Corps completed its move to the left; 22nd Reserve Division moved into the sector of Villers-St. Genest while 7th Reserve Division reached Nanteuil-le-Haudouin. The 4th Cavalry Division, which was currently assigned to the corps, remained at Droizelles.4

Of the remaining divisions of II Cavalry Corps, the 9th reached St. Cyr via La Ferté-sous-Jouarre, while 2nd Cavalry Division entered Favières on the northern bank of the Marne.

General von Kluck and his Chief of Staff were completely aware of the heavy responsibility they had assumed by not obeying the OHL’s orders. They believed that the risk of passing the great fortress of Paris could be justified if it came to pass that the enemy would be engaged not only on the western flank but also along the entire German Army’s front; this would prevent large troop movements into First Army’s left flank. Presently they had no idea whether this was the case. It was generally considered to be a serious drawback that, since 28 August, the only instructions to First Army Headquarters from the far-off OHL had been short radio messages that rarely provided any indication of the overall situation on the German Western Front. Information destined for the public media, received during the night of 3–4 September, at least revealed that the enemy was supposedly retreating, not only before First and Second Armies but also between Reims and Verdun across the Marne after the French had been defeated northwest of Verdun on 3 September. However, information about the state of affairs on the French fortress front from Verdun to Belfort was completely unavailable.

The depressing lack of information about the overall situation, and the desire to substantiate and justify Kluck’s far-reaching decisions, caused First Army Headquarters to send the following radio message to the OHL in the morning of 4 September:5

First Army requests information about the state of affairs at the other armies whose reports about decisive victories have been repeatedly followed by requests for support. Due to the marching demands associated with continuous heavy fighting, First Army has reached the limit of its effectiveness. It was only this effort that opened the Marne crossings for the other armies by forcing the enemy into continuous retreat. During this time, IX Corps distinguished itself with its daring performance. Now we hope to exploit this success. In this situation, the OHL order that First Army was to follow Second Army in echelons could not be followed. Only the advance of First Army can accomplish the plan to force the enemy away from Paris towards the southeast. The necessity for flank protection weakens our offensive capability. Speedy reinforcement of the right flank by other elements (III Reserve Corps or VII Reserve Corps) is urgently desired. Additional serious decisions by First Army during the continuously changing situation are only possible if we are kept informed of the status of other armies who are apparently further to the rear. Maintaining constant communication with Second Army.

First Army Headquarters was aware that its concerns had been raised rather late and that, in this context especially, its request for the deployment of fresh forces to First Army’s rear could only have a timely effect if the OHL had already issued the necessary orders on its own. However, the day’s events did nothing to make General von Kluck doubt his bold decision. For the first time in a long time, a number of Third Army’s radio messages (albeit garbled) provided at least some clarity regarding the situation at the centre of the German Western Front. During the night, First Army had already overheard that Third Army was to take possession of the Marne crossings from Tours to Châlons. The enemy was retreating before this army as well. During the afternoon, Third Army Headquarters also reported that Fourth Army intended to reach the line Marson–Valmy before day’s end. Soon after noon, Second Army specified Pargny-la-Dhuys–Épernay as the objective for 4 September and Montmirail–Vertus for 5 September. Third Army’s occupation of Reims also became known. Thus, the pursuit on the pivoting flank’s entire front seemed to be going well.

A number of excellent aerial reconnaissance reports, and those from other headquarters, provided a fairly precise picture of the events at First Army and of the enemy’s whereabouts in front of it. At irregular intervals in the morning and afternoon, intermittent and partly disorganized columns were observed on the roads from Montmirail to Esternay. Dust clouds were noticeable on all roads south of Esternay. In the afternoon, an artillery battle was noted at Montmirail. The La Ferté-sous-Jouarre–Coulommiers road, as well as the roads from Coulommiers to Rozoy and Esternay, were reported to be free of the enemy by afternoon; in the evening, however, II Corps Headquarters reported that between 19:00 and 20:00 at least three British divisions had been retreating south across the line west of Coulommiers–Rebais and that bivouacs had been spotted at Férolles, Sancy, and Pierre-Levée. Also, aircraft observed large bivouacs near Villers, Aulnoy, Coulommiers, and Mauperthuis and, toward evening, reported large columns departing southwest from Coulommiers. Together, these reports led army headquarters to believe that IX Corps had overtaken the French in the Montmirail sector but had made contact only with their rearguards. The main enemy forces on the French western wing were apparently continuing their withdrawal south. While continuing their withdrawal, the British had apparently not been able to link up with the French. They were also marching south. Reports received about the enemy in the sector northeast of Paris did not indicate any change in the situation. The 7th Reserve Division reported that enemy infantry still occupied Dammartin. “Small smoke columns emanating from a relatively limited area. Individual soldiers located at Dammartin. No entrenchments present, beyond that Dammartin free of the enemy.” Consequently, nothing suggested there was any immediate danger threatening from Paris.6

On the evening of 4 September, General von Kluck was again dealing with a difficult decision. Should he continue attempting to push the enemy toward the southeast with the present force configuration and leave the protection from Paris to smaller elements? Or should he pursue the task with his main forces as the OHL ordered? As yet, the OHL had not answered his request for clarification sent in the morning. Even though he had not been able to engage stronger enemy forces, First Army was about to insert itself like a wedge between Paris and the main French forces. In accordance with the OHL’s priority expressed in its orders of the evening of 2 September, the army commander decided to complete this strategic success by pursuing the operation toward the south on 5 September, but not to have IV Reserve Corps cross the Marne as planned on the day before. The OHL was informed of this decision with the addendum: “The enemy will be attacked where he is encountered.” The same report was sent to Second Army Headquarters.

5. Second Army’s Pursuit across the Marne

On 4 September, Second Army continued its frontal pursuit across the Marne to the southeast. Serious fighting raged everywhere.

Although its movements were severely limited owing to the presence of the neighbouring army’s left wing, I Cavalry Corps initially advanced its 5th Cavalry Division in the direction of Artonges and soon turned south toward Chef de la Ville. From here, the corps intervened in 6th Division’s battle and then continued its march toward La Celle in the afternoon. Enemy artillery fire from the south prevented a crossing of the Petit Morin. The 5th Cavalry Division moved into local bivouacs near L’Épine-Aux-Bois and north of it. Coming from Crézancy, and after initially being limited in its movements by the marching columns of IX Corps and, later, III Corps, the Guard Cavalry Division arrived in the area of Toraille via Essises–Viels-Maisons. On the evening of 4 September, I Cavalry Corps found itself wedged between the neighbouring army’s IX and III Corps.

Since the enemy had withdrawn during the night, VII Corps had no opportunity to participate as requested in the battle that IX Corps expected southeast of Château-Thierry. At 15:00, 14th Division reached its objective at Pargny-la-Dhuis via Confrémeaux and moved a mixed detachment ahead to Artonges. After crossing the Marne on a military bridge at Mont-St.-Père during its advance via Condé-en-Brie, 13th Division was at least able to deploy elements of its artillery against retreating enemy columns. With its main force, the division went to rest at Verdon, while its advance elements moved to Fontaine-Chacun.

The 2nd Guard Reserve Division of X Reserve Corps crossed the Marne south of Jaulgonne and marched via St. Agnan–La Chapelle-Monthodon toward Le Breuil. South of this village, stubborn resistance surprised its advance elements. The division was forced to deploy large parts of its infantry in the forests north of Le Breuil and had to commit its entire artillery, which was time consuming. It was not until 20:00 that the enemy, estimated to be a regiment of Zouaves in addition to field and heavy artillery, could be thrown back toward the south. The division then went into bivouacs south of Le Breuil. The 19th Reserve Division, which had been removed from the army’s front, followed up to La Chapelle-Monthodon.

On the morning of 4 September, X Corps no longer had to face the difficult task of attacking across the Marne. The enemy that had stood opposite at Verneuil and Châtillon the evening before had withdrawn during the night. The 19th Infantry Division encountered only weak resistance, which was easily broken, at Vassy and later at Mareuil-en-Brie. There, and farther north, the division went into local bivouacs. The 20th Division advanced its forward elements via St. Martin-d’Ablois up to Brugny and Vinay. The artillery was still deployed againt enemy columns withdrawing south from Épernay via Moussy.

The 1st Guard Infantry Division of the Guard Corps erected a bridge across the Marne at Binson. The advance on Épernay proceeded without incident. Since the negotiators who had been dispatched to Reims to demand its surrender had not returned, shortly before 11:00, 2nd Guard Infantry Division prepared to commence shelling. However, after about half an hour, it was learned that Third Army had already occupied Reims. Consequently, firing ceased immediately. On orders received from corps headquarters, the division then advanced up to Dizy–Magenta and Ay.

Second Army moved its headquarters to Dormans. Aerial reconnaissance reported early on that the enemy was continuing his southward retreat along the entire line. Since First Army had designated Esternay as its left wing’s marching objective, it was still impossible for Second Army’s right wing to strike out toward the west. Even though, from incoming reports, General von Bülow knew that “the enemy was still retreating in passable order,” he did not expect to meet serious resistance in the following days. Therefore, a “marching direction” was developed whereby each of the four corps was assigned a sector for its advance. Initially, according to the army order issued at 18:00, advance elements were to reach the line Montmirail–Vertus by noon on 5 September. The 19th Reserve Division remained in the second line behind the army’s centre. The OHL and the neighbouring army headquarters were also informed about these marching objectives.

6. Third Army Reaches the Marne

Due to the resistance that XII and XIX Corps faced at the Vesle, General von Hausen’s intention to have these formations seize the Marne crossings at Tours and Châlons during the night of 4 September could not be realized. By 10:00, after the enemy had withdrawn, XII Corps’ divisions had reached Bouzy–Ambonnay (32nd Division) and the forests north of Braux (23rd Division) after light encounters with enemy rearguards. During the day, advance elements of these formations took possession of the canal and Marne crossings, mostly without fighting, all of them intact. The 32nd Division went to rest in the area of Tours–Condé–Ambonnay–Bouzy; 23rd Division entered rest around Isse.

In XIX Corps sector, in some places, the struggle for the Vesle sector from Louvercy to Cuperly had lasted almost the entire night. For 24th Division, these struggles continued on 4 September right up until noon. After commencing their advance toward Châlons, the division initially encountered renewed resistance at the canal near Recy and St. Martin, both of which the division seized and used as rest quarters; it also occupied the barracks at Châlons. The 40th Division had previously seized the southern suburbs of Châlons after minor fighting and spent the night there. Along XIX Corps’ entire front, strong forward elements were moved across the Marne.

For XII Reserve Corps, 4 September passed without fighting. The 23rd Reserve Division moved its main forces to Sillery and its forward elements to Villers-Allerand. A mixed detachment proceeded to occupy Reims. Only a few obsolete guns, but large amounts of ammunition, were captured. Meanwhile, 24th Reserve Division reached Logny-lès-Chaumont.

From aerial reconnaissance reports received by early afternoon, Third Army Headquarters gained the impression that the enemy had already evacuated Châlons and its environs. General von Hausen was also in the process of relinquishing the territory south of Épernay in order to withdraw those forces, estimated to be at least two corps, across the line Sézanne–Fère-Champenoise. The conspicuous fact that all Marne bridges—except one blown railway bridge—had fallen into German hands intact led the army commander to conclude that hostilities were likely to resume. At 15:00, army headquarters moved from Thugny to Bétheniville. At this time, General von Hausen learned that the enemy’s withdrawal had been orderly. Furthermore, both his personal observations and corps headquarters’ reports received in the evening made it clear that “the commanders and troops had reached the limit of their psychological resilience and physical stamina.” The men had marched for twenty days without rest and had fought almost continuously for the past thirteen days. Therefore, Hausen decided to give his army a day of rest on 5 September, which would also be used to replenish ammunition. So as not to lose contact with the enemy, the corps were to advance their cavalry, with weak artillery attached, to Villeseneux (XII Corps) and Coupetz (XIX Corps). At 19:40, the OHL was informed: “This evening, Second Army engaged in fierce fighting north of the Marne. No indication of disorganized retreat.” An hour later, army headquarters reported: “Soldiers urgently need a day of rest.” During the night, the neighbouring armies reported that they would continue their advance on 5 September. Second Army was to push its left wing toward Vertus; Fourth Army would advance its right wing toward Couvrot (north of Vitry-le-François).
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Third Army Headquarters held firm in its instructions for 5 September, even after it received the OHL’s order at 22:00 that Third Army was to continue its advance toward Troyes–Vendeuvre, while First and Second Armies were to remain between the Oise and the Seine on Paris’s eastern front. That brief radio message indicated a total change in the OHL’s operational intentions. Shortly before midnight, General von Hausen reiterated his order that Third Army would take a day of rest on 5 September.


XV

THE OHL,
3–4 SEPTEMBER

WHILE FIRST, SECOND, AND THIRD ARMIES SPENT THE FIRST DAYS OF SEPTEMBER attempting to push the French across the Marne and away from Paris in a southeasterly direction, the German centre—Fourth and Fifth Armies—advanced steadily southwards.1 On the evening of 1 September, Fourth Army issed orders to continue the pursuit from the line Vouziers–Briquenay along both banks of the Marne. At 22:00 the next night, Duke Albrecht reported to the OHL that the line Somme-Py–Autry had been acquired and that on 3 September the pursuit would continue as far as Courtisols–Courtémont. In a confidential letter to his generals, Albrecht wrote:

The same enemy which we defeated in the Battle of Neufchâteau has twice counterattacked and then slipped away without major losses—especially in prisoners and war materiel. The last time he put up very little resistance on the Aisne; his strength seems to be broken and the break-up of his forces seems to have begun. As much as our men should be given a day of rest, at this time that would be a grave mistake that would return to haunt us. We must instead stay hard on the enemy’s heels; the fruits of our victory must be harvested. However, to accomplish this goal we must engage the enemy with determination. When his rear guards do attempt to stop the army, our response must be most spirited. It is insufficient to respond from a distance with artillery; this will not tie down the enemy. Therefore, the other arms must also be used. And we must not allow any separation between our forces and his to develop. If the enemy turns to run, he must be kept closer than we have allowed up to now.’2

On 3 September, sweltering heat and lime dust from the dry roads in the Champagne as well as French counterattacks in the forests around Somme-Py and Souain and heavy artillery fire around Châlons made the advance most difficult. As the Germans moved steadily forward, they found themselves inclining into a deep echelon formation to the right. Duke Albrecht von Württemberg believed that this held promise, for aerial reconnaissance suggested that it might be possible to push a large part of the enemy’s retreating forces off their southern and southwestern direction of retreat and toward the southeast and against the rear of the French fortresses. While awaiting permission to change his direction of pursuit, he issued orders at 22:30 for his lead corps to advance on Marson, Coupeville, and Auve while a reserve corps moved on Valmy, where it might link up with Fifth Army. A continuation of the advance to Herpont would depend on whether an actual battle developed for Ste. Ménehould.3

The next day, the army’s advance met little resistance and made significant gains. A radio message from the OHL at 11:00 informed Fourth Army Headquarters that its plan to pursue the enemy in a southeasterly direction had been approved by the Chief of the General Staff of the Field Army. To accomplish this, Fourth Army’s right wing would advance via Vitry-le-François toward Montierender while Fifth Army’s right moved on Morley via Ste. Ménehould–Revigny. Late that evening, Duke Albrecht sent the following message to the OHL:

In front of Fourth Army, only weak enemy detachments remain. This afternoon a strong enemy, estimated at almost two corps, was spotted by a pilot on the Givry–Nettancourt–Revigny–Bar le Duc road.… During the morning enemy forces withdrew from Epernay towards Fère Champenoise; in the evening bivouacs observed in Vertus and to the south. In the morning, strong enemy forces were located behind the Marne between Châlons and Vitry la Ville but these were not present in the evening; only weak forces remain. They have apparently retreated via Sommesous–Soudé St. Croix.4

