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Declarations of War Across Europe

The summer of 1914 did not begin as a season of death. Across Europe, people were enjoying warm afternoons, harvest preparations, and the ordinary rhythms of peacetime life. In Vienna, café society hummed with conversation about art and politics. In Paris, boulevards filled with the laughter of families on their August holidays. In Berlin, the newspapers carried stories of diplomatic tension, but few ordinary citizens believed that the continent was truly on the edge of the most catastrophic war in its history. And yet, within the span of just five weeks — from the last days of July to the early days of August 1914 — the major powers of Europe declared war on one another in a cascade of decisions that would ultimately kill millions, redraw the map of the world, and permanently alter the course of human civilization. Understanding how those declarations came to be issued, one after another like dominoes falling across a map, requires tracing the precise sequence of events that transformed a regional crisis into a global conflagration.

The origins of the declarations lay in the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria-Hungary in Sarajevo on June 28, 1914. That single act of political violence, carried out by a nineteen-year-old Bosnian Serb nationalist named Gavrilo Princip, set into motion a chain of diplomatic ultimatums, military mobilizations, and political calculations that none of the participants fully controlled. Franz Ferdinand had been the heir to the Austro-Hungarian throne, and his murder in the capital of Bosnia — a territory Austria-Hungary had annexed just six years earlier — was received in Vienna as both a personal tragedy and a political opportunity. The Austro-Hungarian leadership, particularly Foreign Minister Leopold von Berchtold and Chief of Staff Conrad von Hötzendorf, had long believed that Serbia represented an existential threat to the multi-ethnic empire. Serbian nationalism was inspiring restiveness among South Slavic populations within the empire’s borders, and the assassination gave Vienna what it had been looking for: a justification to crush Serbia once and for all.

But Austria-Hungary could not act against Serbia without first securing the support of its powerful ally, Germany. In early July 1914, Austro-Hungarian representatives traveled to Berlin to consult with Kaiser Wilhelm II and German Chancellor Theobald von Bethmann Hollweg. What they received in response became one of the most consequential diplomatic communications in modern history. On July 5 and 6, Germany issued what historians have come to call the ‘blank check’ — an assurance that Austria-Hungary would have Germany’s unconditional support regardless of what actions it chose to take against Serbia. The Kaiser and his chancellor understood that a harsh Austrian response to Serbia risked drawing in Russia, which had traditionally positioned itself as the protector of Slavic peoples in the Balkans. They understood, in other words, that they might be risking a general European war. And yet they gave the assurance anyway. German leadership believed, or at least persuaded themselves to believe, that Russia was not yet ready for a major war, that France might be deterred from intervening, and that Britain might remain neutral. These were catastrophic miscalculations, but in the summer heat of early July, they felt, to the men making them, like reasonable gambles.

Armed with German backing, the Austro-Hungarian government spent the following weeks preparing a deliberately harsh ultimatum to Serbia, one carefully designed to be unacceptable so as to provide a pretext for military action. The ultimatum was delivered to Belgrade on the evening of July 23, 1914, and it was a document of remarkable audacity. Austria-Hungary demanded, among other things, that Serbian officials allow Austro-Hungarian investigators to participate directly in the inquiry into the assassination — a demand that struck at the very core of Serbian sovereignty. The Serbian government was given only forty-eight hours to reply. In capitals across Europe, the harshness of the document caused alarm. Even Kaiser Wilhelm II, when he finally read the full Serbian response on July 28, noted privately that it removed any reason for war. But by that point, the machinery of escalation had already been set in motion, and the men driving it had no interest in applying the brakes.

Serbia’s reply, delivered on July 25, was conciliatory in almost every particular except the question of Austro-Hungarian investigators operating on Serbian soil. It was a masterpiece of diplomatic deflection, carefully crafted to appeal to international opinion while stopping just short of full capitulation. The Serbian government also ordered partial military mobilization on the same day, recognizing that whatever answer it gave, the probability of conflict was high. Austria-Hungary declared the Serbian response insufficient and broke off diplomatic relations. Three days later, on July 28, 1914 — exactly one month after the assassination — Austria-Hungary formally declared war on Serbia. It was the first declaration of war in what would become a cascade, and it was delivered not through traditional diplomatic channels alone but also, in a detail that captured the era’s strange mixture of modernity and archaism, via telegram.

