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Foreword


This book investigates the campaigns and the hardships facing the French army and its soldiers in the ‘Great War’ 1914–18. It pays particular attention to morale. For the French army, often faced with numerical inferiority, frequent disadvantage over terrain on the field of battle, the war being fought in their own homeland, and with the dread memory of 1870–1 behind them, the psychological dimension of the combat was of especial significance. The work also records the equipments and the conditions of service of the French army and the patterns of the major campaigns; it is less concerned with the detail of differences of opinion between Allied commanders, covered more than sufficiently in other works. In recounting the hardship and suffering that the French soldier had to endure it is obviously necessary to emphasise that soldiers in other armies, especially the British, had comparable experience. However, the French poilu was, generally, worse fed, worse equipped, worse clothed and lodged in trenches or shellholes worse than those of the British, making his war experience fully deserving of Churchill’s tribute: ‘sorely tried and glorious’. A British historian in a recent work argued that men went on fighting on the Western Front because they did not mind the war. Whatever may be applicable to other armies, it is far from the truth in the case of the French army.


The British have tended to view the France of 1914–18 through the prism of 1940. The service rendered to the free world by the French army from August 1914 to November 1918 is thereby diminished. With the close co-operation and mutual respect that currently exists between the French and British armies, it is now timely for a reminder of that debt and the experiences shared in those years.


As the bibliographical essay in the appendix indicates, this work has necessarily drawn extensively on several major French texts, most notably William Serman’s and Jean Paul Bertrand’s magisterial Nouvelle Histoire Militaire de la France, Jules Maurin’s Armée-Guerre-Societé Soldats Languedociens, (1889–1919), Guy Pedroncini’s Pétain, le soldat et la Gloire and Les Mutineries de 1917, together with Jean Nicot’s Les Poilus ont la Parole: Lettres du Front 1917–1918.


It is a pleasure both to acknowledge this debt and to express admiration for the research and scholarship contained in these works.


I owe two other especial debts of gratitude, one to General André Bach for his comments on different sections of this work, which I have valued enormously. The other is to the Librarian, Andrew Orgill, and staff of that quietly remarkable institution, the Library of the Royal Military Academy Sandhurst. Generous facilities, the obtaining of books from other libraries and, certainly not least, the welcome always offered on my research days will long remain in my memory.


I also have thanks for comments, advice or encouragement to Michael Broadway, Paul Franceschi, Frédéric Guelton, Ralph Goldsmith, Alec Halliley, Paul Harris, Charles-Armand Klein, Paul Latawski, Angus MacKinnon, André Martin-Siegfried, Michael Orr, Darrol Stinton and Ned Willmott. Without such friends and colleagues history writing would be dull days’ work.


In the production of this work, in particular in respect of maps and illustrations my sincere thanks go to Ian Drury, of Weidenfeld & Nicolson and the Cassell imprint, and all who have worked with him.


Finally, this work would never have appeared without the patient deciphering and typing of my manuscript by Monica Alexander to whom also goes my warmest appreciation and gratitude, and also my appreciation of the professional work of Amazon Systems in transferring the typescript to disk.




 


 


 


 


 


CHAPTER 1


1914


Manoeuvre War, The French Frontier Offensives


Altkirch is a small picturesque town lying a few kilometres from the Rhine amid the woods and hills of southern Alsace. In August 1914 Alsace formed part of the German Empire, ceded by France after the war of 1870–1. The town was to be the scene of the first significant clash between French and German soldiers in the First World War, a small-scale prelude to the vast struggle to follow for four long years.


On the extreme right of the Franco-German border the Rhine flowed less than 45 kilometres from the post-1870 frontier, presenting a temptation and challenge for France, recovery of the territory lost in the Franco-Prussian War being a national priority in any war with Germany.