Duke Albrecht’s next task was to cross the Rhine–Marne Canal.5

Fifth Army’s tasks after crossing the Meuse were more difficult than those assigned to Fourth Army, primarily because of the threat posed by Verdun to its flank. A similar situation had gradually begun to develop on First Army’s farthest right flank as it converged on Paris, but Fifth Army had endured the challenge since the battle at Longwy. During the operations between the Meuse and the Argonne these difficulties became increasingly noticeable and gave its pursuit a different character than Fourth Army’s. Orders from the OHL, received by both armies at 10:00 on 2 September, deprived Fifth Army of its main road across the Argonne, forcing its advance in a southerly rather than the planned southwesterly direction; this forced its corps to pass dangerously close to Verdun’s western front. As the Crown Prince’s troops advanced, serious fighting developed at Montfaucon while aerial reconnaisance confirmed that the enemy’s main forces were withdrawing through the Argonne toward the southwest and south; only weaker forces retreated on Verdun. Around 22:00, a radio message from the OHL ordered Fifth Army not only to continue its southerly advance but also to isolate Verdun and take the blocking forts (Sperrforts) at Troyon, Les Paroches, and Camp des Romains on the Meuse. For this purpose, the main reserve at Metz (consisting of five heavy foot-artillery battalions) would be assigned to provide cover against Toul and Nancy. The Crown Prince understood that these assaults were vital to the success of the pursuit as well as to the overall situation on the Western Front (for they would finally eliminate Verdun); even so, he considered this new task to be an unwelcome additional burden.6

Despite these fears, Fifth Army’s advance on 3 September did not meet the resistance that the army commander had anticipated. At 15:15, the Crown Prince’s headquarters told the OHL that “Fifth Army has taken the fortified position Epinonville–Montfaucon–Cuisy. Enemy withdraws towards the south. Cavalry Corps pursuing on both sides of the Argonne. Army will rest tomorrow.”7 But the plan to allow the German troops to rest was spoiled by an OHL directive received at 20:45, which read: “If Fifth Army remains stationary on 4 September, the entire operation will be seriously disruoted. The general situation—especially that of Sixth and Seventh Army—urgently requires Fifth Army to continue its advance in a southerly direction while also isolating the western front side of Verdun.”8 The suggestion that Fifth Army’s operations were also significant for those of Sixth and Seventh Armies came as news to the Crown Prince, who was unable to get a clear sense of how the two were connected. Nevertheless, he issued orders at 22:00 for VI Corps to move on Ste. Méne-hould via Varennes–Vienne la Ville; XIII Corps toward Clermont via Boureuilles; and XVI Corps on Rarécourt via Avecourt–Aubréville. The VI Reserve Corps would protect the army’s left against potential attacks out of Verdun. Aerial reconnaissance received on the evening of 3 September indicated that the bulk of the enemy forces continued to retreat in a generally southern direction. Rearguards appeared to have been deployed at Ste. Ménehould, Clermont, and Dombasle; heavy traffic had been seen moving south on the Ste. Ménehould–Revigny railway.9

Although rearguards opposed the German advance in some places on 4 September, Fifth Army gained considerable territory on the left bank of the Meuse on 5 September. By 20:00, reports indicated that Fourth Army had reached the line Marson–Valmy, which meant that its left flank was now even with Fifth Army’s right. Also, Fourth Army Headquarters indicated that it intended to continue the pursuit toward the Rhine–Marne Canal in a southeasterly direction. Crown Prince Wilhelm decided to assist in this operation by sending his right though the Argonne up to Charmontois le Roi–Beauzée while his left continued to cover Verdun. Aside from the Cavalry Corps, only two of Fifth Army’s six and a half corps now remained available for the pursuit; the remainder were tied up by the fortress of Verdun and the blocking forts.10

On the German left, Seventh Army’s preliminary operations began as ordered on 3 September. Despite heavy fighting, its advances proved negligible and the attempt to break out from the forest failed. This again forced a delay in the start of the larger offensive toward Mortagne, although reconnaissance did not detect any large withdrawal of French troops from the front. For 4 September, Crown Prince Rupprecht thus ordered Seventh Army to continue its attempt to break out from the woods and to begin the attack against the enemy positions at Rambervillers. The success of these operations remained a prerequisite for Sixth Army’s advance toward the Moselle. Sixth Army’s corps would continue to finalize their preparations for the assault against the enemy’s first line of defence: Mazerulles–Drouville–Deuxville. A decision would be made about the timing of the attack on the evening of 4 September. Nevertheless, reports that the enemy had begun to withdraw troops from Erbéviller forced Rupprecht to remind his commanders that the enemy could not be allowed to do so undetected.

On 4 September, Seventh Army’s attack continued. Again, its right wing made little progress as the enemy put up stiff resistence in the forest east of Benoit. General von Heeringen reported to the OHL that, based on aerial reconnaissance reports received that morning, he was convinced that Seventh Army’s left flank continued to face strong enemy forces whose fighting capability on the difficult terrain was superior to that of the German reserve and Landwehr formations facing them. However, reconnaissance flights in the afternoon and evening changed this assessment. The enemy trains that had been observed the day before along the rail network had disappeared; also, in the evening, heavy traffic on the rail lines running northwest from Epinal led Seventh Army Headquarters to consider that the enemy was evacuating the front. This coincided with Sixth Army’s observations. That morning, Sixth Army Headquarters sent the following report to the OHL: “The enemy has evacuated his forward positions facing Sixth Army’s right wing; right wing advances, the left also goes forward but only slowly. No clarity about the main French position, however the enemy facing Sixth Army’s Centre is said to be strong.”11

That night, 4–5 September, Crown Prince Rupprecht ordered his corps to deploy for the attack by moving up to the artillery protection line. This would involve some limited fighting. Any captured positions would have to be fortified immediately; also, the heavy artillery was to be brought up. South of the Meurthe, some units began their advance on the evening of 4 September, pushing patrols as far forward as the Moselle. The next morning, the main attack would go forward along the line.12

AFTER THE EVENING OF 2 SEPTEMBER, THE SUCCESS OF THE GREAT GERMAN operation in the West depended on the success of General von Moltke’s plan to push most of the French Army toward the southeast, away from Paris. Since First Army’s task of protecting the German Army’s right flank kept it from actively participating, the progress of Second Army’s pursuit was of utmost significance to the plan’s success. Beyond that, concerns centred on whether the German centre and left flank would be able to exert sufficient pressure to tie up the French along the remainder of the front, thus preventing the enemy from executing a major shift in their forces so as to provide support as their western flank withdrew or even to mount an enveloping counterattack.

Therefore, on 3 September, the OHL watched developments along the entire front with growing apprehension. One serious difficulty was the poor communications between the OHL and First Army, caused by the great distance between the two. As a consequence, radio messages were frequently delayed and those that were received were insufficient to provide any clarity about the situation on the Army’s extreme right flank. Not until midway through the night of 2–3 September did it became known at the OHL that First Army had failed in its attempt on 1 September to attack the western flank of the French by an enveloping pursuit. Some time later, a report was received from First Army Headquarters that gave at least some indication of its plans for 2 September. It stated that First Army intended to cross the line Creil–La Ferté Milon in order to attack and throw back three British divisions that were facing the army in close proximity. It would then redeploy its forces for further action. This was certainly in line with the instructions issued to First Army, which gave its mission as protecting the Army’s right flank. However, by the morning of 3 September, the OHL still had no idea how events had progressed the previous day. It was not until later that day that a detailed radio message from First Army Headquarters provided precise information.13 According to this report, on 1–2 September, elements of First Army and its Cavalry Corps had only been able to engage the enemy’s rearguards, which it succeeded in throwing back after bitter fighting. Nevertheless, it added, II Corps had defeated a French infantry division and a British cavalry division; the main British forces had evaded past Dammartin–Meaux. According to aerial reconnaissance reports, force concentrations had been observed south of the Marne between Meaux and La Ferté-sous-Jouarre. First Army was not satisfied with throwing back the British rearguards and intended to make another attempt at engaging the main French forces’ left flank, for “strong French Forces had been observed retreating via Fère-en-Tardenois and towards the east of the town, moving in the direction Château-Thierry–Dormans.” To this end, IX Corps (the army’s left-wing corps) had been turned in that direction, with III Corps following in echelon to the right east of Crouy. When this radio message was dispatched on the evening of 2 September, the results of this operation were still unknown. Though the stretch of the Marne between La Ferté-sous-Jouarre and Château-Thierry was supposed to still be clear of the enemy, General von Kluck suggested that any attempt to cross the Marne on 3 September held only a “questionable expectation of success.” The duty of screening against Paris was assigned to IV Reserve Corps at Creil and II Corps east of Senlis. The IV Corps was positioned east of Nanteuil to link up the army’s two wings. From this message, the OHL concluded that it had been sent without the knowledge about its own orders, which had been dispatched on the evening of 2 September. Nevertheless, First Army appeared eager to contribute to the success of the OHL’s operational plan of pushing the French toward the southeast, while still carrying out its assigned mission, which was to protect the German flank. First Army’s plans, while they carried high expectations of success, meant that the army’s left wing was not positioned in echelon to the rear of Second Army as had been planned. This, however, may have been considered unimportant by the OHL, for General von Kluck seemed to have designated the Marne as the boundary for his thrust toward the southeast. It is therefore possible that this is also why the OHL did not expressly remind First Army that it was follow Second Army in echelon to the right during the continuation of the operation.

The events on the German Army’s right wing did not pose the risk that First Army might end up in front of Second Army and thereby negatively effect its direction of advance. It was known that the latter was relentlessly pursuing the enemy across the Aisne toward the Marne, with its right wing heading for Château-Thierry and its left moving toward Binson (east of Dorman). At the same time, the siege of Reims had also begun. A report from General von Bülow, received shortly after 19:00, offered a very positive picture: “Today the army is pursuing hot on the enemy’s heels across the Marne. The enemy is also retreating in complete disorganization south of the Marne. The Marne bridges have been partially blown. Are there any orders for Second Army?” Moltke replied immediately: “Agree with measures, take southern Marne bank.” However, as welcome as Second Army’s report may have been (it was also strongly exaggerated), the decisive question whether it would succeed in pushing the French in the desired direction away from Paris remained open.

Additionally, there were serious doubts as to whether the enemy had been sufficiently fixed on the remainder of the front. A report received from Third Army during the night of 2–3 September, that it still intended to push forward elements across the Marne during the night despite having only reached Suippes in non-stop fighting the day before, created hope that this might succeed in preventing further enemy embarkations in the sector north of Châlons. However, a radio message that was overheard late that night between Third Army Headquarters and Second Army indicated that its objectives had not yet been accomplished. It reported that during the coming night the army intended to take the Marne crossings at Tours with its right wing. Serious engagements with strong enemy forces did not appear to be forthcoming.

Fourth Army’s pursuit also progressed well. In engaging enemy rearguards, it had advanced as far as Somme-Py–Autry by the evening of 2 September; on 3 September, it intended to reach the line Courtisols–Courtémont with its rapidly moving right wing. The aerial reconnaissance that was reported by telephone around noon now assumed special significance. First of all, it confirmed the enemy troop embarkations in the sector north of Châlons, which had also been reported by Third Army the day before. It also reported heavy train traffic during the morning on the Ste. Ménehould–Revigny rail line as well as lighter traffic on the Ste. Ménehould–Suippes line. Beyond that, the enemy appeared to be in full retreat. Bivouacs that had been spotted only on the previous night along the line Châlons–Ste. Ménehould appeared to have been vacated during the night. The direction of the troops’ departure could not be determined. On 3 September, aircraft had observed only weak rearguards in the sector northeast of the Marne; on the other side of the Marne, despite clear conditions, no enemy troops had been spotted south of Châlons and as far up as Coole. This seemed to indicate that the enemy’s main forces had maintained their freedom of movement by evading the pressure exerted on them by Fourth Army.

To gain an impression of the events that had transpired on Fifth Army’s front, on 3 September the OHL initially had to rely on a number of overheard radio transmissions, especially those sent by the cavalry divisions. Over the course of the morning, these created the impression that during its advance between the Argonne and the Meuse, the army was conducting a slow and plodding assault on fortified positions along the line Apremont–Cierges. Apparently this represented the resistance of enemy rearguards, for at the same time, “organized” withdrawals were being reported to the south via Varennes. Additionally, trains were reported to have “turned toward the south” from Verdun. A radio message received toward noon reported that the resistance seemed to have been broken, as Fifth Army’s right flank was advancing in the Aire Valley toward Varennes and Véry. At around 15:00, Fifth Army Headquarters ordered 3rd Cavalry Division to “pursue and destroy” the enemy west of the Argonne via Ste. Ménehoud; the 6th was tasked with doing the same east of the Argonne via Clermont. A radio message from army headquarters provided more clarity during the afternoon: “Fifth Army has captured the fortified position Epinonville–Montfaucon–Cuisy. Enemy toward the south. Cavalry corps pursuing on both sides. Tomorrow will be a day of rest for the army.”14 While it was entirely understood that the exhausted men required rest, the OHL considered even a temporary pause in Fifth Army’s operations to be irreconcilable with the larger objectives of the German Army in the West. These urgently required the French to be fixed in position along the entire front. Beyond that, Fifth Army had another important mission: namely, to make an uninterrupted advance past Verdun on the west and, as soon as possible, to strike the enemy facing Sixth and Seventh Armies in the flanks. Shortly after 21:00, Fifth Army Headquarters received the following orders: “The overall situation, particularly at Sixth and Seventh Armies, urgently requires Fifth Army to advance on 4 September in a southerly direction by closing off Verdun’s west side at the same time. By remaining in place, Fifth Army will severely disrupt the uniformity of the entire operation.”

At the same time, the OHL was well justified in its urgent desire to make easier the German southern wing’s difficult dual mission, which was to achieve a breakthrough along the fortress front while mounting an assault on the fortified position at Nancy. On 3 September this caused the OHL to seek additional resources for this purpose. At noon, the OHL instructed the governor of the fortress of Metz to provide support to Sixth Army for its assault on the fortified positions at Nancy from the north or northwest with the main body of his reserves until Fifth Army’s attack on the wall of forts at St. Mihiel could begin, at which point when his main reserves would be tasked with screening Toul and Nancy. Shortly after 18:00, the governeur, General von Oven, responded that his main reserves would advance the next day from Metz to the line Thiaucourt–Vandières.

Although it realized that the execution of the attacks by Sixth and Seventh Armies would take considerable time, the OHL still hoped to commit their main forces for the benefit of the larger operation. Moltke felt that, for the time being, these armies were discharging their mission by tying up strong elements of the French Field Army. This, he believed, was evident from Sixth Army’s evening report, which had stated: “No retrogressive movements along the front line, nor evacuations by rail. However, like yesterday, strong troop concentrations as well as significant artillery have been staged to the rear of the enemy’s positions.” Aside from artillery duels and small forays by both sides, Sixth Army reported that nothing significant had taken place, although preparations for the artillery attack continued. Seventh Army’s advance in the direction of Rambervillers had encountered strong resistance and had failed to gain substantial ground; a break-out from the forest east of the city had yet to be achieved. In planning for the next day, Crown Prince Rupprecht said that “the left wing will continue its advance and, if artillery preparations are completed, towards evening the right too will go forward.”

Intelligence sources in Brussels reported on the situation on the Belgian coast, stating that at least 40,000 British troops had landed in Ostende. Some, these sources said, had moved with the Belgians into Antwerp, with strong elements continuing on to Boulogne; Zeebrugge had been occupied from the direction of Ostend. From these reports, the danger to the rear of the German Army appeared to be growing. News that the French government was moving to Bordeaux was confirmed. There were rumours of a change in the French High Command; General Pau was said to be the new French Supreme Commander.