The Austro-Hungarian declaration of war on Serbia immediately triggered the alliance system that European statesmen had spent decades constructing and that they had always claimed was a guarantee of peace through deterrence. The theory had been that no power would dare attack another knowing that it would face a coalition of allies in response. What the theory failed to account for was that once a war began at the periphery of the alliance system, the network of obligations and the imperatives of military planning would pull the great powers toward the center like iron filings drawn to a magnet. Russia was the first major power to respond to Austria-Hungary’s declaration. Tsar Nicholas II and his government could not permit Austria-Hungary to destroy Serbia without responding. Russian prestige in the Balkans, already damaged by the Bosnian Crisis of 1908 when Russia had been forced to back down before Austro-German pressure, could not survive another humiliation of that magnitude. The Russian military leadership had been pressing for mobilization since the crisis began, and on July 30, 1914, the Tsar authorized a general mobilization of the Russian army.

The decision for Russian general mobilization was, in military terms, enormously significant — far more so than many of the civilian leaders who authorized it fully understood. In the age before motorized transport and aerial supply, mobilizing a modern army was an extraordinarily complex logistical undertaking. Rail lines had to be allocated, reserve units called up, supply depots activated, and hundreds of thousands of men moved from their homes to their assembly points according to schedules that had been calculated years in advance. The Russian mobilization plan, like those of the other great powers, was essentially irreversible once set in motion. Stopping it partway through would leave the army in a state of partial readiness that military planners considered more dangerous than either full mobilization or none at all. This technical reality gave the generals enormous leverage over the diplomats. When Tsar Nicholas II briefly attempted to substitute a partial mobilization against Austria-Hungary only — hoping to signal resolve without provoking Germany — his military chiefs told him it was impossible without catastrophically disrupting the entire mobilization schedule. The Tsar relented and authorized full mobilization. From that moment, the clock was running.

Germany’s response to Russian mobilization came with brutal speed. Berlin issued an ultimatum to Russia on July 31 demanding that mobilization cease within twelve hours. It was never a sincere diplomatic overture. German military planning, embodied in the famous Schlieffen Plan, had been built around the premise that Germany could not afford to fight a two-front war simultaneously against Russia in the east and France in the west for any extended period. The solution the German General Staff had devised was to strike France first with overwhelming force, knock her out of the war within six weeks, and then turn the full weight of the German army eastward against the more slowly mobilizing Russians. The moment Russia began mobilizing, German military logic dictated that France must be attacked — not because France had done anything, not because any Franco-German dispute existed, but because the Schlieffen Plan demanded it. On August 1, 1914, when Russia did not comply with the ultimatum, Germany declared war on Russia. Two days later, on August 3, Germany declared war on France.

The German declaration of war on France was accompanied by a manufactured pretext so transparently false that it revealed the degree to which military planning had overtaken diplomatic reality. German officials claimed that French aircraft had bombed the German city of Nuremberg and that French troops had violated German territory. Neither claim was true. The real reason for the declaration was the Schlieffen Plan, and everyone in the German government knew it. France, for her part, had been a largely passive actor in the escalation of the crisis. The French government, led by President Raymond Poincaré and Prime Minister René Viviani, had been more focused on its domestic political situation — a sensational murder trial involving the wife of a prominent politician had consumed French public attention through much of July — than on the Balkan crisis. But France was bound to Russia by the Franco-Russian Alliance of 1894, and when Russia began mobilizing, France faced the same choice that all the alliance partners faced: honor the commitment or abandon it and face the diplomatic consequences. France chose to honor its alliance, began mobilizing its own forces on August 1, and accepted the German declaration of war three days later with a grim sense that the moment long feared and long prepared for had finally arrived.