The French Army Command’s strategic plan, Plan XVII, was essentially a plan for mobilisation. It was based on the assessment that, to avoid the fortification system constructed on the post-1870 frontier, the main German thrust would be launched from the Metz area of Lorraine. If indications of a German attack through Belgium were correct they represented only a supporting flank move limited to eastern Belgium. To the last moment the French remained uncertain whether the Germans would breach Belgian neutrality and their fortification system was not extended along the Belgian frontier. Imbued with a doctrine of attack, the French Commander-in-Chief, General Joseph Joffre, believed that any German onslaught could best be spoiled by a series of tactical offensives. The first was to be into northern Alsace, the Saar and German-occupied Lorraine, threatening the left flank of the German attack. This would compel the Germans to mount their attack through a gap in their lines of forts in the hills to the south-east of Nancy between Toul and Epinal known as the Trouée de Charmes, the Charmes Gap. They had left this almost unfortified as a bait, but with its flanks well protected. A little later, following the success the French confidently expected, a second and more important offensive would be launched to the north of Metz. If the Germans invaded neutral territory, the French would strike through the eastern Ardennes, threatening both the flanks of the German main thrust. Together the four armies concerned in these attacks, supported by a fifth on the left flank of the French front, could destroy the German centre, isolate the German right flank if it did enter eastern Belgium, and liberate the territories lost in 1870. Invasion into the German heartland was not envisaged, despite the ‘À Berlin’ signs chalked on troop trains.
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These plans would provide France, numerically weaker than Germany, with a chance to strike in areas where the high command believed they possessed a local superiority. Mobilisation had been ordered on 1 August, twenty-seven year classes being recalled for service. Deployment followed meticulously prepared railway timetabling, largely the work of Joffre. Some 4,300 trains steamed across France transporting 1,500,000 men to their appointed rail-heads, all the men for the five front armies by 10 August, for the reserve divisions by the 13th and for the units tasked for the defence of Paris by the 15th. After reaching the rail-heads there followed marches, 25–30 kilometres per day, apparently never-ending, with nights, fine or wet, spent in cornfields or small woods – in Winston Churchill’s words, ‘the measured silent drawing together of gigantic forces’ in preparation for the high drama to come. Germany issued a declaration of war against France on the 3rd, justifying the action by spurious claims of French air attacks on Karlsrühe and Nuremberg. Joffre established his own headquarters, the Grand Quartier Général, in school buildings at Vitry-le-François.


Alsace and Lorraine


As a curtain-raiser for his large-scale offensive operations, which could only be undertaken when mobilisation was complete, Joffre directed the commander of the French 1st Army, General Dubail, on the extreme right flank of the French front, to order one corps, supported by the 8th Cavalry Division, to advance into southern Alsace. Bonneau’s VII Corps was to occupy the city of Mulhouse, partly to raise the population in revolt against their German occupiers, and partly to secure a foothold on the left bank of the Rhine. He was also told to destroy the bridges, to provide a springboard … for a march down the Rhine to Colmar and Strasbourg. On the basis of aerial reconnaissance reports, General Joffre believed the area was undefended. An assault might oblige the Germans to direct forces away from any planned incursion into the western Vosges.


Bonneau was an irresolute force commander. He had received reports via Switzerland of the arrival of an Austrian army corps in the area, possibly disinformation circulated by German agents. On 7 August he crossed the frontier and moved into lower Alsace in two columns, approaching Mulhouse from the south-west via Altkirch and the northwest after a crossing of the southern Vosges. Recruited from the Besançon area, his soldiers made a glorious sight in their brilliant nineteenth-century uniforms, the infantry in blue tunics, red trousers and képi running at the double behind their officers with white gloves and swords, the cavalry in dark blue jackets, red breeches with a blue seam and brass helmets with a long black plume down the back. They met the first German resistance at Altkirch, which they overcame at a cost of a hundred killed in a six-hour battle culminating in a spirited bayonet charge. Further small-scale resistance was dealt with by the column advancing from the north-west which took the town of Thann. Bonneau sent a telegram to the Minister of War in Paris claiming a victory in a covering operation. Joffre was displeased at both the direct message and the misunderstanding of the objective. Worse, he was now uncomfortably aware that the Germans were assembling sizeable forces in the nearby forests. French intelligence staff had failed to grasp that the German army would commit its reserve formations straight into battle. Other far more serious consequences of this misjudgement were soon to follow.
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Although Bonneau pushed cautiously on, occupying Mulhouse without further fighting on the 8th, he was ejected from the city by German counter-attacks launched by General von Heeringen’s 7th Army the next day, German Alsatians having revealed the small size of Bonneau’s force. The German attacks threatened to cut him off, Dubail’s reinforcement of a division being obviously inadequate and too late. After some stiff fighting he withdrew on the 10th towards the fortress of Belfort, where he claimed that further attacks had not been possible as his troops were exhausted.