The 4th of September was rich in both disappointments and the development of serious concerns. During the night of 3–4 September, a radio message from First Army to Second and Third Armies was overheard. It provided the surprising information that First Army had crossed the Marne at Château-Thierry and to the west of the town the previous day and that in some places the enemy appeared to be dissolving. Even though the message did not indicate which forces the army had deployed in crossing the Marne—and which forces were deployed for the protection of the German Army’s flank—it was abundantly clear that Kluck had acted counter not only to the literal but also to the implied sense of his orders, which were to follow Second Army in echelon. First Army may have been contributing to the pursuit across the Marne and to the broader objective of pushing the western French flank in the desired direction away from Paris; even so, it had also created a dangerous situation on the German Army’s right flank that Moltke had explicitly wanted to avoid in the orders he had issued on the evening of 2 September. Nevertheless, the OHL did not intervene immediately—perhaps in expectation of obtaining more information about First Army’s intentions and its distribution of forces. However, the morning and afternoon passed by without additional information being received. This was finally provided by two radio messages received one shortly after the other at 19:00. According to the first (which had been dispatched earlier on the afternoon of 3 September), First Army had pushed the French back, with its left wing crossing the Marne at Château-Thierry and to the west of the town. Its centre had been brought up to La Ferté-sous-Jouarre, while the protection of the army’s right flank had been left to II Corps and IV Reserve Corps, both facing Nanteuil. General von Kluck wanted to gain as much as possible from the disintegration that had been observed among the enemy’s forces. The second radio message, dispatched at 22:30, expressed an intention to continue the advance with the army’s centre and left wing across the line Rebais–Montmirail. Presumably the crossing of the Marne had been carried out without difficulty. Clearly, the enemy’s disintegration in front of First Army—which had also been reported by Second Army—had reached the point where he was even abandoning potentially strong defensive positions such as the Marne without serious resistance. Of course, Second Army was still not in a position to exert pressure on the enemy, which was retreating toward the southwest. First Army’s forward deployment had made it impossible for Second Army to extend its right wing westwards.

An early-morning radio message had confirmed Third Army Headquarters’ previously advised intention of taking the Marne crossings between Tours and Châlon during the night of 3 to 4 September; for the rest of the day, however, no new information regarding the status of Third Army’s pursuit operation was received. Nevertheless, the OHL had no doubt that the assigned objectives would be reached during the day. A message received during the night stating that the fortress at Reims had fallen into the hands of Third Army without a fight came as very welcome news.

Fourth Army’s situation appeared in a different light. Shortly after midnight it reported that the three corps of its right wing and centre had engaged enemy rearguards along the line La Cheppe (on the Noblette)–La Croix-en-Champagne on the evening of 3 September and that this pursuit was to continue the next day, advancing up to Marson–Valmy. This report from Fourth Army Headquarters provided the first indication that on 3 September the enemy had transported forces from Châlons in the direction of Vitry-le-François. It also appeared that units were marching on foot in that direction while others were withdrawing from the area of Ste. Ménehould toward Revigny and beyond; still others were being withdrawn from Varennes via Clermont and sent in the direction of Verdun. Stronger forces were said to still have been present at Ste. Ménehould on the evening of 3 September. It appeared, then, that the sector in front of Fourth Army northeast of the Marne was not nearly as clear of the enemy as had been assumed based on the report by that army’s headquarters on the previous day. At the same time, reports that rail transport activity was continuing confirmed that the enemy was removing its forces from the centre of the front in order to deploy them elsewhere. The question was, whether they were actually being sent in the direction of Vitryle-François and Revigny. The direction of pursuit that Duke Albrecht had decided upon, toward the southeast and the Rhine-Marne Canal, coincided with the OHL’s strategy, even though he had reached that decision on his own. A desire to support the southern wing’s difficult breakthrough mission with elements extracted from the wheeling wing was now asserting itself more and more. In addition to Fifth Army, which had already been so instructed on the evening of 3 September, Fourth Army was now to contribute to those operations by exerting pressure against the flanks and rear of the enemy facing Sixth and Seventh Armies along the French fortress front. Thus, at 11:00, Fourth Army Headquarters received the following order from the OHL: “Fourth Army shall advance with its right wing moving via Vitry-le-François in the direction of Montierender. The Ste. Ménehould–Revigny road moving in the direction Morley belongs to Fifth Army.”

What is remarkable is that Fifth Army Headquarters was not informed of this development. The reason may be that a radio message from the German Crown Prince to the Kaiser was received at 08:00 indicating that Fifth Army had already pointed its right wing toward Ste. Ménehould of its own accord. Confirmation was received shortly before 14:00, when Fifth Army Headquarters gave Ste. Ménehould–Clermont–Auzéville as its marching objectives for the day.

On the evening of 4 September the great German wheeling wing was gratifyingly pictured as steadily advancing along its entire line in pursuit of an enemy that in some places was said to be dissolving before it; however, serious threats to the operation’s success could no longer be ignored. In attempting to push the body of the French Army in a southeasterly direction away from Paris, the army’s right wing had consciously left the protection of the German Army’s right flank to weak elements. It was doubtful that these would be able to accomplish their mission in the face of a strong counterattack by superior forces out of the fortress of Paris. Based on the daily reports of railway movements and troop redeployments in rear of the enemy’s front, it could no longer be denied that the enemy would be able to marshal the forces necessary to mount such a counterattack, despite their retreat. Any final doubts to this effect disappeared as the left wing noted that the situation in Lorraine was changing.

Around 05:00, General von Heeringen reported that Seventh Army had begun its attack in the direction of Rambervillers–Bruyères via Ménil–Etival–St. Dié and that due to the difficulty of the terrain its advance had been slow. Around noon, Sixth Army Headquarters advised that “the enemy has evacuated his forward positions in front of the right wing. Right wing in pursuit. Left wing advancing, but slowly. No clarity about the main French positions. However, in front of Sixth Army’s centre the enemy is alleged to be strong.” These reports did not offer any surprises; they merely demonstrated the difficulty of the task facing Sixth and Seventh Armies. Quick and sweeping successes were not to be expected. Nevertheless, the preparatory attacks were finally under way. Continuing them carried a reasonable chance of success. At the same time, information received from a reliable agent caused much more consternation. He reported the “departure of two French corps from the line Nancy–Belfort (IX and XXI), one out of the area of St. Vincent.” If this information was accurate—and there was no reason to doubt its veracity—then the French were diverting considerable forces for redeployment. Moreover, they were being extracted not only from the rear of the main French forces, where the enemy was retreating in the open field, but also from the southern wing, which meant that the French leadership trusted the ability of the fortresses along their eastern border to resist. This in turn meant that the outcome against which concerted efforts had been made so as to prevent it from happening under any circumstances was now at hand. For all the pressure that had been exerted, the enemy had not been sufficiently fixed to prevent him from executing major troop redeployments. This meant that the enemy was not entirely under the control of the attacker but had retained decision-making freedom as well as manoeuvrability. And so it was that the spectre of Paris suddenly became a reality. In the circumstances, the OHL’s guiding operative strategy was no longer viable. Now the question was: how to proceed.

The Chief of the General Staff of the Field Army rejected a strategy that would have entailed immediately halting and regrouping the army’s forces along the entire line. Moltke instead opted to continue the offensive, albeit in a modified way. His decisions had to achieve competing aims. One priority was to deflect the danger that an enveloping counterattack might develop out of Paris; the other was to exploit the altered situation on the southern flank so as to achieve a sweeping success, thus giving the overall situation an entirely different profile as soon as possible. The first task demanded the deployment of strong forces on both banks of the Marne. For this purpose, First Army no longer appeared to be sufficient; forces from Second Army would also be required. Moltke viewed this option as relatively free of risk because the enemy had apparently suffered the most at the hands of Second Army. However, the German Army’s southern wing could only hope to achieve a quick and sweeping success if Fourth and Fifth Armies pushed forcefully from the north. At this point, a specific decision regarding the employment of Third Army could not be reached. It was to be available according to need so as to support one mission or the other. One thing was clear, however: it could not remain on the Marne. In either case, it appeared necessary to bring it across the Marne in a generally southern direction.

Following this train of thought, the OHL issued the following individual orders between 19:00 and 20:00:

1. First and Second Armies (19:20)
First and Second Armies remain facing eastern front of Paris: First Army between Oise and Marne, holding Marne crossings west of Château-Thierry, Second Army between Marne and Seine holding the Seine crossings between Nogent and Méry, inclusively. Third Army marching in the direction of Troyes and east.

2. Third Army (19:30)
First and Second Armies remain facing eastern front of Paris between Oise and Seine. Second Army’s left flank advances via Fertus–Fère Champenoise towards Méry. Third Army advances towards Troyes–Vendeuvre. Fourth Army possesses the road through Vitry-le-François east of the Marne.

3. Fourth and Fifth Armies (19:30)
Third Army advances towards Troyes–Vendeuve. Enemy evacuation transports have been observed in front of our Sixth and Seventh Armies. By immediately advancing in a southeasterly direction Fourth and Fifth Armies are to open the Upper Moselle crossings for Sixth and Seventh Armies. Fifth Army’s right wing to advance via Revigny–Stainville–Morley; left wing to provide security against the Meuse fortifications. Capture of the Forts at Troyon, Les Paroches, Camp des Romains at St. Mihiel.

For the time being, Sixth and Seventh Armies received no orders.

The wording of the instructions for First and Second Armies was noteworthy in that the orders stated that First Army was to remain between the Oise and the Marne facing the eastern front of Paris. In reality, First Army was situated with most of its forces south of the Marne and with its right wing actually removed from the Oise, something of which the OHL was well aware. Thus, complying with these orders would require an initial return march into the designated area. Besides this, a message from Third Army, received late that night, made the OHL aware that the situation in the centre of the German wheeling wing was not as had been imagined when the orders were issued. Third Army reported that it had been engaged in “fierce fighting north of the Marne” and that the enemy had not shown “any indications of a disorganized withdrawal.” The men urgently needed a day of rest. This latter request was entirely justified, but it corresponded even less with the OHL’s plans, in that the results of aerial reconnaissance that had been received at the same time left no doubt that the enemy had entirely withdrawn from Third Army, evading to the south. In front of Second Army’s left wing, the enemy had withdrawn from Epernay in a southerly direction toward Fère Champenoise; in front of the Fourth, the enemy was moving toward the southeast. The OHL assumed that after receiving its orders at 19:30, Third Army would forgo its intention to rest on the following day and instead continue its advance in a southerly direction. Therefore a second order was not issued.

In addition to the many surprises and disappointments that had come to light on 4 September, the OHL remained concerned about the security of the army’s rear areas now that it had penetrated so deeply into enemy territory. Then a report composed by Generalfeldmarschall von der Goltz rejected the possibility of any immediate threats developing inside Belgium. In that report he stated: “It appears to me that for the time being there is no reason to be concerned about a thrust by Anglo-Belgian forces against our rearward connections. On the other hand, the general situation and Lord Kitchener’s well known character speak to the fact that the enemy intends to advance from Ostende and Antwerp as soon as he has the resources.” At 08:00, General von Beseler reported that the landing of British troops at Ostende had exacerbated the situation outside Antwerp. On 4 September he intended to make a foray with three divisions up to the Scheldt in the direction of Termonde, where major forces were said to be located. He planned to continue covering Antwerp, but only with the reinforced 5th Reserve Division. A subsequent report from IX Reserve Corps provided considerable reassurance. It stated that after bitter fighting, the corps had taken the fortress of Termonde—which was defended by two Belgian line regiments and an artillery battery—and had blown the Scheldt bridges to the north of it. The enemy was retreating northwards, and significant railway equipment had been captured. After this fortunate outcome, despite the deployment of British forces to Ostende, the situation in Belgium appeared momentarily to be less threatening than it might have been.

Reports from the Eastern Front gave no serious cause for alarm. By the end of August the German and Austro-Hungarian forces had accomplished their mission, thus keeping the pressure off the German Western Army. However, General von Freytag’s reports from the Galician Theatre did raise some concerns. He wrote: “Only the First Austro–Hungarian Army is still advancing, albeit slowly. That Second and Third Armies will retreat from Lemberg before superior enemy forces is a real possibility. A turn for the better remains possible if Fourth Army is successful.” Conversely, however, General von Hindenburg’s victory in East Prussia continued to expand in scope. At 15:00 on 31 August, he made the following report: “the Russian XIII, XV and XXIII Corps had been totally destroyed. The enemy is also retreating from Königsberg. Will Eighth Army receive more reinforcements, especially heavy artillery, so a decision can be reached? Two commanding generals have been captured plus 60,000 men.” In a telephone conversation with Oberstleutnant Tappen at 17:00, General Ludendorff declared that the battle was now over. Despite this victory, and even though Rennenkampf’s army was now retreating, Ludendorff still wanted to obtain the Reserve Guard Corps and XI Corps to mount further operations.

At this point on 31 August, the deployment of the German Eighth Army from East Prussia toward the south across the Narew, where it could operate in close cooperation with Germany’s Austro-Hungarian allies—just as had been repeatedly requested by General Conrad von Hötzendorf—became an issue. The OHL and Eighth Army Headquarters agreed that such an operation, no matter how desirable and how promising it might be, would not be feasible until victory was achieved over Rennenkampf’s Army—or at least, until after it had been driven farther back, thus creating the necessary freedom of movement. Therefore between 19:00 and 20:00, the OHL issued the following orders: “Eight Army’s primary mission is to first clear Army Rennenkampf out of East Prussia. Pursuit of the defeated enemy (by elements from Eighth Army that can be spared) should be conducted in the direction of Warsaw, preventing the Russians from moving from Warsaw towards Silesia. Depending on how the situation in East Prussia develops, the further deployment of Eighth Army in the direction of Warsaw is under consideration.”

For the time being, the battles being waged by the Austro-Hungarian Armies in Galicia remained undecided. A message received from Conrad at 09:40 on 2 September stated that between forty and forty-three Russian divisions stood on the Galician Front. This did not constitute an overwhelming superiority; indeed, these forces represented only about two-thirds of those which Conrad had anticipated before the war for the thirtieth day of mobilization (29 August). Another message from Conrad, which arrived at about the same time, painted a much more dismal picture of the general situation, dampening expectations for the future. It read:

During one week of fierce fighting, First Army has advanced to the line Opole–Krastnystaw. It has linked up with Fourth Army which is fighting for a victory in the area Zamość–Tyschowzy. Nevertheless, the situation is extremely critical as the remaining forces have been pushed back by a superior enemy; our fighting capacity has been severely weakened, but we are still holding Lemberg with the northern wing; we are threatened by a Russian thrust along the Dniester and only two divisions from us will be arriving at Sambor. Therefore, if there is to be a decisive change in the situation, I urgently request intervention by fresh German forces, if possible by two corps sent in the direction of Przemysl.

General von Freytag gave a similar impression of the situation: “In my opinion, holding at Lemberg due to a severe reduction of fighting capacity is not promising and an early transition to a strictly defensive posture is indicated. Today we’ve heard rumors that the Czar has offered Bukowina to Rumania.” These reports left a negative impression at the OHL. General von Stein tried to assuage Freytag’s concerns in a letter in which he wrote: “The news regarding our allies’ unfortunate battle has caused us great concern. In concert with our other victories, a victory in this theater would have had great influence on the larger international situation. On the other hand, a setback would not be all that bad as it can happen at any time. The thought of a retreat, though, is worse.” Stein then alluded to the performance of the German soldiers in France and especially at Tannenberg: “It is not impossible that the very good Austrian Army could not do so as well.” He added, however, that the OHL was not in a position to provide additional help so long as a decisive victory had not been achieved in the West. In this context, General von Moltke also responded to Conrad, wiring: “Fresh corps not available. Immediate support only possible after taking care of Army Rennenkampf. I urgently recommend exploitation of First Army’s success in case right wing is pushed onto the defensive.” The same day, Moltke wrote the following to his wife: “Things in Austria don’t look good. The Army can’t make any headway. I can sense that it is being defeated.”15

The morning of 3 September brought better news. On the evening of 2 September, Freytag reported: “Fourth Army has achieved a nice success. Enemy thrown back across the Bug towards Wladimir Wolhynsk.” Supposedly, many prisoners and guns had been taken; in the official Viennese report, the numbers were said to be as high as 11,000 men—perhaps even 18,000—as well as 200 guns. Those were impressive numbers even though they did not climb to the level of the results achieved at Tannenberg, where the spoils had reached 90,000 prisoners of war and 300 guns. It also appeared that the Austro-Hungarian Army had won another splendid victory between the Bug and Vistula. Also, the Russians were reported to have suffered heavy losses at Lemberg. Conrad thus said that he planned to redeploy Second and Third Armies back into strong positions to the rear of the Grodek Lakes—in other words, the victorious army was to make an about-face and march to intervene in the battle that was expected to take place there. According to a message received from Freytag on the evening of 4 September, the enemy had not yet moved up past Lemberg. The Austro-Hungarian Fourth Army was said to be pursuing a defeated enemy with two divisions and to have retained nine divisions for the assault. First Army was already said to be enveloping and attacking. The report closed with this statement: “Mood here is much more confident.” It seemed that the immediate danger in Galicia had been averted.