The entry of Great Britain into the war on August 4, 1914 was perhaps the most debated and consequential decision of the entire crisis, and it did not follow as automatically from alliance obligations as the decisions of the continental powers had. Britain was not formally bound by treaty to go to war alongside France and Russia in the event of a general European conflict. The Entente Cordiale of 1904 and the Anglo-Russian Convention of 1907 were not military alliances in the strict sense — they were agreements settling colonial disputes and establishing diplomatic understandings, not written commitments to fight. Britain’s entry into the war required a different justification, and it found that justification in Belgium. The 1839 Treaty of London had guaranteed Belgian neutrality, and the signatories to that treaty included both Britain and Prussia — the predecessor state of the German Empire. When Germany’s Schlieffen Plan required the invasion of Belgium as the avenue of attack against France, Britain faced a moral and strategic choice of the first order.

The British government was deeply divided in the days leading up to August 4. A significant faction within the Liberal cabinet, led by figures such as John Burns and John Morley, opposed British intervention on the grounds that the war was a continental affair that did not directly threaten British interests. The Foreign Secretary, Sir Edward Grey, and other interventionists argued that Britain’s long-term security depended on preventing German hegemony over the continent. The debate within the cabinet was agonized and genuine. Several ministers resigned rather than support intervention. What resolved the question, ultimately, was Germany’s invasion of Belgium. On the morning of August 4, as German troops crossed into Belgian territory, the moral calculus shifted decisively. Britain sent an ultimatum to Germany demanding a guarantee of Belgian neutrality by midnight. Germany’s Chancellor Bethmann Hollweg, in a response that became infamous, characterized the Treaty of London as a ‘scrap of paper’ — a phrase that horrified British public opinion and handed the interventionists the argument they needed. When midnight passed without a satisfactory German response, Britain declared war on Germany. The world’s largest empire, with its vast navy, its financial resources, and its global network of dominions, was now in the war.

The moment of Britain’s declaration was one of those hinge points in history where those present seemed to sense, even in the instant, that something irreversible had happened. Sir Edward Grey, standing at a window in the Foreign Office as the lamps of London came on in the evening dusk, reportedly remarked to a friend: ‘The lamps are going out all over Europe; we shall not see them lit again in our lifetime.’ Whether the exact words were spoken precisely as recorded or polished slightly in retrospect matters less than the sentiment they captured. Grey, one of the architects of British foreign policy for the preceding decade, understood that the world his generation had known — a world of European dominance, of confident great powers, of a fragile but functioning international order — was passing. He could not have fully known how right he was, but the weight of the moment was visible in his face and in the faces of those around him.

Across the Atlantic, the United States watched these events with a mixture of shock and relief that the ocean separated it from the carnage that was clearly coming. President Woodrow Wilson issued a proclamation of neutrality on August 4, the same day Britain entered the war, and followed it with a formal declaration of American neutrality on August 19. Wilson’s proclamation urged Americans to be ‘impartial in thought as well as in action,’ a standard that was almost impossibly high given the cultural, economic, and emotional ties that bound many Americans to one side or the other. The large communities of German-Americans and Irish-Americans tended to sympathize with the Central Powers or at least to oppose British involvement; Americans of British and French descent felt visceral pulls toward the Entente. But in August 1914, the overwhelming sentiment in the United States was that this was Europe’s war, and that America’s proper role was to stand apart from it. That sentiment would endure, with increasing strain, for nearly three more years.

The Ottoman Empire, whose slow decline had been one of the major destabilizing forces in European politics for decades, was not among the initial belligerents of August 1914. The Ottomans had been courted by both sides as their empire continued its long disintegration, but they signed a secret defensive alliance with Germany on August 2 — even as they publicly declared neutrality. Their entry into the war on the side of the Central Powers would not come until October 1914, when Ottoman naval forces, under the command of German officers, bombarded Russian ports on the Black Sea. That entry would open the war’s Middle Eastern front and ultimately contribute to the dissolution of the Ottoman Empire itself, reshaping the map of the modern Middle East in ways whose consequences still reverberate today.