At Belfort both Bonneau and Aubier, the cavalry division commander, were relieved from their commands by Joffre who believed that the failure was more one of lack of fitness in the commanders than in the troops. The whole operation, small-scale though it was, showed up both the ferocity of German firepower and all the weaknesses in the French 1914 military system – incompetent, often elderly commanders, regimental officers too few in number for effective command and with inadequate maps, combat intelligence unreliable or incorrectly evaluated, cavalry steeped in a doctrine of sabre charges rather than reconnaissance, and infantry of reckless bravery but low tactical competence. Other losers were those many citizens of Mulhouse and southern Alsace who had rejoiced at the French arrival, but after Bonneau’s withdrawal were left to face German reprisals.


Joffre was not to be diverted from the next stage of his preemptive tactical offensives and discounted the significance of the increasing number of reports of German action in Belgium. He maintained his view that the main German thrust would be launched into western Lorraine by the regular army corps positioned against his centre. The French attack in Alsace and eastern Lorraine to thwart such a German move seemed to him all the more important. Joffre’s thinking was also based on the incorrect intelligence assessments of the German use of reserve formations; he was convinced that only six German corps stood in the planned line of advance whereas in fact there were eight, and their plans could provide for offence rather than defence.


For this full-scale attack a new ‘Army of Alsace’ including VII Corps, one regular and three reserve divisions, was formed and its command given to a one-armed hero of the 1870 war recalled from retirement, General Pau. It was to form the right flank of the attack with Dubail’s 1st Army in the centre and General de Castelnau’s 2nd Army on the left. After four days of preparation the offensive began on 14 August; French formations crossed the frontier with bands playing on the 15th, the 1st Army advancing through a corridor in the hills leading towards Sarrebourg and then on into the Vosges and down into the Rhine valley, the 2nd moving from the hills surrounding Nancy along a valley ending at Morhange. They gained four days of advance, dislodging groups of German infantry but taking heavy casualties from German artillery. Accurately ranged by means of pre-selected aiming points, the French columns were severely harassed. The Germans, mostly Bavarians, sacked towns and villages as they withdrew. Although successful in taking or masking heights on the flanks of their advance and in places reaching as far as 30 kilometres into Germany, the French advance was hindered by the terrain. Rivers, canals and roads all ran parallel to their axis of advance, forcing the French either to keep to conspicuous roads or to move more slowly across country, rolling hills and woods.


The overall plan of the German army under its Chief-of-Staff, General von Moltke, was based on better intelligence. The Germans were aware of the broad outline of Plan XVII, if not all the details, and understood Joffre’s deployments. For Lorraine and Alsace their aim was to secure the commitment of the maximum number of the best French formations away from the main German thrust, to be through central Belgium. Withdrawal for a few days and the appearance of a French tactical success was a price worth paying. Execution of this strategy fell to the German 6th and 7th Armies commanded respectively by Crown Prince Rupprecht of Bavaria and General von Heeringen, the Bavarian Prince having a coordinating authority.


By the 17th Castelnau’s XX Corps – men from the Nancy area and commanded by General Ferdinand Foch – was approaching Morhange. On the 18th Dubail’s VIII Corps – men from the Alps – captured Sarrebourg, both successes despite German resistance which inflicted severe casualties. Dubail’s advance into the Vosges was then halted. Pau, more easily, recaptured Mulhouse on the 19th, though in the operations a general, Pelissier, was killed, the first of many senior commanders to lose his life in battle. At first sight it seemed that the French strategy was succeeding. A captured German regimental colour was sent in triumph to Joffre. However, the poor road network forced commanders to follow valleys not properly on their line of advance, and there were grave signals problems. On the 18th Joffre directed that the 2nd Army should face north rather than north-east. The paths of the leading columns in consequence diverged, and the 1st and 2nd Armies lost touch with each other. Dubail proposed to restore contact by an attack on the night of the 19th/20th which he hoped would also enable the Cavalry Corps, commanded by General Conneau, to penetrate deep into the German rear. But the Germans were no longer prepared to conform to the French plan.