Simultaneous to and sometimes in connection with these reports, in his capacity as the Austro-Hungarian Field Army’s Commander-in-Chief, on 3 September, Archduke Friedrich had turned to the German Emperor. After describing the performance of his army as having achieved common objectives for the Central Powers, he stated that it had been difficult to understand why

the agreed upon German offensive across the lower Narew in the direction of Sjedlez has not taken place. If our greater objective, which is the defeat of Russia, is to be accomplished, then I consider an energetic German offensive conducted with strong forces in the direction of Sjedlez to be decisive and urgent; having said that, it appears to me that after the splendid and decisive German successes in France, the moment seems to have arrived when powerful support by German forces for Austro-Hungarian operations (which had been promised in this situation) should now take place …”

The Germans’ opinion of the overall situation in the East is evident from the responses that were dispatched.

On 4 September at 10:30, the German Emperor wired the Archduke: “The collaborative operation against Russia by both armies remains our objective as well. An advance in the direction of Sjedlez shall commence just as soon as Army Rennenkampf, which is still in East Prussia, has been evicted. Now our common interest demands that the German Eastern Army first defeat the Russian forces arrayed against it. Only then can an advance towards the south begin. I therefore believe that we are in full compliance with our agreements.”

At the same time, General von Moltke wrote to the Austro-Hungarian Commander-in-Chief:

In the west we have had encouraging successes. In a number of battles we managed to defeat the Franco-British-Belgian Army. The enemy forces that had been deployed north of Verdun have been thrown back to the approximate line Paris–Verdun, while the French are still deployed with strong forces south of Verdun along the line formed by their border fortresses. On the Western Front we have defeated our enemy everywhere and have inflicted heavy casualties. However, we have not managed to defeat a major army. After all, even though they are worn out and weakened, the enemy, who has seventy-four regular and reserve divisions as well as twenty territorial divisions, remains considerably superior to our Western Army. We must, therefore, still expect serious battles—battles that are going to be especially bitter in the event of an all-out war on a large scale.… In our mutual agreements, it has always been emphasized that during the course of our mutual operations, Germany’s primary objective had always been the defeat of France. To achieve this we have subordinated everything else and even exposed a large part of East Prussia to Russian devastation. It was only under the dictates of extreme necessity that we had to make the decision to transfer two corps from the Western Front to the Eastern Army. As much as it would also be in our own interest, and as much as we would like to deploy additional forces to the East, we cannot, for the foreseeable future, even begin to consider weakening our Western Army further. From the beginning of the operations in the East it has been our operational objective to mount an offensive in the direction of Sjedlez to meet up with the Imperial and Royal Armies. Your Imperial Majesty is well aware that our nine infantry divisions and one cavalry division deployed in East Prussia were facing a total of twenty-four Russian infantry divisions and between ten to eleven cavalry divisions. While our army inflicted a devastating defeat on the Second Russian Army (Samsonov) on Prussia’s Southern Border (in which it captured 90,000 prisoners of war alone), the First Russian Army (Rennenkampf) made a deep thrust into East Prussia and into out army’s rear. As long as it remains there, an advance into Poland must be out of the question. Nevertheless, an enveloping attack has been initiated and will go forward as soon as possible. When it is successful, and after vital border security units have been dispatched to East Prussia, a German Army consisting of between four and five corps and two cavalry divisions will commence the advance towards Sjedlez.

At this time, the general situation on the Russian Front was not a cause for concern. In the OHL’s view, given the forces that had been deployed there, the situation had become considerably more favourable in East Prussia and on the Austro-Hungarian front than could have been expected. It appeared to be insignificant that the Austro-Hungarian AOK was also expecting a Serbian offensive, as reported by General von Freytag, for in the meantime, the Austro-Hungarian forces deployed there had been reinforced. During this time, the Central Powers were also discussing Turkey’s intervention. Admiral Souchon had rescued the two German cruisers of the Mediterranean Division by allowing them to sail into Constantinople, and he had been impressed by the Central Powers’ success; clearly, the Turks’ attitude toward the alliance was becoming more positive. On 4 September, General Conrad requested the OHL’s consent for a potential Turkish operation in the Caucasus, across the Black Sea against Odessa, and from Syria against Egypt. In his response to Conrad’s request, and in identical instructions that he issued to General der Kavallerie Liman von Sanders, who was serving with the Turkish Forces, General von Moltke stressed that it was essential for Turkey to strike as quickly as possible—at the very latest, as soon as the Dardanelles fortifications were completed. He considered operations against Odessa and Egypt to be especially significant. However, he acknowledged that for the time being, these suggestions would have no impact on ongoing military operations, just as all attempts to pull Bulgaria or Rumania over to the side of the Central Powers had failed.

The Western Front was still the decisive one, more so than ever before. Moltke was fully aware of his responsibilities, and on the evening of 4 September, he well knew “that the worst was still ahead.”16 Despite his many disappointments and concerns, he harboured the hope that he had overcome the worst.


APPENDICES

Appendix I
Comparison of the Organization of German, French, British, and Belgian Units
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a Bracketed numbers: the quantity of machine-guns available to the division or brigade.

b Less eighteen light field howitzers.

c For corps, an artillery regiment of four detachments and three to four batteries of heavy artillery of the field army.

d For territorial divisions, a detachment of three batteries of four guns.

e Less four 12.8 cm guns and 18 light field howitzers.

f Two of the Belgian divisions had four instead of three mixed brigades. The square-bracketed numbers give the strength of both divisions with four brigades.

Appendix II
The Strength of the Mutual Forces on the Western Front on 22 August 1914
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27 On Britain’s development of a blockade strategy, see Eric Osborne, Britain’s Economic Blockade of Germany, 1914–1919 (London: Frank Cass, 2004), 26–57.
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38 An untranslated discussion in Der Weltkrieg of the French mobilization recounts that on 16 July, President Poincaré and Prime Minister Viviani embarked for Russia, providing an opportunity for coordination and mutual reassurance. As Robert Doughty notes, although this prearranged visit was once taken by historians to mean that France only maintained a peaceful disposition during the crisis, it also provided the opportunity to secure the Franco-Russian alliance at a pivotal moment during the evolution of events. Doughty says that while the French leaders may not have sought war, “their personal assurances of France’s full support at this crucial moment bolstered the Russians’ resolve and increased the chances of war.” Richard Hamilton and Holger Herwig counter that we simply do not know enough about the substance of these conversations to draw such firm conclusions. Nevertheless, they admit that this “unusual silence suggests a concerted effort at concealment” and thus while the French may have indeed successfully strengthened their alliance, the meeting had the secondary effect of hardening Russia’s resolve to finally confront Austria-Hungary in the Balkans. For the untranslated discussion, see DW I: 79–83; Robert Doughty, Pyrrhic Victory: French Strategy and Operations in the Great War (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2005), 47–48, at 47; Richard F. Hamilton and Holger Herwig, eds., Decisions for War, 1914–1917 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 122–25 at 122; Strachan, The First World War, I:91–93.


39 An untranslated section of Der Weltkrieg argues that the first official French steps towards war were taken while President Poincaré and Prime Minister Viviani were still away on 25 July 1914 when the French Minister of War, Messimy, ordered all senior officers on leave to return to their units. The next day all furloughs (except agricultural leaves) and training exercises were cancelled, civilian guards began patrolling the railways, and censorship of the press regarding military movements was decreed. See DW I:79–83. A thorough overview of the impact of the various mobilization schedules as well as the actual meaning of the term to the militaries in each belligerent nation is provided in Trachtenberg, “The Meaning of Mobilization in 1914,” 102–50.


40 From a protocol on preparatory actions for mobilization dated 8 November 1912 and reprinted in the publication Grosser Generalstab, Russlands Mobilmachung für den Weltkrieg: neue Urkunden zur Geschichte des Weltkrieges (Berling: E.S. Mittler und Sohn, 1919).


41 An untranslated discussion recounts that on 27 July, French military guards were placed on the railways and all leaves were cancelled—first for the border troops and later for the army as a whole. While these were standard precautions (and necessary in light of developments in the East), they also served to escalate the crisis. By 27 July, Joffre was certain that war was inevitable and demanded that mobilization begin. That same day, the French Minister of War ordered that “Morocco and also Algiers be emptied as far as possible of all combat troops,” which effectively recalled the Moroccan Division and a Moroccan Rifle Brigade as well as the 37th, 38th, and 45th Divisions from Algeria. At the same time, the French pressed the Russian government to “take the offensive against East Prussia as quickly as possible, despite the fact that [their] mobilization would be slow.” As Robert Doughty shows, this was confirmed by Messimy after the war. “Through our military attaché,” he wrote, “by the channel of the Foreign Ministry and our St. Petersburg ambassador, I urged with all my might that, in spite of the slowness of Russian mobilization, the tsar’s armies should take the offensive in East Prussia as soon as possible.” See DW I, 79–83; see also Hamilton and Herwig, War Planning 1914, 124; Messimy quoted in Doughty, Pyrrhic Victory, 50.

42 An untranslated discussion in Der Weltkrieg of French mobilziation records that on 29 July, the French President and Prime Minister landed at Dunkirk and were notified that “all measures have been taken to prepare for the possibility that it might soon be necessary to mobilize.” See DW I:79–83.


43 Kautsky, Die deutschen Dokumente zum Kriegsausbruch, Document No. 343.


44 An untranslated portion of the Reichsarchiv’s overview of French mobilization says that the French Council of Ministers dispatched troops to the borders on 30 July with the proviso that the troops not come within 10 km of the German frontier. The French official history records that these orders were written at 16:40 and dispatched to the troops destined for the northeastern frontier at 16:55. At that same meeting, Abel Ferry, an official in the State Department, recorded that the French intended “for the sake of public opinion, [to] let the Germans put themselves in the wrong” and that these measures meant mobilization, but not yet concentration. DW argues that from the outset, Joffre felt that these orders could not be followed to the letter, given that his men needed to occupy adequate defensive positions, some of which were pre-prepared and fell within the prohibited zone. Thus by “mobilizing ten infantry and cavalry divisions and putting them in place along the border, France had given the fateful orders one full day before the “State of Imminent Danger of War” was declared in Germany.” See DW I:79–83; see also the French official history: Ministère de la Guerre, Etat-Major de l’Armée–Service Historique, Les Armées Françaises dans la Grande Guerre, Tome I: La guerre de mouvement (opérations antérieures au 14 novembre 1914), Livre I: Les préliminaires. La bataille des frontières. Opérations antérieures au 24 août 1914 (Paris: Imprimerie Nationale, 1922), 104–5, hereafter FOH I:1.; Doughty, Pyrrhic Victory, 50–1

45 In actuality it was ten cavalry divisions.

46 DW records that on 30 July, the French Minister of War informed the Russian military attaché in Paris, Colonel Ignatieff, that “with an exalted, hearty tone the government has firmly decided to wage war.” See DW I:79–83.
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17 Here the Reichsarchiv historians likely mean that there was no memorandum similar to Schlieffen’s 1905 Denkschrift written by his successor. In other words, while Schlieffen explicitly (and unusually) explained the reasoning and assumptions built into his deployment plan and operational concept, Moltke did not. For more on the source base available to modern historians, see Groß, “There Was a Schlieffen Plan,” 389–431.


18 French operational plans I–XV envisioned that the French forts would be used to mount a strategic defence with the main deployment taking place between Chaumont, Epional, Mézières, Reims, although the actual operational centre of gravity repeatedly changed over time. In 1911 this fundamental assumption changed when the idea of a strategic offensive directed at forcing a great and decisive battle in the open field gained traction in the French general staff. In part this was due to a revised estimation of Russia’s ability to mobilize its army quickly, thus making it necessary for France to strike Germany quickly, and the development of an offensive spirit in the French Army. See FOH I:1, 33–43.

19 The wording here is that contained in the original housed in the Reichsarchiv. The version reprinted in Moltke’s memoirs contains some discrepancies. See Helmuth von Moltke, Erinnerungen, Briefe, Dokumente, 1877–1916: Ein Bild vom Kriegsausbruch, erster Kriegsführung und Persönlichkeit des ersten militärischen Führers des Krieges (Stuttgart: Der Kommende Tag A.G. Verlag, 1922), 433.
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21 The Zouave regiments were raised in Algeria and southern France from the white settler and indigenous populations. See Leonard G. Shurtleff, “France, Colonial Troops,” in Encyclopedia of World War I: A Political, Social, and Military History, ed. Spencer Tucker (New York: ABC-CLIO, 2005), 436.


22 The French operational plan, titled Plan XVII, was devised by Joseph Joffre in 1913 and was a concentration plan rather than a proscribed plan of operations. In keeping with Joffre’s faith in the power of the offensive, his intention was to mount an attack either to the east into Lorraine and Alsace or north into the flanks of a German advance through Belgium and Luxembourg, but the actual plan would be devised in response to the actions of the enemy. The French areas of concentration were as follows: First Army between Epinal and Lunéville and Second Army between Lunéville and Metz on the Franco-German border; Third Army south of Longwy and opposite Metz; Fifth Army along the Belgian border centred on Mézières; and Fourth Army in reserve centred on Ste. Ménehould. Four additional reserve division groups, each of three divisions, were deployed to the right of First Army, to the left of Fifth Army, and behind Second and Third Armies. See Robert Doughty, “French Strategy in 1914: Joffre’s Own,” Journal of Military History 67, no. 2 (2003): 427–54, esp. 441–43 and the same author’s Pyrrhic Victory, 37–38.


23 According to the British Official History, GHQ crossed the Channel on 14 August and reached Le Cateau on the 16th; the reminder of the British Expeditionary Force followed over the next few days and were in place by 18 August. The cavalry concentrated east of Maubeuge, II Corps east of Landrecies, and I Corps east of Bohain; the air force occupied a field at Maubeuge and part of another at Amiens. The British plan was to advance on Fifth Army’s left via Soignies in the general direction of Nivelles. See BOH I, 48–50.

24 In an untranslated assessment of the Belgian Army, the Reichsarchiv historians wrote that, at the outbreak of war, the Belgian field army numbered only 117,000 men and 312 guns; fortress garrisons for Antwerp, Liège, and Namur were obtained by conscription. They noted that all males between 21 and 40 were to serve in the Civic Guard while towns over 10,000 maintained an “active” Civic Guard while smaller towns did not. The German historians argue that the former were poorly trained, the latter not at all, and that the men of the guard (essentially the entire male population) had no clear directions or idea of how they were to contribute to the nation’s defence. The German Official History notes that on 30 July the Chief of the Belgian General Staff proposed a previously arranged deployment that presumed a German violation of Belgian neutrality. It called for the field army to concentrate on both banks of the Gete around Hannut–St. Trond–Tirlemont–Hamme–Mille. However the king refused this plan as it directed Belgium’s forces only against Germany. Instead the army was to deploy farther to the rear between Perwez–Tirlemont–Louvain–Wavre. On 1 August the decision was made to leave one division each at Liège and Namur. On 3 August it was decided to allow Liège and Namur to stand alone and resist an invasion as best they could; the field army would protect Antwerp and wait for foreign aid. See DW I, 96–100.