What is striking, in retrospect, about the declarations of war that tumbled out across Europe in those first days of August 1914 is how few of the men who made them had any clear idea of what kind of war they were declaring. The military plans they relied upon had been drawn up by professional soldiers working within the intellectual frameworks of their era, and those frameworks were shaped by the experience of relatively short, decisive nineteenth-century wars: the Austro-Prussian War of 1866, which lasted seven weeks; the Franco-Prussian War of 1870–71, which lasted less than a year. The lesson that military planners had drawn from these conflicts was that modern industrial warfare, with its rapid mobilization of mass armies and its powerful artillery, would produce quick, decisive campaigns. The Schlieffen Plan promised to knock France out of the war in six weeks. Russian mobilization was expected to be slow enough that Germany could deal with France first. The war, in the calculations of the general staffs, would be over by Christmas.

The civilian leaders who authorized the declarations were, in large part, willing to accept these military assurances because the alternative — a long, grinding war of attrition — was too terrible to contemplate and, in any case, seemed to be what the generals were promising would not happen. Kaiser Wilhelm II told departing German troops that they would be ‘home before the leaves have fallen from the trees.’ Sir Edward Grey’s famous remark about the lamps going out suggested a deeper foreboding than most leaders publicly expressed, but even Grey expected the war to be measured in months, not years. In Vienna, crowds cheered in the streets when war against Serbia was announced. In Berlin, Paris, and London, there were similar scenes of popular enthusiasm, mingled with anxiety. Young men rushed to enlist, driven by a complex mixture of patriotism, adventure-seeking, fear of being left behind, and genuine idealism. In almost every belligerent country, the war was initially received, at least by portions of the population, as something clarifying — a break from the muddled anxieties of peacetime, a chance for national renewal, a test of character that would separate the truly alive from the merely comfortable.

This initial enthusiasm, which historians have sometimes called the ‘spirit of 1914’ or the ‘August madness,’ was real, but it has also been significantly overstated in the popular memory of the war. Alongside the cheering crowds in European capitals, there were also crowds of men and women weeping at train stations, farmers despairing for their harvests, workers anxious about their livelihoods, and socialists who had promised international solidarity and now watched as their working-class constituencies marched willingly into a conflict that served the interests of ruling classes. The German Social Democrats, the largest socialist party in the world, voted in the Reichstag on August 4 to approve war credits — a decision that shocked socialists across Europe who had believed the international working class would refuse to fight a capitalist war. The French Socialist leader Jean Jaurès, who had been one of the most powerful voices against the coming war, was assassinated in a Paris café on July 31 by a nationalist fanatic, just days before his worst fears were realized. The political left in every country faced an agonizing choice between international solidarity and national loyalty, and in almost every case, national loyalty won.

The speed with which the declarations accumulated reveals how completely the alliance system and the military planning structures had removed genuine decision-making latitude from political leaders. The men who sat in the foreign ministries and war councils of Europe in late July and early August 1914 were not monsters seeking destruction. Most of them were educated, sophisticated individuals who had spent their careers trying to manage international relations through diplomacy. And yet the system they had built — with its interlocking alliances, its secret understandings, its hair-trigger mobilization plans — constrained them so severely that when the moment of crisis arrived, meaningful choice had already been foreclosed. Each declaration of war made the next one more likely, more necessary in the logic of alliance, more inevitable. Germany declared war on Russia because Russia was mobilizing. Germany declared war on France because the Schlieffen Plan required attacking France before Russia could fully mobilize. Britain declared war on Germany because Germany invaded Belgium. Austria-Hungary had started the chain by declaring war on Serbia, and Serbia was already at war with Austria-Hungary before the great powers had finished deciding what to do.

The people most conspicuously absent from the decision-making in those fateful weeks were the ordinary men and women who would do the fighting and the dying. The declarations of war were made by kings, emperors, foreign ministers, and general staff officers. They were transmitted by telegraph, signed in elegant chancelleries, and delivered by diplomats in formal dress. The men who would actually fill the trenches — the factory workers, farmhands, shopkeepers, teachers, and students who were receiving their mobilization papers in the first days of August 1914 — had no voice in the decision. This was not unusual for the era; democratic accountability for foreign policy was limited even in the most liberal states. But the disconnect between the formality and detachment of the declarations and the visceral, personal horror of what those declarations would actually produce was total. A foreign minister signing a declaration of war in a wood-paneled office could not easily imagine what that signature meant for a twenty-year-old conscript standing in a trench under artillery fire. That failure of imagination, shared by leaders on all sides, is one of the darkest features of August 1914.

