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World War I in Outline: War Plans and Opening Moves

In Flanders fields the poppies blow
Between the crosses, row on row, 
  That marks our place; and in the sky
  The larks, still bravely singing, fly
Scarce heard amid the guns below.

We are the Dead.  Short days ago
We lived, felt dawn, saw sunset glow,
  Loved and were loved, and now we lie 
  In Flanders fields.

Take up our quarrel with the foe:
To you from failing hands we throw
  The torch; be yours to hold it high,
  If ye break faith with us who die
We shall not sleep, though poppies grow
  In Flanders fields.

John McCrae (1872-1918)

If I should die, think only this of me:
   That there's some corner of a foreign field
That is for ever England.  There shall be
   In that rich earth a richer dust concealed;
A dust whom England bore, shaped, made aware,
   Gave, once, her flowers to love, her ways to roam,
A body of England's, breathing English air,
  Washed by the rivers, blest by suns of home.

And think, this heart, all evil shed away,
  A pulse in the eternal mind, no less
    Gives somewhere back the thoughts by England given;
Her sights and sounds; dreams happy as her day;
  Her laughter, learnt of friends; and gentleness,
    In hearts at peace, under an English heaven.

Rupert Brooke (1887-1915)

1. The Schlieffen Plan 
a. German military doctrine required a swift offensive aimed at enveloping

and annihilating one of her two chief enemies, Russia or France.  Then,
using interior lines, Germany could turn on and dispose of the other.

i. Russia is too vast to be beaten quickly.  Therefore, the Germans
must defeat France quickly



ii. The common Franco-German border is heavily fortified by the
French, and the Germans do not believe that a swift victory is
possible by a thrust from Alsace-Lorraine

iii. Graf Alfred von Schlieffen therefore devises a bold plan to
encircle the French from the north, violating Belgian and
Luxembourg neutrality.  The German right wing would be a
bludgeon, swinging like a door hinged on Luxembourg.

(1) Schlieffen preferred a double envelopment along the lines
of Cannae

(2) For lack of manpower, he plans a manoeuver sur les
derriere, with Paris as the communication center to be
seized.

(3) Such a brutal invasion of Belgium was in violation of
treaties signed by Germany.  Worse, it would certainly
bring England into the war on the side of the French. 
Schlieffen is purely a military technician, and he discounts
England's involvement in the confidence of a quick German
victory.  Then, it wouldn't matter.  Moral considerations
never occurred to him.  Defense of the Vaterland was
everything.

2. French Plan XVII
a. Reckless advance into Alsace-Lorraine, with an emphasis on the offensive,

thus running their heads into a noose.  The French left was ignored. 
Expecting a German invasion of Belgium, the French welcomed it and
thought they could cut off the German right wing by an attack through the
Ardennes.

3. The Guns of August
a. The Western Front

i. At first the German advance went as scheduled.  Special units
invaded Belgium to secure the communications at Liège. 
However, the forts held out until Aug. 12, which prevented any
widespread use of the rail lines.

(1) Liège was thought to be impregnable, but the Germans
brought up 410 mm howitzers, the largest guns ever built to
that date.  This is an example of advancing technology
outmoding military plans.

(2) The defense of Liège and the stubborn retreat of the Belgian
army toward Antwerp imposes an early roadblock on a plan
that required great speed and had little or no margin for
error.

ii. Reckless French attacks into from the Ardennes to Alsace and
Lorraine led to encounter battles with advancing Germans.  The
French are defeated with heavy losses.  They tend to recoil
backwards, towards Paris, in the direction that the decisive German
attack is coming.



(1) German officers in Alsace, intoxicated with success,
demand an offensive, which fails against the prepared
French defenses, and allows the French to withdraw units
from that front and reassemble them around Paris.

iii. First Battle of the Marne
(1) This is the most important single battle of the war.  The

German advance grinds to a halt before a French
counterattack.

(a) Technically, a gap opened up between two German
armies, which allowed the French to attack into it:  a
battle of Central Position.  Fearing to be beaten in
detail, the German commanders order a withdrawal
to reestablish a continuous line.

(2) The chief reasons for the failure of the German offensive
include 

(a) the sheer exhaustion of the troops who were at their
physical limits.  They had been asked to do more
than technology allowed.

(b) "friction" in Clausewitz' phrase.  Communication
between Moltke and the front had collapsed.  No
one exercised central control of the German armies. 
Local commanders had an imperfect view of events,
and made poor decisions.