25 Guard Corps and Reserve Guard Corps; 2nd to 16th, 18th, 19th, and 21st Corps; and Bavarian I, II, and III Corps.

26 The Bavarian III to VIII, X, XII, XIV, and XVIII and I Reserve Corps.

27 The 2nd to 9th Horse Guards and Bavarian Cavalry Divisions.
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29 Composed of the 33rd, 34th, 37th, and 38th Landwehr Brigades.

30 These were the Guard, 4th, 8th, 10th, 19th, and Bavarian Ersatz Divisions along with the 55th Composite Ersatz Brigade.
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1 Before that, on 26 July, the Commanding General of XVI Corps, on his own initiative, had ordered minor military measures for protection in his jurisdiction immediately on the French border. Incidentally, these measures had already proven indispensable for the protection of Metz during periods of political tensions in earlier years. By cancelling new leaves, foot artillery, machine guns, and standing troops were provided to garrison the defensive works of the fortress’s western face and Thionville while nightly patrols along the roads began. In his report to the Ministry of War of 27 July, the commanding general continued: “I have not deemed it necessary to take further measures at this time, especially as I have refrained from recalling officers and men already on leave on account of the publicity that would be generated by such measures—even despite the large number of men on harvest furloughs with the Royal Bavarian Army—which is all the more important as the OHL’s Department IIIb informed me yesterday morning that the situation appeared hopeful.”

2 See page 52 of this volume..


3 Luxembourg joined the Zollverein customs union in 1841 and remained a member until 1919. Established in 1818, the Zollverein was intended to establish and manage common customs and economic policies for its members. See William Otto Henderson, The Zollverein (London: Cass, 1984), 152–53.

4 As the Landsturm was not active in peacetime, Landwehr troops of the second class living in the neighbourhood of where the Landsturm was to provide border and railway protection formed the skeleton corps for the companies of the Landsturm to be formed after mobilization.


5 Incursions were made on 31 July by an officers’ patrol of the Infantry Regiment 143 near Saales northeast of St. Dié; on 2 August, by a patrol of the 14th Jägerbattalion, west of Markirch; by several cavalry patrols in the southern part of the Vosges; and at the Burgundian Gate. One of these patrols (3rd Squadron, 5th Mounted Jägerbattalion) seems to have entered Swiss territory near Pfetterhausen; the patrol’s leader and three of his men subsequently died near Delle (southeast of Belfort). The General Staff was unaware of these events when war with France began.

6 After a member of the Gendarme from Altmuensterol observed a French airplane flying across the frontier on 29 July near Gottesthal (east of Belfort), several strong French infantry patrols crossed the frontier on the evening of 1 August, north and south of the St. Dié–Markirch road, while a scouting party came into the Thur valley to Wesserling west of St. Amarin. During the night of 1–2 August, German pickets on Mount Hohneck (south of the Schlucht Pass), at the western exit of Muehlbach and west of Metzeral, were attacked. On 2 August, frontier violations by hostile patrols were ascertained in different places: near Avricourt (north of Blâmont), near Urbeis, and north of Felleringen Head (northwest of St. Amarin), as well as near Ober Traubach and Altmuensterol (east of Belfort). During the night of 2–3 August, and on 3 August itself, a sentry from the 14th Jägerbattalion was repeatedly attacked in the position on the pass west of Markirch by superior forces (the French 10th Infantry). Reports of the advance of entire companies near Gottesthal that led to the premature dynamiting of the railway bridge near Illfurt by German engineers, later proved erroneous. Further research has shown that other claims of frontier violations were similarly false, including the report that aerial bombs were dropped upon Nuremberg. It is also true that the French Army’s border transgressions were made without the authorization of the French High Command, which on 2 August renewed the restrictions it had previously issued.


7 This was caused by the fact that, on the afternoon of 1 August, the Empire’s diplomats temporarily indulged the hope that it might be possible to prevent the outbreak of the war with France through Britain. This was based on reports from the German Ambassador in London. Only when this hope eventually proved false did the Kaiser authorize entry into Luxembourg.

8 Word of the German invasion of Luxembourg reached the French High Command on 2 August, and the next day, Joffre learned that Germany had also given an ultimatum to Belgium; the French Commander-in-Chief thus notified Cavalry Corps Sordet to keep in readiness east of Mézières in order to perform long-range reconnaissance to the north. See FOH I:1, 112–39. For a more current analysis see Doughty, Pyrrhic Victory, 55–56.


9 In Third Army’s deployment area, on 4 August, the 64th and 48th composite infantry brigades were pushed forward to cover the march.

10 Here stood two cavalry regiments, a field artillery battery, and a pioneer detachment.

11 The initial French offensive into Alsace was a small and ultimately unsuccessful affair that saw the liberation of Mulhouse on 8 August and its recapture on the 10th, prompting Joffre to sack a number of senior officers in First Army. See Doughty, Pyrrhic Victory, 56–60; FOH I:1, 220–7.


12 In 1918–1919 the Historical Section of the German General Staff began publishing a series of monographs on important battles during the Great War. When the General Staff was dissolved after the signing of the Treaty of Versailles in the summer of 1919, publication of the series ended prematurely. Nevertheless, the volumes that were produced provide an invaluable view of the German side of the war at the operational and tactical levels. For the volume on the capture of Liège see Ferdinand Rolf von Bieberstein, Lüttich-Namur: unter Benutzung amtlicher Quellen (Berlin: Gerhard Stalling, 1918), 1–66.

13 The Garde Civique was the Belgian militia. It was active in cities of more than 10,000 inhabitants and in fortified towns and those close to the border fortresses. It was charged with “maintaining law and order and protecting the independence and territorial integrity of Belgium.” It included all male inhabitants aged 21 to 50 years of age. On 5 August, when the Garde Civique was mobilized, the population was also reminded that armed resistance was only to be conducted by those wearing official badges. John Horne and Alan Kramer suggest that “the very need to make such declarations shows that the possibility of spontaneous civilian participation in the defence of Liège had occurred to the Belgian authorities.” In general historians minimize the significance of civilian participation in the battles and see German reprisals as largely unprovoked war crimes. See Government of Belgium/Commission central de statistique de Belgique, Statistique de la Belgique: Aperçu de la situation du royaume (Bruxelles: F. Hayez, 1890), 18; John N. Horne and Alan Kramer, German Atrocities 1914: A History of Denial (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2005), 18–20, at 19.

14 See footnote 24 on page 80 of this volume.

15 These were 11th, 14th, 27th, 34th, 38th, and 43rd Infantry Brigades; six to seven battalions; one squadron of cavalry; and three field batteries as well as 2nd, 4th and 9th Cavalry Divisions. Heavy artillery with four mortars, six pioneer companies, and two divisional bridging trains were subordainated to these troops. To this total was added Infantry Regiment 25 garrisoned at Aix-la-Chapelle. The total strength was about 25,000 rifles, 8,000 cavalarymen, and 124 guns.


16 Elements of 2nd and 4th Cavalry Divisions had arrived at Cavalry Division Gamier at that point.


17 Translated as “You must fight your way through.”


18 Herstal was the scene of vicious fighting on 6–7 August. On the 6th, Generalmajor von Kraewel ordered houses to be burnt as his 34th Infantry Brigade retreated, reporting that the “entire population in Liège and the suburbs participated in the fighting.” On the 7th, as the Belgian Army retreated toward the fortress of Pontisse, twenty-seven civilians were killed in street fighting in the town. Horne and Kramer argue that between 4 and 7 August, at least 117 civilians were murdered by 34th Infantry Brigade. See Horne and Kramer, German Atrocities 1914, 13–14 with Kraewel quoted on 13.


19 In St. Hadelin and the immediate vicinity, 104 civilians were killed on 6 August. Magnée was burned and 200 civilians from Romsée and Olne were used as human shields in the attack on Fort Embourg and Fort Chaudfontaine. See Horne and Kramer, German Atrocities 1914, 16.


20 This was the first aerial attack in warfare. See Christopher Chant, The Zeppelin: The History of German Airships from 1900 to 1937 (London: David and Charles, 2000), 56–57; and Guillaume De Syon, Zeppelin!: Germany and the airship, 1900–1939 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2002), 103–6.


21 Both regiments were subordinated to the staff of 28th Infantry Brigade.


22 General Leman was pulled unconscious from the rubble of the fort. Emmich had met him before the war and when his Belgian prisoner offered up his sword, the German general told him to keep it saying: “To have crossed swords with you has been an honour.” See Holger H. Herwig, The Marne, 1914: The Opening of World War I and the Battle That Changed the World (New York: Random House, 2009), 117.


23 On 4 August, word of the German attack at Liège reached Joffre. At 07:20 the following morning, Joffre gave French border guards permission to cross the frontier and push scouts in the direction of Virton–Stavelot; meanwhile, Cavalry Corps Sordet moved on Neufchâteau to ascertain the strength and direction of the German advance. See FOH I:1, 112–39.


24 They were also to conduct reconnaissance towards Nomeny–Thiaucourt.


25 At the outbreak of war, each army headquarters possessed a Flieger-Abteilung as did each corps headquarters. Each Flieger-Abteilung was assigned six two-seater Albatross aircraft equipped with 80–100-hp engines and capable of reaching speeds of 100 km per hour. These aircraft, in which the fliers were armed only with carbines and pistols, could fly at altitudes of 1,200 metres and could remain airborne for approximately four hours. See Hermann Cron, Geschichte des Deutschen Heeres im Weltkriege 1914–1918 (Berlin: E.S. Mittler und Sohn, 1937), 174–81.

26 At the outset of the war it was 400 kilometres in favourable weather.


27 A footnote in the original text reads: “Repeated firing on pickets, dispatch riders, and bivouacs by the civilian population of Arlon resulted in punitive measures being taken in the town.” According to Horne and Kramer, on 6 August, German rear guards were shot at from a local café and a woman was killed with a lance in response. The supposed perpetrators were arrested by Belgian authorities, tried by a German military court, and acquitted. Nevertheless, several incidents and accidents led to the town being burned, an indemnity paid, and a police officer executed. See Horne and Kramer, German Atrocities 1914, 19–20.

28 Parts of VI Corps had been employed in border security in Upper Silesia during the first days of the war.


29 An untranslated portion of the original text says that the attack by Bavarian I Corps began at 09:00 on 11 August along both banks of the canal and was intended to envelop the French defenders in the town. By 15:00, the French and Germans had suffered heavy casualties in house-to-house fighting but the Bavarian troops succeeded in surrounding the village and the defenders surrendered. The attack netted 2,300 prisoners, eight guns, and much equipment. According to the German official history, at Lagarde the French refused to adhere to the laws of war: “The fighting at Badonviller and Lagarde had given the troops a chance to demonstrate their ability and innate worth. The men had been put to the test and had gathered plenty of experience, but unfortunately they had also learned about the insidious nature of the enemy’s fighting methods. It was ascertained that French soldiers occasionally took off their uniforms so as to fight undisturbed or, if necessary, to slip away; it appeared that the inhabitants were also taking part in the fighting. Apparently the French soldiers had been instructed to shoot at the Germans from the rear after they had been left wounded or prisoners behind the lines. Given these violations of international law, rigorous countermeasures were necessitated and could not be prevented.” See DW I:172–75.

30 An untranslated portion of the original text records that on 12 August, although the senior German commanders ordered the period of rest to continue, German patrols were nevertheless pushed onward toward Badonviller. When they were fired on from the northeast, at 08:00 the village was stormed. For the Reichsarchiv, the fighting in the village provided a typical example of French tactics in the Vosges: “The French Chausseaurs showed themselves as little as possible. They allowed superior German detachments to pass by them and then surprised the infantry by firing on them from the rear. At 18:00, many hours after the Bavarians had marched through the village, machine gun fire suddenly erupted from the church steeple. A few well aimed artillery rounds silenced the French gun.” See DW I:169–71.


31 Infantry Regiment 180 had already marched to Schlettstadt on 9 August with one battery, and had been employed there to reinforce XV Corps’ border security operations.


1 On the Kaiser as military commander see Holger Afflerbach, “Wilhelm II as Supreme Warlord in the First World War,” War in History 5, no. 4 (1998): 427–49.

2 This was usually referred to simply as Great Headquarters (Grosse Hauptquartier) or GHQ. The actual operational headquarters of the German field army, the Oberste Heeresleitung or OHL, was thus one section of a much larger organization. On the Kaiser’s inner circle, its politics, and its influence on military decision making, see Isabel V. Hull, The Entourage of Kaiser Wilhelm II, 1888–1918 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982), before the outbreak of war: 175–265; during the war: 266–308.


3 The abbreviations “GHQ” and “OHL” refer to two separate but interconnected organizations. GHQ means the Kaiser’s Great Headquarters as a whole, except where it is used to designate GHQ reserve formations or GHQ artillery. OHL, on the other hand, refers exclusively to the Supreme Army Command, or Oberste Heeresleitung. In practice, the latter organization grew more important as the war progressed. For more on the organization of the German Army see Hermann Cron (C.F. Coltron, trans.), Imperial German Army, 1914–18: Organization, Structure, Orders-of-Battle (Solihull: Helion & Co, 2001), 13–33. This is a translation of the German original: Hermann Cron, Geschichte des deutschen Heeres im Weltkriege 1914–1918 (Berlin: E.S. Mittler und Sohn, 1937).


4 The Quartermaster General was responsible for all matters in the Army’s rear areas, including supplies, logistics, railway services, military postal services, and the administration of military justice, as well as the field medical and veterinary services. See Cron, Geschichte des deutschen Heeres, 20–23.

5 In peacetime, the Operations Section of the OHL was tasked with overseeing the Chief of the General Staff of the Field Army’s personal correspondence and maintaining the army in a state of readiness, which included supervision of orders of battle, training, and equipment provision. In wartime the Operations Section was the mechanism through which the Chief of the General Staff’s operational plans were put into action and his orders carried out. See Cron, Geschichte des deutschen Heeres, 18-20.

6 The Intelligence Section of the OHL was assigned responsibility for monitoring military developments outside the armies of Germany. In practice, this meant gathering information about enemy armies to provide a basis for German decision making. The Political Section was intended to function as a point of liaison between the German Chancellor and the military, examining the reciprocal effects of battlefield operations on the political situation. See Cron, Geschichte des deutschen Heeres, 19.


7 On 7 August, French VII Corps attacked into Alsace, capturing Mulhouse the next day. A Seventh Army counterattack that began during the night of 9–10 August managed to push the French troops back over the French border. Meanwhile, in preparation for a larger French offensive in the Vosges, French XXI Corps attempted to seize the passes through the mountains, but they suffered heavy casualties at the hands of the German defenders. Impulsive German counterattacks pushed the French out of Badonviller and Lagarde, where civilians were accused of firing on German troops; reprisals followed. Nevertheless, the early French attack indicated to Moltke that he had been correct to assume that the French would seek to take offensive action early in the campaign. This led him to expect further French offensives into the Imperial provinces. See DW I:159–78; Holger H. Herwig, The Marne, 1914: The Opening of World War I and the Battle That Changed the World (New York: Random House, 2009), 76ff; Robert Doughty, Pyrrhic Victory: French Strategy and Operations in the Great War (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2005), 55ff.

8 The following is a summary translation of DW I, pages 189–92. On 6 August, Krafft von Dellmensingen, Rupprecht’s Chief of Staff, confirmed his understanding of Moltke’s operational plan in a memorandum titled “Ideas about the Operations of the Sixth and Seventh Armies,” which he sent to the Chief of the General Staff. Sixth Army’s most important task was protecting the German Army’s left flank, he wrote, and it was understood that a decision in the war would most likely not be achieved by seeking battle in the Imperial Provinces. Under no circumstances were Sixth and Seventh Armies permitted to expose themselves to defeat in the open field before a decision had been reached on the German right. Therefore, their main task was to yield before a superior enemy, falling back to the Sarre and the Eichel. As the enemy advanced, Sixth and Seventh Armies would strike from an arched position (Metz–Nied–Sarre–Pfalzburg–Molsheim), hitting the French armies in both flanks simultaneously in a classic envelopment. If the French failed to attack—which unlike Schlieffen, Moltke doubted they would—then Sixth Army was to fix the French by feigning a large-scale offensive along a wide front towards Nancy–Epinal.