By the time the declarations had finished cascading — with Japan declaring war on Germany on August 23, citing its alliance with Britain, and Austria-Hungary declaring war on Russia on August 6, filling in gaps in the alliance structure — the shape of the conflict had become clear in outline if not yet in its terrible detail. On one side stood the Entente powers: France, Russia, and Britain, with their vast empires, their combined populations, their financial resources, and their naval dominance of the world’s oceans. On the other side stood the Central Powers: Germany and Austria-Hungary, with their strong armies, their central position in Europe, and their tight military coordination under German command. Italy, despite being formally allied with Germany and Austria-Hungary in the Triple Alliance, declared its neutrality in August 1914 on the grounds that the alliance was defensive in character and Austria-Hungary had been the aggressor. Italy would eventually enter the war on the Entente side in May 1915, having negotiated the terms of its participation in the secret Treaty of London.

The geography of the conflict immediately shaped its military character in ways that would prove decisive. Germany’s central position meant that its armies would be fighting on two fronts — east and west — from the very beginning. This was precisely the nightmare scenario that German military planners had spent decades trying to avoid, and the Schlieffen Plan had been their answer to it: defeat France before Russia could fully mobilize, then deal with Russia. But the plan depended on speed, and speed depended on things going exactly right. Meanwhile, Britain’s naval power gave the Entente a strategic advantage that would not be immediately apparent on the battlefield but would prove enormously significant over time: the ability to maintain the sea lanes, to import food and raw materials, to blockade Germany, and ultimately to bring the resources of the entire world — including, eventually, the United States — to bear against the Central Powers. The declarations of war had set up a contest whose outcome was not as predetermined as either side believed, and whose duration would exceed anything that either side had planned for.

For the soldiers mobilizing across Europe in that first week of August 1914, the abstract geopolitical calculations of their governments were far less present in their minds than the immediate and concrete reality of what was happening to their lives. A French infantryman from Normandy packing his kit bag was not thinking about the Franco-Russian Alliance or the Schlieffen Plan. A German reservist from Bavaria kissing his wife goodbye at a Munich train station was not contemplating the blank check or the failure of the Concert of Europe. A British volunteer lining up at a recruitment office in Birmingham was not weighing the legal interpretation of the Treaty of London. They were thinking about leaving home, about the faces of people they loved, about what it would feel like to sleep in a field in a foreign country, about whether they were brave enough for what was coming, and about the strange mix of excitement and dread that any honest young man felt when he confronted the fact that he was going to war.

The declarations of war in August 1914 were, in the end, both the product of specific historical decisions made by specific human beings and the result of forces larger than any individual could fully control or understand. The alliance system, the arms races, the nationalist pressures, the military planning cultures, the imperial rivalries — all of these created a structure in which a single assassination in a Balkan city could escalate into a world war within five weeks. But structures do not make decisions; people do. The men who issued the declarations, who authorized the mobilizations, who refused the off-ramps that occasionally presented themselves, bear a genuine share of moral responsibility for what followed. They were not simply puppets of impersonal forces. They had choices, even if those choices were constrained. And the choices they made in the summer of 1914 launched the world into four years of mechanized slaughter on a scale that human history had never before seen and has, mercifully, never quite seen again.