(c) luck:  if Gen. Kluck had been given operational
control over von Bülow, the result would probably
have been different

(d) nerve, which is a form of "friction."  Moltke
collapsed during the crisis (as he had expected he
would--he had tried to refuse the job) while the
French commander Joffre, was probably too stupid
to panic.

(e) leadership:  Gen. Galliéni, who took over Paris with
a strong hand, turned Paris into a fortress, collected
a strategic reserve by stripping other sections of the
front, and ordering the counterattack.

iv. The Race to the Sea  
(1) From September to October, the French and British try to

envelop the German flank, but the Germans counter by
moving farther to their own right.  Eventually, the English
Channel ends the process.

v. Trench Warfare
(1) The typical experience of the Western Front becomes the

trench, an enormous version of siege warfare extending
from the English Channel to the Swiss border.

(2) M. Bloch was right.



(3) Normally, several lines of trenches would be dug, with
communication trenches between them.

(4) the terrain between the lines was No Man's Land
(5) life is dominated by artillery, the machine gun, poison gas,

barbed wire, mud, rain, filth, hunger, and fear.  Men live
like subterranean animals.

(a) a single well sited machine gun could stop a
battalion in its tracks.

(b) barbed wire provided barriers to slow down assaults
to allow artillery and machine guns to operate.

(c) the great killer is artillery.  Artillery turned the
battle field into a moonscape.  It destroyed roads,
bridges, fields.  Movement over shelled terrain
became very difficult if not impossible.  There was
no real defense against artillery.  All men could do
was dig in as deep as possible and hope that they
were lucky.

vi. Elements of new technology which influence land war
(1) barbed wire
(2) the machine gun
(3) bolt action, magazine rifles
(4) smokeless powder
(5) rapid fire artillery, requiring an effective breech loading

mechanism and hydraulic recoil
(6) field telephones
(7) internal combustion engine and the use of trucks
(8) railroad (not actually new, but without the railroad the

massive armies used could not have been gathered or
supplied)

(9) airplanes, used initially in a reconnaissance role. 
Throughout the war, the most important use of the airplane
was to provide aerial photographs.

(a) invention of Anthony Fokker's arresting gear
permitted the use of machine guns which fire
through the prop.  Initially, the Allies use aircraft
with machine guns mounted on the top wing.

(10) later, poison gas
(11) later, the flame thrower
(12) later, the tank

b. The Eastern Front
i. Tannenberg

(1) In response to frantic French urging, the Russians
consented to launch an early offensive against the Germans. 
Its purpose was to divert forces away from the decisive



battle in France.  Gen. Samsonov, the leader of the main
Russian force, had little faith in success, but saw his effort
as a sacrifice on behalf of his ally.

(2) The offensive penetrates East Prussia much earlier than the
Germans' expected, and the German commander, von
Prittwitz, panicked and was relieved.

(3) Paul von Hindenburg replaced Prittwitz as titular
commander.  A stolid general who had already retired, he
was in no way considered their best commander

(4) Erich Ludendorff  was assigned to Hindenburg as Chief of
Staff.  In keeping with German practice, the real power and
brains lay with the senior staff officer.  Brilliant, ruthless,
and devoid of moral scruples, Ludendorff is the dominant
partner.

(5) Even before the arrival of Hindenburg and Ludendorff, von
Prittwitz' Chief of Staff had sat down and drawn up a series
of plans to trap the Russians at Tannenberg, and confidently
ordered them implemented.  In an amazing example of
doctrinal cohesion, Ludendorff, working on his train,
developed virtually the same plan.  Upon arrival, he
approved Hoffmann's moves.

(a) Tannenberg had in fact been wargamed repeatedly
by the General Staff.  Ludendorff and Hoffmann's
battle was daring and aggressive, but the risks had
long ago been calculated.

(6) Samsonov is surrounded and destroyed completely in the
marshes of the Masurian Lakes.  Samsonov commits
suicide.

(7) Ironically, the Russian assault had its intended strategic
effect, when Moltke pulled out two corps from the vital
right wing and despatched them to the East.  More
ironically, Tannenberg had been fought and won before
their arrival.

c. Entry of the Ottoman Empire
i. Germany had established marginally better relations with the

Young Turks, and especially Enver Pasha than the Allies.  Russia
was a hereditary enemy, of course, and Austrian interests in the
Balkans coincided with Turkey's.  England was a threat to Turkey's
Arab territories.  The escape of the Goeben and the Breslau and
commissioning as a Turkish ship (retaining the German crew)
tipped the balance