9 The following continues the summary translation of DW I, pages 189–92. On 11 August, the OHL’s Intelligence Department estimated that four or five French corps had been deployed opposite the line Pont-a-Mousson–Manonviller. But this information did not reach Sixth Army Headquarters for several days. Meanwhile, Crown Prince Rupprecht and Schmidt von Knobelsdorff, Fifth Army’s Chief of Staff, began to contemplate launching an offensive of their own across the Moselle and Meurthe. From their point of view, the failure of the French offensive in Alsace meant that it was time to take offensive action so as to fix a defeated enemy and perhaps even to take further advantage of the situation. As a precursor to his offensive, Rupprecht planned to shift two of Seventh Army’s corps north towards Sarrebourg and Strasbourg, but Seventh Army’s commander, General der Infanterie von Heeringen, objected to the plan as he felt that the French had not yet been decisively defeated in Alsace; he worried about his ability to hold his ground in the face of renewed attacks if his forces were depleted. On 12 August, Rupprecht asked Moltke for permission to begin his offensive but Moltke essentially denied his request—albeit somewhat cryptically. He told Sixth Army’s commander that he could advance towards the Moselle and Meurthe but not beyond and that such an operation could only be mounted so as to tie down enemy forces—nothing more. Everything, he said, hinged on the enemy’s actions in the Imperial provinces. See DW I:189–94.

10 Moltke has been severely criticized for his handling of operations in Lorraine in 1914 for both his indecision as well as his alterations to the Schlieffen Plan. For an analysis contemporary to the publication of the German Official History see Hermann Gackenholz, Entscheidung in Lothringen 1914. Die Operationsplan des jüngeren Moltke und seine Durchführung auf dem linken desutschen Heeresflügel (Berlin: Junker und Dünnhaupt, 1933) and Ritter von Ruith, “Der Feldzug in Lothringen 1914,” Wissen und Wehr 4–5 (1921): 255–71. A more recent and sustained critique can be found in Herwig, The Marne. A more sympathetic portrait of Moltke is found in Annika Mombauer, Helmuth von Moltke and the Origins of the First World War (Cambridge: New York University Press, 2001), esp. 227–82. For a comprehensive overview of the fighting during this period in the Imperial Provinces from the perspective of the Bavarian Army, see Bavaria, Kriegsarchiv, Die Schlacht in Lothringen und in den Vogesen 1914. Die Feuertaufe der Bayerischen Armee, 2 vols., ed. Karl Deuringer (München: Max Schick, 1929).


11 Joffre’s General Instruction No. 1 (8 August) reiterated the deployment provided for in Plan XVII with some minor modifications. In general terms it announced his intention to “seek a decisive battle, after the concentration of all the fighting forces, with our right wing anchored on the Rhine.” First Army was tasked with throwing the enemy back on Strasbourg and Lower Alsace while Second Army would break through to Sarrebruck and screen Metz. Third Army would remain in readiness near Verdun to either attack in a northerly direction with its left wing (moving via Damvillers) or protect against a German advance from Metz. Fourth Army would deploy on both sides of the Argonne and was likewise to prepare for two possibilities: an advance across the Meuse north of Verdun or an attack between the Meuse and the Argonne if the Germans crossed the river north of Vilosnes. Fifth Army—already shifted more to the left than in the original plan—was to deploy to the area between Vouziers and Aubenton to either mount a counterattack against an enemy advancing from the line Mouzon–Mézières or to make an advance of its own across the Meuse along that line. As the BEF was still days away from reaching the areas assigned to the anonymous “Army Group W” in the deployment plan, Joffre sent his 4th group of reserve divisions to establish a fortified position in the Chimay gap near Virvens, protecting Fifth Army’s left flank. Cavalry Corps Sordet was to continue to screen Fifth Army’s operations, reconnoitring across the Meuse in the direction of Marienbourg; if it was forced to retreat it too was to redeploy on Fifth Army’s left. The French Commander-in-Chief thus anticipated beginning his main offensive in two stages: on 14 August on the right and around 20 August on the left. While the attack on the right would strike into the lost provinces, he would have to wait to finalize operations on the left, until the dispositions and intentions of the enemy were clearly understood. See Joseph Joffre, The Personal Memoirs of Joffre: Field Marshal of the French Army, 2 vols. (London: Harper and Brothers, 1932) 2:133–47. The French official history provides the most thorough coverage of this period in FOH I, 1: 112–39, esp. 136–39. For the British, this period is detailed in BOH, I:38–39. For a good analysis of French decision making before 14 August, see Doughty, Pyrrhic Victory, 55–60.

12 The following is a summary translation of DW I, page 192. On 12 August, Sixth Army’s commander came to form a similar opinion independent of the OHL. From captured orders and prisoner reports he assumed that a total of nine and a half corps were arrayed opposite Sixth and Seventh Armies, which meant that his forces were outnumbered by one corps and one cavalry division. Thus Rupprecht concluded that a French offensive in Lorraine was imminent and he gave orders to prepare for the planned retreat towards the Sarre—but only if a strong French attack actually developed over the following days. His intention of mounting an early offensive of his own was thus put on hold.

13 This information reached Rupprecht late on the night of 13–14 August.


14 The best study of Moltke’s strategic thinking and its relationship to that of his predecessor is Mombauer, Helmuth von Moltke esp. 106–81.

15 Given the changes to the strategic situation between 1905 and 1914, Moltke believed that the wheel through Belgium would not actually prove decisive if the enemy took the initiative and shifted the campaign’s centre of gravity with an offensive in the Imperial Provinces. Therefore, even before the campaign began, Moltke strengthened his left—a decision that has been heavily criticized by contemporaries and historians. But as Stig Förster argues, it must be understood in a larger operational and strategic context. By 1914, Moltke no longer envisioned a quick war in which space could be safely traded for time, but a much longer conflict in which Germany would have to maximize its internal industrial resources and access to external markets. It would also have to take advantage of opportunities as they arose. In this analysis, Moltke moved away from the rigidity of Schlieffen’s original concept to form a basic campaign plan that retained many of the strengths of the original design but allowed for more flexibility in execution—especially on the left. “It thus appears … that if we look at the bigger picture we are reminded that in modifying the Schlieffen Plan, Moltke retained its usefulness,” writes Förster. “But he did not plan to utilize it to reach a final decision in the war or even to win the war. Instead, everything points to the fact that Moltke hoped to use his plan for a successful invasion of Northern France to deal heavy blows to the enemy and to thus gain a favourable position from which to continue [a much lengthier] war. The Schlieffen Plan thus becomes an opening move in a much longer war with an uncertain outcome.” Moltke’s decision making in Alsace–Lorraine thus becomes an expression of his plan’s flexibility rather than a deviation. See Stig Förster, „Der deutsche Generalstab und die Illusion des kurzen Krieges, 1871–1914. Metakritik eines Mythos, “Militärgeschichtliche Mitteilungen 54 (1995): 86–89. See also Strachan, To Arms, 177–80; Mombauer, Helmuth von Moltke, 237–38; Holger H. Herwig, The First World War: Germany and Austria-Hungary 1914–1918 (London: Arnold, 1997), 98–99; Herwig, The Marne, 201.


16 The following is a summary translation of DW I, pages 192–94. Communications between the German left and the OHL began to break down at the beginning of the second week of August. On the evening of 14 August, Crown Prince Rupprecht expected the main French attack to begin on the 16th from the Donon and, in accordance with his orders, prepared for Sixth Army’s left to mount a slow, staged withdrawal northwards to Sarrebourg–Phalsbourg while Seventh Army held the Breusch Position while also sending XIV and XV Corps northwards to strengthen the middle. His intention was to draw in the French slowly, buying time for the advance by the German right in accordance with Moltke’s earlier instructions. The next day, however, a letter from the OHL’s Oberst von Stein (but personally approved by Moltke) arrived at Sixth Army Headquarters along with the OHL’s latest intelligence assessment, both dated 13 August. The intelligence assessment suggested that the main French forces were massing between Toul and Epinal for an attack between Metz and Strasbourg. Sixth and Seventh Armies were thus to retreat behind—rather than to—the Sarre, opening up a gap on Sixth Army’s right to be filled by troops from Fifth Army, Metz, Sixth Army’s cavalry, and possibly some Ersatz divisions. This entailed a greater and more hasty withdrawal than Rupprecht had envisioned. It would create a large “bag” in which French forces could be trapped, at which time Fifth and Seventh Armies would attack on both flanks.

17 In a telephone conversation on the afternoon of 15 August, the OHL confirmed its written orders of the 13th and informed Sixth Army Headquarters that six Ersatz divisions would be dispatched to the German left, three arriving at Sixth Army at Saarlouis on 17 August and three arriving on the same day for Seventh Army at Saarbrücken. See DW I:201–2.

18 The German official history notes that while this decision was taken contrary to the advice of the OHL’s Operations Chief, Oberstleutnant Tappen, it reflected Moltke’s overall assessment of the situation at that time.


19 It would appear that the OHL’s earlier estimates of French strength had come through its embassy in Switzerland and that by the 16th it had learned they were unreliable. At the same time, the French had only advanced slowly in Alsace and Lorraine, as Herwig says, “refusing to take the German bait—that is, to stick his head into the sack prepared for the French between Metz and Strasbourg.” See Herwig, The Marne, 1914, 87–88.

20 The following is a summary translation of DW I, pages 204–5. On the afternoon of 16 August, Krafft received an urgent and somewhat desperate phone call from Tappen, who was clearly relieved that Moltke’s mind had changed regarding operations in Lorraine. According to Krafft, Tappen said that the OHL no longer desired “a retreat to the Sarre at one stroke.” He told the Reichsarchiv after the war that he “was able to calm the Chief of the Operations Department by telling him that though the Army had been asked to make a uniform retreat to the Sarre (which it had ordered), it had nevertheless reserved the right to adjust the speed of the retreat depending on the actions of the enemy.… While Sixth Army did not reject the retreat on principle, it had chosen to order the retreat to the Sarre only when faced by a vastly superior enemy offensive. As this premise had now obviously been shaken, Sixth Army Headquarters no longer felt entitled to continue the retreat. Thus it was that its other assignment, to fix the enemy in Lorraine, returned once again to the foreground.” On 17 August the retreat was stopped and Sixth and Seventh Armies were readied to go on the offensive so as to clarify the enemy’s intentions. The date for the attack was set for 19 August.


21 There the confused communications between the left wing and the OHL continued even as the right wing prepared to advance. Oberstleutnant Wilhelm von Dommes, Moltke’s adjutant, was sent to Rupprecht’s headquarters, arriving at midnight on 17–18 August, but he only succeeded in creating more confusion. The official history says that he “relayed the OHL’s opinion to the Crown Prince and his Chief of Staff under Moltke’s name,” telling them that although the OHL no longer expected the main body of the French forces to attack into Lorraine, it nevertheless anticipated a limited attack. He thus recommended that operations continue as planned “in numerous peacetime studies”; that Rupprecht again yield in the direction of the Sarre and Vosges and to later attack the enemy on both flanks. The German official history suggests that “the vacillations in the views exposed in the name of the OHL about the situation on the left may, perhaps, be attributable to the differences in opinion between the officers responsible themselves.” This veiled criticism underlines the lack of coherent direction at the OHL; but more so, it highlights the role of junior officers in sending confused and often contradictory orders. An exasperated Crown Prince Rupprecht announced that in the absence of clear orders to the contrary, he would mount an attack to gain insight into the enemy’s situation and to fix them in position. “Therefore,” records the official history, “no changes were made to the orders which he had already issued.” The attack was now set for 20 August. This summarizes DW I:206–13; for more in-depth analysis see Herwig, The Marne, 1914, 90–91.


22 Given Dommes’s visit to Sixth Army Headquarters, it may be that Moltke still believed that those divisions would be necessary to fend off a limited French attack.

23 This information is derived from a note by Oberstleutnant Tappen.


24 IX Corps’ advance was held up by only 1,800 men and twelve guns along a 7 kilometre front. See Armee Belge, La Campagne de l’Armée belge (31 Juillet–1 Janvier 1915) d’après les Documents Officiels (Paris: Bloud and Gay, 1915). See also a manuscript translation of this work held in the library of the U.S. Army War College titled ‘The Campaign of the Belgian Army,’ 36.


25 This assumption was expressed in an army order issued at 20:15 on 18 August 1914. However, the basis for this assumption can no longer be ascertained. Prisoners taken by II Cavalry Corps reported that French I Corps was expected to advance on Charleroi. It is possible that this information—along with press reports that French forces were advancing in strength toward Charleroi–Gembloux served as the root of these conjectures.

26 Advanced parties of British staff officers reached France on 12 August with Sir John French, the Commander-in-chief, arriving on the 14th. Between 14 and 17 August the British Expeditionary Force arrived in its concentration areas between Maubeuge and Le Cateau. See BOH I, 48–49.


27 La Patriote, 19 August 1914.


28 The types of “coercive measures” (Zwangsmassnahmen) adopted by Third Army are not specified, but it is presumed that these were directed at civilian populations. The debate over German atrocities in 1914 began with the invasion of Belgium, was exploited by allied propaganda, and investigated by various wartime and postwar commissions. Most of the stories eventually were dismissed in the 1920s and 1930s as rumour. More recently, historians John Horne and Alan Kramer have reopened the debate in their book German Atrocities 1914: A History of Denial (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2005). Horne and Kramer use a combination of newly available archival evidence, soldier’s letters and diaries, and regimental histories to show that German soldiers indeed committed a range of atrocities against civilians and prisoners of war in Belgium and France in the summer and autumn of 1914. They suggest that the German Army went into the invasion with a doctrine that assumed that civilians would become combatants and that measures would have to be taken to repress civilian uprisings. Drunkenness, fear, and mass hysteria among German soldiers then combined with popular fear of franc-tireurs to allow German soldiers to “legitimately” target civilians accused of unrest. They ultimately conclude that most German claims of Belgian civilian resistance were unfounded. See pages 9 to 53 for a discussion of atrocities in Belgium and 89 to 139 for an evaluation of soldiers’ motivations.


29 The two active Saxon corps were XII and XIX Corps.


1 The following is a paraphrased summary of DW I, Part III, Chapter 3, Section 2: “The Advance of the German Wheeling Wing, 18–20 August: The Centre (Fourth and Fifth Armies),” 225–31, based on translations held at in the library at the U.S. Army War College in Carlisle, PA.

2 DW I:225–27.


3 On the capture of Longwy see the German General Staff’s official monograph: Erhard von Mutius, Die Schlacht Bei Longwy, Unter Benutzung Amtlicher Quellen (Berlin: Gerhard Stalling, 1919).

4 DW I:227–30.

5 DW I:159–78; and for analysis, Herwig, The Marne, 1914, 90–91. See also notes on pages 132–34 of this volume.


6 By 20 August the British concentration was nearly complete, with the cavalry forming up east of Maubeuge–Jeumont–Damousies–Cousolre; II Corps east of Landrecies (3rd Division at Marbaix–Taisnières–Noyelles; and 5th Division at Maroilles–Landrecies–Ors). I Corps was east of Bohain (1st Division at Boué–Esqueheries–Leschelle and 2nd Division at Grougis–Mennevret–Hannappes. On the morning of 20 August, cavalry patrols were pushed as far forward as Binche. No contact had yet been made between British and German troops, although German columns were spotted by aerial reconnaissance moving through Louvain. See BOH I:48–50.

7 The important report from the Belgian newspaper La Patriote of 19 August had apparently not been passed on by Second Army Headquarters to the OHL.