As August 1914 drew to a close and the armies of Europe moved toward their first great engagements, the declarations of war that had been issued in chancelleries and palaces were becoming real in the most visceral and irreversible way possible. The men marching in their columns, the horses pulling the artillery pieces, the trains carrying ammunition and supplies toward the front — all of this was the embodiment of those formal diplomatic documents. The war had begun not with a bang but with a cascade of paper, signed and sealed and transmitted across telegraph wires. The bang — the shell fire, the machine gun bursts, the explosions that would reshape the landscape of entire regions of Europe — was just about to come. And when it did, it would quickly become clear that the world had entered something for which nothing in its previous experience had prepared it.
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The Schlieffen Plan

There is a particular kind of tragedy that belongs exclusively to the world of grand strategy — the tragedy of the perfect plan that contains within its very perfection the seeds of its own failure. The Schlieffen Plan, Germany’s master blueprint for winning a two-front war against France and Russia simultaneously, is perhaps the finest example of that tragedy in modern military history. It was an audacious, meticulously detailed, and intellectually impressive piece of military planning, the product of years of staff work, map exercises, and strategic calculation by some of the finest military minds Germany possessed. It promised to solve what appeared to be an insoluble problem: how a nation positioned at the center of Europe, surrounded by powerful adversaries on two sides, could avoid being ground to pieces between them. And it failed — not entirely or immediately, but in the most critical moments, when its execution proved impossible to match the purity of its conception. Understanding the Schlieffen Plan means understanding not just a military document but a whole philosophy of warfare, a set of assumptions about speed and mass and decision, and ultimately a catastrophic mismatch between strategic ambition and operational reality.

The man whose name the plan carried, Alfred von Schlieffen, was Chief of the German General Staff from 1891 to 1906, and he was, by every professional measure, a formidable figure. Born in Berlin in 1833 to a Prussian military family, Schlieffen had served in the Austro-Prussian War of 1866 and the Franco-Prussian War of 1870–71, and he had absorbed from those experiences the deep conviction that shaped everything he would later do: that modern wars must be won quickly and decisively, through the annihilation of the enemy’s armed forces in a single massive battle, before the enemy could recover, regroup, or bring additional resources to bear. This conviction was rooted not only in personal experience but in his deep study of military history, and above all in his passionate engagement with the campaigns of Hannibal and, later, of Napoleon. Schlieffen was obsessed with the Battle of Cannae, fought in 216 BC, in which Hannibal’s Carthaginian forces encircled and destroyed a numerically superior Roman army through a double envelopment — attacking the flanks while the center held, folding the enemy in on itself until it was annihilated. Cannae, for Schlieffen, was not merely a historical curiosity. It was the template for perfect battle, the operational ideal toward which all military planning should strive.

The strategic problem Schlieffen inherited when he became Chief of the General Staff was one of terrifying clarity. Germany sat in the center of Europe, allied with Austria-Hungary to its south but facing France to the west and Russia to the east. The Franco-Russian Alliance of 1894 had formally joined these two powers in a military partnership, which meant that in the event of a general European war, Germany would almost certainly face simultaneous threats from both directions. The German army, however powerful and professional it was, could not realistically maintain the offensive against both France and Russia at the same time. A defensive posture on both fronts was psychologically unacceptable to the Prussian military tradition and, in Schlieffen’s view, strategically suicidal — a passive defense would allow the enemy to choose the time and place of attack, and would cede the initiative that German military doctrine considered essential. Something had to give. Some way had to be found to fight two enemies sequentially rather than simultaneously, to knock one down before the other was fully ready to fight.

The key insight around which Schlieffen built his entire strategic concept was the difference in mobilization speed between France and Russia. France, with its developed railway network, its compact geography, and its highly organized military apparatus, could mobilize its army and deploy it to the German frontier in roughly two weeks. Russia, by contrast, was an enormous country with a comparatively primitive railway infrastructure — at least by Western European standards — and a military bureaucracy whose inefficiencies were well known. Russian mobilization, German planners calculated, would take approximately six weeks before the Russian army was ready to conduct major offensive operations. This six-week window was the foundation of the entire Schlieffen concept. If Germany could defeat France in six weeks, it could then transfer the bulk of its forces eastward on the excellent German railway network and confront a Russian army that had only just completed its mobilization. The war would be won in two sequential campaigns rather than one grinding simultaneous struggle.