8 By the end of the second week of August, the French plan of operations, which had been contingent on identifying the main mass of the enemy force, was beginning to take shape. Intelligence reports first led the French Commander-in-Chief to assume that the bulk of the German Army was strong on both wings but weak in the centre; as Robert Doughty indicates, it appeared that all but five of the twenty-five active German corps had been identified—fourteen of them between Metz and Liège. According to his memoirs, Joffre thus believed that “a great German mass of manoeuvre was being brought together behind the Ourthe.” The French commander assumed that this meant that the enemy would either march up both sides of the Meuse between Givet and Brussels or send a small number of troops north of the Meuse while the main body of infantry struck his Fourth Army. In either case, this appeared to place the burden of the main French counteroffensive on Third and Fourth Armies, which would strike the weakest part of the enemy’s line through the Ardennes between Bastogne and Thionville. After this initial attack, Joffre envisoned that his attacking armies would then swing north and west, striking the German mass of manoeuvre in the flanks and rear. To support this operation, as Holger Herwig writes, Fifth Army would prepare to attack north into Belgium (if the German Army crossed the Meuse between Givet and Brussels) or—if only a small group of German troops appeared north of the Sambre and the Meuse—west into the Ardennes toward St. Hubert. In the latter case, the defence in Belgium would be left to the British and Belgian armies alone. Orders for the Ardennes offensive were issued on 18 August although the actual offensive did not begin until the 21st. See Robert Doughty, Pyrrhic Victory: French Strategy and Operations in the Great War (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2005), 56–59, at 58; Joffre, Memoirs, I:158–64, at 158; Holger H. Herwig, The Marne, 1914: The Opening of World War I and the Battle That Changed the World (New York: Random House, 2009), 133–40, esp. 139–40. The most detailed account is in FOH I:1, 140–73.

9 See notes to pages 132–34 and 148 of this volume.


10 Although not stated overtly in the original text, this was taken from a postwar letter from Tappen to the Reichsarchiv which solicited the views of former officers in preparing the official history.


11 Moltke, Erinnerungen. Briefe, Dokumente, 1977–1916, 398.


12 Eric Brose argues that the German Army was exceedingly slow to adopt new technologies in the years after its victory in the Franco-Prussian War and that it was even slower to adapt exisiting tactics and methodologies to technological advances. See Eric Dorn Brose, Kaiser’s Army: The Politics of Military Technology in Germany during the Machine Age, 1870–1918 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004).


13 On 19 August, General Lanrezac began to move his French Fifth Army northwards toward the ground where the Meuse and the Sambre converged—a march of over 100 kilometres from the army’s starting point at Mézières—his movements screened by Cavalry Corps Sordet. By the 20th, French I Corps was facing east on the Meuse between Namur and Givet, and X Corps northwest to the left along the Sambre, with III Corps on the Sambre opposite Charleroi. Third and Fourth French armies planned to attack on the 21st. See FOH I:1, 464–67 and Doughty, Pyrrhic Victory, 73.


14 By 20 August the British concentration was complete; the advance was to begin the next day. For their positions see footnote 6 on page 149 of this volume. See also BOH I:48–50.


15 It is worth reading British liason officer Edward Spears’s description of the same country, but looking towards the German army. See Edward Spears, Liaison 1914: A Narrative of the Great Retreat, 2nd ed (London: Stein and Day, 1968), 104–7.

16 This, as it turned out, was an incorrect report that contrasted with numerous other pieces of aerial reconnaissance obtained on 21–22 August, which in conjunction with the information the OHL transmitted regarding enemy positions on 20 August, clarified the situation on the Sambre. It is therefore strange that the above report proved to be decisive in the appraisal of the situation at Second Army Headquarters.

17 By the morning of 22 August, French Fifth Army was situated along the line Hautes–Thuin–south of Charleroi–Chatelet–Fosse–Anhée–Givet–Fumay. The French counterattack was to begin at dawn.


18 This refers to Binche east of Mons, not to be confused with the hamlet Binche halfway between Chatelet and Mettet.


19 Corps headquarters had not been advised of the failure to cross the Sambre at Jemeppe.


20 This report had apparently not been passed on to Second Army Headquarters.


21 Initial reports on the progress of the French counterattack on the morning of the 22nd had been positive. But these soon gave way to pessimism as word reached Fifth Army Headquarters that Souret had ordered III Corps to retreat 5 kilometres to a new but unprepared position along the line Nalinnes–Tarcienne–Hanzinelle. Fifth Army had failed to push the Germans back across the Sambre with their counterattack. Instead, Lanrezac’s corps were driven progressively farther south, away from the river—8 to 16 kilometres during the course of the day. See Spears, Liaison 1914, 144–46; Doughty, Pyrrhic Victory, 74; Hew Strachan, To Arms, 220–23.


22 It arrived at 00:30 on 23 August.


23 In fact, the brigade had moved up close to the bulk of VIII Corps.


24 The XIX Corps’ Flieger-Abteilung 24 reported the retreat of a column of vehicles and infantry approximately 10 kilometres long and moving southwards from Philippeville at 16:30. Simultaneously, aircraft from the aerodromes of the four French aviation units observed near Philippeville were dispersed; some airplanes were flying off to the south.


25 The XII, XIX, and XII Reserve Corps.


26 Note by General Louenstein written at 14:00 on 24 August 1914.


27 Even as late as the evening of 24 August, Third Army Headquarters had no knowledge of the fall of Namur as Second Army Headquarters had supplied it with no such infomation.


28 In Fleurus.


29 A more detailed examination of the capture of Namur is found in the German General Staff’s official monograph. See Ferdinand Rolf von Bieberstein, Lüttich-Namur: unter Benutzung amtlicher Quellen (Berlin: Gerhard Stalling, 1918), 67–96.


30 The German General Staff produced a separate monograph on the Battle of Mons that offers a more detailed account of the fighting at the operational and tactical levels. See Raimund von Gleichen-Russwurm und Ernst Zurborn, Die Schlacht bei Mons: unter Benutzung amtlicher Quellen bearb (Berlin: Gerhard Stalling, 1919).

31 The army’s order, issued at 21:30 on 22 August, stipulated that Armee-Flieger Abteilung 12 was to mount a reconnaissance in the direction of Valenciennes–Cambrai–Le Cateau. According to a note in the detachment’s war diary, this was not actually undertaken “as no orders were in hand.” According to General von Kuhl, however, the war diarist was in error because the detachment’s commander attended army headquarters every evening and was without fail given at least verbal, if not written, orders. It is possible that the commander grounded his planes due to bad weather, but the war diarist simply entered the note: “No flights, no orders in hand.” Further research into the matter was impossible at the time of writing, as both the detachment commander and the “special employment” were deceased.


32 Hermann von Kuhl, Der deutsche Generalstab in Vorbereitung und Durchführung des Weltkrieges (Berin: E.S. Mittler und Sohn, 1920), 68.

33 On 23 August, the BEF was deployed along a narrow strip of coalfields running through Mons. The army had been halted as it wheeled towards Nivelles, which meant that II Corps (west of Mons) and I Corps (to the east) formed an obtuse angle. The I Corps was situated from the Sambre to the Haine with 1st Division on the right and 2nd moving up to the left. The II Corps’s 3rd Division was on the right and its 5th Division on the left. To follow the British account, see BOH I, 71–116.


34 The II Cavalry Corps Headquarters answered the inquiry of 09:50 at 18:30, stating: “At Lille there are only Frenchmen. So far nothing is known of detraining activities. Apparently, the report of IV Corps’ Intelligence Officer was mistaken.”


35 This order was received at 19:50.


36 A similarly toned request, dispatched simultaneously to First Army Headquarters, arrived there very late.


37 Kuhl, Der deutsche Generalstab, 70.


38 At midnight on 23–24 August, Edward Spears, the British liaison officer to Lanrezac’s Fifth Army, reported to Sir John French that Fifth Army was retreating, followed by Third and Fourth Armies. French reluctantly gave orders to prepare for a retreat of eight miles at 01:00 on 24 August. See Richard Holmes, The Little Field Marshal: A Life of Sir John French (reprint) (London: Cassell, 2007), 217–18; Spears, Liaison 1914, 170–73.


39 The following is a summary of DW I, Part IV, Chapter 3: “The Battle of Neufchâteau and Longwy,” 303–45, based on translations held at in the library at the U.S. Army War College in Carlisle, PA.


40 DW I:303–8, esp. 306–7. See Herwig, The Marne, 146–47, for analysis of this decision.


41 DW I:309–14.

42 DW I:314–17.

43 See note 8, pages 149–50 of this volume. For a brief overview of the French situation, see Doughty, Phyrric Victory, 64–68.


44 DW I:654–55; Herwig, The Marne, 147.

45 DW I:325–26.

46 DW I:337.

47 DW I:339.

48 The following is a summary of DW I, Part III, Chapter 2: “The Battle in Lorraine,” 263–302, based on translations held at in the library at the U.S. Army War College in Carlisle, PA; see DW I:263–65. For an overview and analysis of the battle, see Herwig, The Marne, 1914, 80–96.

49 Herwig, The Marne, 1914, 94.


50 DW I:278–79.

51 DW I:291–92.

52 DW I:302.

53 DW I:302.


54 Norman Stone, The Eastern Front 1914–1917 (London: Scribner, 1975), 48–69; Holger H. Herwig, The First World War: Germany and Austria-Hungary 1914–1918 (London: Arnold, 1997), 81–87; Strachan, To Arms, 316–34. The second volume of Der Weltkrieg, 1914 bis 1918: Die militärischen Operationen zu Lande—Die Befreiung Ostpreussens (Berling: E.S. Mittler und Sohn, 1925), hereafter DW II, covers operations on the Eastern Front during the outbreak of war in great detail. For operations under Generaloberst von Prittwitz, see pages 39–110.

55 DW II, 39-110. Stone covers the campaign in East Prussia in The Eastern Front 1914–1917, 44–69. See also Strachan, To Arms, 316–34.


56 Ludendorff had planned the coup de main against Liège and, when the commander of 14th Infantry Brigade was killed, had personally taken command of the attack, succeeding in capturing the city on 8 August for which he was awarded the Pour le Mérite.

57 These five reinforcement divisions had been set aside in the Operational Plan for 1914.


58 This is according to Tappen’s diary.


59 This would appear to be derived from postwar correspondence between Tappen and the Reich-sarchiv rather than from his diary, as is much of the other information attributed to him. At this point in the original text, Tappen is introduced as a Generalleutnant rather than as an Oberstleutnant, which was his rank in August 1914.


60 This would appear to be from a postwar communication with the Reichsarchiv.


1 On 24 August Joffre gave instructions for the French armies on his left to withdraw to the general line Maubeuge—Mézières—Verdun; he also began to shift forces from west to east. The next day, the Generalissimo issued his General Instruction No. 2, which shifted the line of retreat 100 kilometres to the rear to the line Amiens—Reims—Verdun. His goal was to shift two corps and four reserve divisions to the left of the British Army in preparation for an envelopment of the German right. See Doughty, Pyrrhic Victory, 77–78.


2 An untranslated section of Der Weltkrieg suggests that Fourth Army was compelled by both the OHL and Fifth Army to make a quick advance across the Meuse so as to assist the German Crown Prince’s left wing, which was engaged in difficult fighting. At 11:30 on 25 August, Fourth Army Headquarters made the following report to the OHL: “Army has reached the line Vrigne northwest of Sedan—Carignan—Margut fighting; beyond Meuse and Chiers apparently only rearguards with heavy artillery. On 26th, army attacks across Meuse and Chiers; VI Corps will turn off towards Dun—Brandeville if possible.” Der Weltkrieg notes that this was a fateful decision. As the fighting developed over the coming days, the crossings on the Chiers and the Meuse proved far more difficult to secure from a “defeated enemy, but one that was still absolutely capable of continuing the fight, determined to resist to the last.” Between 26 and 29 August, Fourth Army would be repeatedly forced to seek assistance from both Third and Fifth Armies, which Der Weltkreig notes “caused [Third Army] to shift its operative weight to the left rather than the right.” See DW I:546–47.


3 On the night of 24–25 August, British II Corps was situated from north to south along the Bavai–Le Quesnoy road between Bavai, St. Vaast (to the west), and Amfroipret. The I Corps was stretched out from west to east from Bavai to La Longueville and north to Feignies, where 5th Cavalary Brigade also spent the night. Sir John French anticipated that Kluck would try to turn his left flank the next day, pushing the British back on the old fortress of Maubeuge. At the same time, French XVIII Corps on his right was more than 16 kilometres to his rear. He thus decided to mount a difficult retreat toward Le Cateau, which would force I and II Corps to separate as they passed around the Forest of Mormal. His orders were issued at 20:25 on the 24th; the retreat was to start so that British rearguards could evacuate their positions by 05:30 the next morning. Meanwhile, British 4th Division, having been relieved on the British south coast by Yeomanry and territorial units, arrived at Le Cateau, from whence it was ordered northwards to Solesmes to assist II Corps in its retreat. See BOH, I:119–21. See also Holmes, The Little Field Marshal, 219–20 and Spears, Liaison 1914, 207.


4 The British were in fact moving around the Forest of Mormal towards Le Cateau.


5 Haig’s I Corps Headquarters were in the town and he had personally overseen the preparations of the makeshift defences. See Gary Sheffield and John Bourne, eds., Douglas Haig: War Diaries and Letters, 1914–1918 (London: Orion, 2006), 64–66.


6 General Horace Smith-Dorrien’s II Corps was supposed to resume its retreat at dawn on 26 August but early that morning his divisional commanders informed him that it would be necessary to turn and fight as the advancing Germans would be on top of them by morning. At 05:00 he reported his intentions to French, who gave a somewhat non-commital but nevertheless “permissive” reply. Smith-Dorrien’s decision has been controversial. On the one hand it likely saved 4th Division—which was newly arrived and missing many of its components—from destruction while also enabling II Corps to extract itself from the attempted German envelopment and to continue its retreat. Nevertheless, French reversed himself and accused Smith-Dorrien of disobeying his orders. Not surprisingly, Sir John later became Smith-Dorrien’s worst critic, and a bitter exchange ensued between the two in 1919–20. For a brief but insightful analysis of the events and the historiographical controversy, see Holmes, The Little Field Marshal, 221–25. Sir John French’s own account is found in Sir John French, 1914 (New York: Houghton Mifflin, 1919), 56–113; while Smith-Dorrien’s reply, “General Sir Horace Smith-Domien’s statement with regard to the first edition of Lord French’s book ‘1914,’” can be found in the British library. See also George H. Casser, The Tragedy of Sir John French (London: Associated University Press, 1985), 112–43.


7 The 24th Reserve Division outside Givet.


8 The following is a summary of DW I, Part IV, Chapter 2: “Operations in the German Centre to 25 August,” 537–68, based on translations held at in the library at the U.S. Army War College in Carlisle, PA.


9 For a detailed English-language study of the fighting on that front, see Herwig, The Marne, 132–58.

10 See page 228 of this volume.

11 DW I:541.

12 DW I:546–47.


13 DW I:566.

14 DW I:566–67.

15 DW I:547–67.

16 The following is a summary of DW I, Part IV, Chapter 2: “Operations on the German Left Wing to 27 August,” 568–603, based on translations held at in the library at the U.S. Army War College in Carlisle, PA.


17 DW I:568–70.

18 DW I:569.

19 Herwig, The Marne, 1914, 201.

20 Herwig describes Krafft as “thunderstruck.” See ibid., 201.

21 DW I:570–71.

22 DW I:575–76.


23 DW I:582–83.

24 DW I:568–84.

25 Herwig, The Marne, 201.

26 Herwig, The Marne, 200–3; DW I:584–603 at 603.


27 See pages 271–72 of this volume.

28 This is provided by a report from General Dommes.


1 Appendix 2 of this volume is located at this approximate location in the original text.


2 Helmuth von Moltke, Erinnerungen. Briefe, Dokumente, 1977–1916 (Stuttgart: Der Kommende Tag, 1922), 435.


1 See page 274 of this volume.


2 Dispatched on 26 August at 23:50 although its time of arrival is unknown.


3 A Belgian General Government was established by order of the cabinet (Kabinettsorder) on 23 August. Generalfeldmarschall Baron von der Goltz was designated Governor General (Generalgouverneur). According to the “ground rules governing military, financial and economic utilization of the Belgian Kingdom,” the country was to be used to satisfy most of the army’s requirements for provisions as well as the replacement of equipment, horses, rolling stock, and so on. Additionally, wherever possible, all sanitary and health resources were to be made available to meet the army’s needs. The civil administration was put under the command of the Governor General. He received his orders directly from the Imperial Chancellor and the Prussian War Minister and, therefore, was not in the OHL’s chain of command. On the other hand, all military operations conducted by III Reserve Corps’ commanding general, General der Infanterie von Beseler, who was in charge of operations around Antwerp, were under the direct command of the OHL. Beseler was mandated to coordinate himself with the Governor General where the needs of his men were concerned.