The question, of course, was how Germany was supposed to defeat France in six weeks. This was not a modest ambition. France was a great power with a battle-hardened army, a strong fortification system along its eastern frontier with Germany, and the fierce national determination that had been evident even in defeat in 1870–71. The Franco-German frontier was heavily fortified on both sides — France had spent enormous resources since 1871 constructing a system of forts and defensive positions from Verdun south to Belfort, a line that Schlieffen’s planners judged to be essentially impenetrable by direct assault without prohibitive cost in time and casualties. A frontal assault into the teeth of French defenses along the common border was exactly the kind of attritional battle that Schlieffen wanted to avoid. If Germany attacked France directly across the common frontier and got bogged down in siege warfare and positional fighting, the six-week window would close, Russia would complete its mobilization, and Germany would find itself in the two-front war of attrition that it could not win.

Schlieffen’s solution was of breathtaking strategic boldness. Rather than attacking the French frontier fortifications directly, he proposed to go around them — far around them, sweeping through Belgium and Luxembourg in a massive wheeling movement through the north, bypassing the fortified zone entirely, and descending on France from the northwest and west. The German army would enter France not through the heavily defended Alsace-Lorraine border but through the relatively open terrain of northern France and the Paris basin. The right wing of the German army — which Schlieffen envisioned as overwhelmingly the stronger portion, with the bulk of Germany’s military strength concentrated there — would sweep in a great arc through Belgium, pass to the west of Paris, and then wheel eastward, driving the French armies back against their own fortifications on the German frontier and against the Swiss border. The French would be encircled, their lines of retreat cut off, their armies trapped between the hammer of the advancing German right wing and the anvil of the German positions to the east. It was Cannae on a continental scale — a double envelopment so vast that it would encompass not just an army but an entire nation’s military.

The plan, as Schlieffen developed and refined it through countless staff exercises and memoranda during his years as Chief of the General Staff, was built around a simple but demanding numerical principle: the right wing must be enormously stronger than the left. Schlieffen’s calculations called for a ratio of approximately seven to one between the strength of the right wing, which would execute the great wheeling movement, and the left wing, which would hold the line along the German-French frontier. In his conception, the left wing might even give ground deliberately, drawing French forces into Alsace-Lorraine while the decisive blow was being struck far to the north and west. The strength of the right wing was so critical that Schlieffen’s famous dying words — whether apocryphal or genuine — are said to have been ‘Keep the right wing strong.’ The entire plan stood or fell on the concentration of overwhelming force at the decisive point, the great arc of the northern sweep.

To execute a movement of this scale required not just enormous numbers of troops but an unprecedented degree of logistical planning and railway management. The German General Staff under Schlieffen, and later under his successor Helmuth von Moltke the Younger, devoted extraordinary effort to the railway schedules that would move millions of men and hundreds of thousands of horses, artillery pieces, and supply wagons to their starting positions. The mobilization timetable that resulted was a masterpiece of logistical complexity — and, as critics would later note, a masterpiece of rigidity. Everything depended on everything else. The trains had to run on time, the units had to reach their assembly areas on schedule, and the wheeling movement had to proceed at the pace the planners had calculated. The plan had virtually no flexibility built into it, no provision for the fog of war, no serious accommodation of the possibility that the enemy might not behave as expected.

Schlieffen retired in 1906, and the responsibility for maintaining and developing the plan passed to his successor, Helmuth von Moltke the Younger — known as ‘the lesser Moltke’ to distinguish him from his famous uncle, Helmuth von Moltke the Elder, who had been the architect of Prussia’s stunning military victories in 1866 and 1870. The younger Moltke was a more anxious and uncertain man than his predecessor, prone to self-doubt in ways that were unusual in the Prussian officer corps, and his modifications to the Schlieffen Plan reflected both his different strategic instincts and the changed military circumstances of the years after 1906. The changes Moltke made to the plan have been debated by historians ever since, and many have argued that his alterations fatally compromised the concept. Most significantly, Moltke weakened the right wing relative to the left. Faced with political and military pressure to defend Alsace-Lorraine rather than allowing any French advance there — even a temporary one intended to draw French forces away from the critical northern front — Moltke transferred forces from the right wing to the left. He also added forces to the Eastern Front, unwilling to leave that theater as lightly defended as Schlieffen’s original concept had envisioned.
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