4 Report from First Army Headquarters, dispatched on the evening of 27 August and received on 28 August at 02:15.

5 Report from First Army Headquarters, dispatched on 28 August and received at 04:35.

6 Report from Second Army Headquarters, dispatched on 27 August and received at 17:20.

7 Report from Second Army Headquarters, dispatched on 27 August and received at 21:15.

8 Report from Third Army Headquarters, dispatched on 28 August and received at 07:35.

9 Report from Fourth Army Headquarters, dispatched on 27 August and received the next day at 13:30.


1 The following is a summary of Reichsarchiv, Der Weltkrieg, 1914 bis 1918, Band III: Die militärischen Operationen zu Lande: Der Marne-Feldzug: von der Sambre zur Marne (Berlin: E.S. Mittler und Sohn, 1926), hereafter DW III, Chapter 1, Parts 1 and 2: “Fourth Army’s Operations on the Meuse, 26–28 August,” 14–40; and “Fifth Army’s Advance to the Meuse, 26–28 August,” 40–55.

2 DW III:21.


3 A note in the original reads: “The draft for this report in Fourth Army Headquarters’ files reflects the above wording. In contrast, in the copy of the telegram found in the OHL files the last printed line is missing and in handwriting the word ‘retreating’ has been replaced by the word ‘fleeing.’” There are no clues to explain this conspicuous difference.’ See DW II:14–39.


4 See page 300ff. of this volume.

5 DW III:49–50.

6 DW III:40–54.


7 A partial translation of DW III pages 28–9 reads: “When Fourth Army Headquarters concluded on the night of 26–27 August that the strength of its own army had been overtaxed by forcing the Meuse crossing in the face of an enemy determined to mount a tenacious defence, it immediately refocused on landing a devastating blow against the enemy all along their front. To accomplish this goal it sought the cooperation of both neighbouring armies against the enemy’s flanks. At 09:50 on 27 August, a wireless message was dispatched to Third Army Headquarters which initially contained a general request for “a continued advance” but at 12:30 it was followed up with a request which read: ‘Fighting south of Sedan. Intervention urgently requested.’ Then at 16:15 the same request was made, but in a more urgent way: ‘Third Army’s immediate intervention west of Mézières at approximately Cheveuges urgently requested.’ It was added that the heavy guns appeared to have been removed from Fort des Ayvelles and that the siege detachment was on the way to the battlefield. By that evening, Third Army had yet to respond.”

8 In addition to the messages described in the footnote above, page 29 of the original text reads in part: “At 22:30 Duke Albrecht again sent radio messages to both his neighbours; he asked Fifth Army ‘whether and where XIII Corps was advancing’ and Third Army ‘when and what line it would reach.’”


9 Word of this intervention was received by Fourth Army at noon.

10 This was received by Fourth Army at 15:30.

11 “Turcos” (German: Turkos) was the nickname given to French infantry regiments from Algeria during the Crimean War. In the French Army they were known as Tirailleurs Algériens. See Leonard G. Shurtleff, “France, Colonial Troops,” in Spencer Tucker, ed., Encyclopedia of World War I: A Political, Social, and Military History (New York: ABC-CLIO, 2005), 484.


12 Aerial reconnaissance did not substantiate these reports.


13 The reasons for this are not clear. At 17:20, XIX Corps Headquarters reported to Third Army Headquarters as follows: “After its arrival at Chagny, the 15th Infantry Division was ordered to advance south of the 24th in the direction of Semuy. A request by the 24th Infantry Division with the same content has not been complied with by the 15th. The situation of the XIX Corps is going to be very precarious unless the 15th Infantry Division intervenes.” According to reports by VIII Corps as well as 15th and 16th Infantry Divisions, both divisions immediately complied with the request by the Saxons and only stopped when the message “help was not necessary any longer” was received from the combat area of XIX Corps.


14 Generaloberst Freiherr von Hausen, “Meine Elebnisse und Erfahrungen als Oberbefehlshaber der 3. Armee im Bewegungskrige 1914.” Unpublished manuscript. This would now appear to be held in von Hausen’s Nachlass in the Sächsisches Staatsarchiv, Hauptstaatsarchiv Dresden.


15 The following is a summary of DW III, Chapter 1, Parts 4 and 5: “Fourth Army’s Pursuit to the Aisne, 29–30 August,” 65–73; and “Fifth Army’s Battle for the Meuse Crossings, 29 August–1 September,” 65–104.

16 DW III:55–64.


17 DW III:55–64.

18 It had been slated for transfer to the East but this was deemed unnecessary after the victory at Tannenberg. See pages 299 and 401 of this volume.

19 DW III:73–89.


20 DW III:89–104.

21 The VI Corps was transferred to Fifth Army on 30 August by Fourth Army, one day earlier than the OHL had ordered in its instructions of the 27th.


22 The basis for these incorrect reports cannot be determined. Aerial reconnaissance had already identified the enemy’s withdrawal from Pauvres towards St. Etienne and south from Juniville. No such reports pointing to an enemy advance appeared to have been made later.


23 A partial translation of DW III, page 97, reads: “Fifth Army’s progress continued to depend to a great extent on the success of its neighbouring army on the right. When a radio message from Fourth Army Headquarters arrived at Fifth Army Headquarters in Esch during the night of 31 August, bringing the welcome news that Fourth Army would continue its attack out of the line Neuville at Day–Le Chesne–Verrières–St. Pierremont on 1 September, in his response Crown Prince Wilhelm pointed out that it was ‘urgently necessity to secure immediate and vigorous action via Buzancy.’”


1 The 43rd Reserve Infantry Brigade was still in Brussels.

2 Marwitz had been promoted to this rank on 19 August 1914.


3 French accounts of this battle are unavailable. Presumably it involved attacks by French Territorial Units.


4 Quast was promoted to this rank on 19 August 1914.


5 According to an army order dated 29 August, 43rd Reserve Infantry Brigade was to have been dispatched from Péronne.


6 During late afternoon, 9th Cavalry Division moved from Herleville to Hattencourt.


7 The IX Corps’ Flièger-Abteilung 11.

8 This radio message was dispatched on 29 August at 18:20 by Third Army Headquarters to Second and Fourth Armies. It can no longer be determined why this radio message, which was overheard by First Army Headquarters, did not come to the attention of the army’s leadership until the afternoon of 30 August.


9 Hermann Joseph von Kuhl, Der Marnefeldzug 1914 (Berlin: E.S. Mittler und Sohn, 1921), 104.


10 The message was drafted in clear text at 22:30 on 30 August, was dispatched to the OHL main radio station at 00:45 on 31 August after being encrypted, and was transmitted at 02:54.

11 The Reichsarchiv produced two specialized monographs on the Battle of St. Quentin as part of its series Schlachten des Weltkrieges, which was aimed at a more popular audience. See Kurt Heydemann, Die Schlacht bei St. Quentin, 1914, 2 vols. (Berlin: Gerhard stalling, 1924 and 1928).


12 The local inhabitants had mistaken the German cavalry for British forces.


13 Storch was promoted to this rank on 19 August 1914.

14 Fleck was promoted to this rank on 19 August 1914. These British troops were likely from 3rd Division’s 12th Brigade. They withdrew between 1:30 and 2:30. See BOH I:218–19.


15 At 13:15 the Chief of the General Staff directed the request for flanking support from the west to X Reserve Corps.


16 Why this message incorrectly reported that resistance had been encountered at Origny (it could only have meant the village southwest of Hirson) cannot be ascertained from the files.


17 Four battalions and one battery remained at the channel crossing at St. Simone. They did not return to their division until after the battle was over on the evening of 29 August.

18 Initially Generalleutnant von Bahrfeldt replaced Graf Kirchberg. Later, General der Infantrie von Süßkind assumed command of X Reserve Corps.


19 The guns had already been taken on 28 August.

20 La Cour is apparently a typo for Itancourt. When this order was passed on to VII Corps headquarters, 13th Division’s commander wrote next to the village name La Cour: “They probably mean Irancourt.”


21 It consisted of only five battalions, 25th Brigade, and nine field batteries. A battalion that had stayed behind to protect corps headquarters did not arrive on the battlefield until late at night after the battle was over.

22 In addition to VII Corps Headquarters, X Corps and the Guard Corps were informed of this decision.


23 Hildesheim is a city and area of Lower Saxony.

24 Under this impression, the commanding general also ordered relieving attacks by 19th Divison, which were reported at 10:45 and 11:30 to Army Headquarters.


25 This impression was created by an enemy order that 1st Guard Infantry Division captured in the morning. This in turn led to the conclusion that French X Corps had advanced via Voulpaix and Bouleaux on 29 August.

26 Neither General von Plettenberg personally, nor headquarters, ever issued an order for 1st Guard Infantry Division to discontinue its attack nor a second one ordering 2nd Guard Infantry Brigade to return to a staging area southeast of Le Sourd.


27 No written reports to Second Army Headquarters from the Guard Corps can be found in the records. According to information provided by then Chief of Staff Oberstleutnant Graf von der Schulenburg, the Guard Corps’ signal officers were dispatched to Army Headquarters several times. The above is based on information provided by the army order issued that evening regarding the Guard Corps.


28 General von Emmich received the order at 12:30; General von Plettenberg at 13:10.


29 Oberstleutenant Matthes.


30 In the draft of the army order this objective was specified; in the final wording of the army order it was lacking.


31 This had not taken place on the part of First Army Headquarters.


1 This is a partial summary of DW III, Chapter 9: “The Offensive of the German Left Wing (Sixth and Seventh Army) Against Nancy–Epinal to 4 September,” 276–302. The text summarized here covers the period 29–30 August and is drawn from pages 276–85.


2 DW III:276–79, esp. 279.

3 See page 305 of this volume.

4 DW III:279–83.


5 DW III:282.

6 DW III:282.

7 DW III:279–83.


8 DW III:285.

9 DW III:283–85.

10 DW III:285.

11 DW III:285–86.


12 See DW III:256ff.

13 Both locations are about 90 kilometres east of Warsaw.


14 DW III:250ff.

15 Rudolf von Valentini, Chief of the Civil Cabinet.


16 Helmuth von Moltke, Erinnerungen. Briefe, Dokumente, 1977–1916, 382.


1 Apparently, this radio message was sent at 21:55 on 30 August but had been missed due to the chaos of events.


2 This radio message was not dispatched to II Cavalry Corps Headquarters (with the request to pass it on to I Cavalry Corps Headquarters) until 17:00.


3 Since communications had been disrupted, this message was not dispatched until 16:30 on 1 September and was not received at the OHL until the night of 2 September.


4 War Diary of First Army Headquarters.


5 The arrival time at army headquarters was not recorded.


6 Montaby, located 18 kilometres from the Paris line of fortifications, was the place where German military units came closest to the French capital during the war.


7 As a matter of fact, on 2 September, II Corps’ aerial reconnaissance spotted enemy forces of about two and a half cavalry corps and one and a half cavalry divisions in the area of Chantilly–Senlis–Dammartin–Mitry-Mory. According to the records, First Army Headquarters was unaware of these reconnaissance results.


8 The III Corps had not complied with IX Corps’ request to advance on Charly. Since the corps had gone to rest prior to its arrival, they were also unable to execute the army order on 1 September.


9 The message was dispatched Luxembourg at 09:50 on 2 September, but its time of arrival at Second Army Headquarters is unknown.


10 With the sparse French sources available, it is impossible to determine which troop embarkations were involved. The transports apparently did not involve Army Detachment Foch. It is possible that these were formations that had been mobilized in the camp at Châlons, or this could have been the preparation of empty trains for the transport of French IV Corps from the area of Ste. Menehould.


1 This is a partial summary of DW III, Chapter 9: “The Offensive of the German Left Wing (Sixth and Seventh Army) Against Nancy–Epinal to 4 September,” 276–302. The text summarized here covers the period 31 August–2 September and is drawn from pages 286–92.

2 DW III:287.


3 DW III:287.

4 DW III:286–90.

5 DW III:290–92.


6 DW III:292.

7 DW III:292.

8 DW III:292–93.


9 Moltke, Erinnerungen. Briefe, Dokumente, 1977–1916, 383.


10 On the morning of 28 August, a German destroyer patrol supported by six cruisers was intercepted by two British destroyer flotillas off the German coast. The British destroyers—assisted later by a battlecruiser squadron—sank three German cruisers: Mainz, Koln, and Ariadne. 1,200 German lives were lost, against 35 British fatalities. It was the first major naval action of the war and served to confirm the vulnerability of the German High Seas Fleet in the minds of the German Admiralty and the Kaiser. See Eric W. Osborne, Battle of Helgoland Bight (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2006).


11 Moltke, Erinnerungen. Briefe, Dokumente, 1977–1916 383.


12 Ibid., 382.


1 On 3 September, 43rd Reserve Brigade reached the area of Valenciennes.


2 The latter remark is probably based on the observation of a pilot who had reported to IX Corps Headquarters at 10:45 as follows: “All north-south roads crossing the Marne are crowded with enemy columns of all arms and vehicles interspersed with fleeing infantry.” Since at that time there was no radio link to the OHL, the report from First Army Headquarters was routed with a delay via Second Army Headquarters. It did not arrive at the OHL until approximately 18:00.


3 This information, which was contained in II Corps field orders of 12:30, is remarkable since army headquarters had already received aerial reconnaissance at 11:00 that a division was staged southwest and south of Dammartin and that additional artillery was being deployed from Villeneuve towards Dammartin. This report, plus as a number of other aerial reconnaissance reports received at II Corps on 2 September, are missing from the files of First Army Headquarters. General von Kuhl categorically denied that such reports had come to his attention at army headquarters. The reports are also missing from the operational records of IV Reserve Corps, even though army headquarters had delegated aerial reconnaissance—including that for IV Reserve Corps—to II Corps. As evidenced in the corps order transmitted to army headquarters, it is clear that the enemy’s significance at Dammartin was underestimated.


4 On 4 September, 43rd Reserve Brigade reached the area northeast of Cambrai.


5 The radio message was transmitted during the morning in six encoded parts with the last part at about 13:15. It did not arrive in Luxembourg until 5 September.


6 Army headquarters, as well as II Corps, had deployed their aircraft detachments south exclusively for reconnaissance. As a result, the area northeast and north of Paris remained almost totally unobserved. The only exception was one aerial reconnaissance report to IV Corps at 17:30, which was apparently not passed to army headquarters, which noted that forces were staged west of Dammartin on the line Villeron–Chennevières–Épiais-lès-Louvres and that an infantry regiment had been spotted at Le Blanc-Mesnil (near the Paris–Dammartin rail line).


1 This is a summary translation of DW III, Chapter 8, “Operations of Fourth and Fifth Armies, 2–4 September 1914,” 255–75; DW III, Chapter 9: “The Offensive of the German Left Wing (Sixth and Seventh Army) Against Nancy–Epinal to 4 September,” 276–302; and DW III, Chapter 9: “The Offensive of the German Left Wing (Sixth and Seventh Army) Against Nancy–Epinal to 4 September,” 293–301.
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4 DW III:262.

5 DW III:261–62.

6 DW III:263–68.


7 DW III:271.

8 DW III:271.

9 DW III:268–72.


10 DW III:272–75.


11 DW III:300.
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13 The exact time of the message’s arrival cannot be determined. On the decoded radio message an annotation reads “2:00 p.m.” but it is unknown whether the operations section or another OHL department that had been copied on the message was responsible for this annotation.


14 Its exact time of arrival cannot be determined.


15 Moltke, Erinnerungen. Briefe, Dokumente, 1977–1916, 283.
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