The local German command had only accepted the withdrawal reluctantly. Rupprecht and his Chief-of-Staff, General Krafft von Dellmensingen, had pressed Moltke for permission to counter-attack, claiming that attack would lead to greater French involvement to the advantage of the Germans attacking in Belgium. Argument raged for three days while Moltke hesitated, undecided as to whether the French attack might weaken the French ability to resist his attack through Belgium or present a threat to the flank of this onslaught. There was also the dazzling possibility of a vast pincer movement by simultaneous right and left flank attacks. Eventually Rupprecht was permitted to attack, so committing troops that could have been made available to reinforce the German right wing.


The first French reverse was the repulse of Dubail. Much worse was to follow on the 20th when the eight German corps of the combined 6th and 7th Armies mounted well co-ordinated general attacks on the weary and weakened two centre corps of the 2nd Army, exposed by Foch’s over-extended advance (not authorised by Castelnau) and on Dubail’s VII Corps at Sarrebourg. German heavy artillery annihilated that of the French 2nd Army. Infantry attacks followed in vast columns, wave upon wave, and two 2nd Army corps – the XV and XVI – composed mainly of Provençal men from Marseille and Toulon, gave way. They retreated in headlong confusion, in the words of one officer in one village, ‘a sublime chaos, infantrymen, gunners with their clumsy wagons, combat supplies, regimental stores, brilliant motor cars of our brilliant staffs all meeting, criss-crossing, not knowing what to do or where to go’. To add to his difficulties Castelnau had been ordered by Joffre to accept the transfer of one of his corps and part of another to Belgium; he received only three reserve divisions as replacement. To escape a potentially fatal envelopment by German forces now obviously numerically superior, Castlenau, furious with Foch, was obliged to withdraw back to the 14 August start line, the River Meurthe and the Grand Couronné de Nancy on the 23rd.


Dubail fared no better. He tried to support the 16th Division fighting for the Saar bridges beyond Sarrebourg, by ordering his 15th Division to mount a dawn attack after a long night march. But attacks by the Bavarian I Corps pushed his divisions back. In Sarrebourg itself, after violent street fighting, the use of barricades and house-to-house engagements, the 16th Division were forced to withdraw from the town. Its commander, the Comte de Maud’huy, saluted the survivors as they withdrew with their band playing the ‘Marche Lorraine’. Despite the reverse, French enthusiasm was undismayed. The fifty-nine-year-old Comte de Pelleport, who had come back from retirement to rejoin his regiment, was the first to lead a French attack and one of the first to be wounded. Before he died he wrote to his wife: ‘I have behaved as a Pelleport. Morale is perfect.’ But Dubail was in peril, his flank uncovered as a result of the 2nd Army’s withdrawal. Joffre ordered a 1st Army withdrawal, to the anger of Dubail who disliked Castlenau and saw no reason to yield further ground that his army had won at so much cost. A retreat that could have turned into a rout, involving the loss of Nancy and perhaps a major German breakthrough, was saved from disaster by the covering action of Foch and his XX Corps, which had been strengthened by some of the best troops in the French army, long-service regulars of the white Troupes Coloniales infantry and artillery. Foch had been unable to take Morhange but his corps had held firm despite the very heavy firepower of successive Bavarian attacks. In the words of one soldier as the form of the battle increased: ‘Rage took us over, we fired, we fired, we yelled, the smell of powder intoxicated us.’ Withdrawal was inevitable, and after a night-long forced march Foch was able to start preparations for defensive positions on the high ground of the Grand Couronné, the key to the defence of the Meurthe line and the city of Nancy which Joffre had ordered to be defended at all costs.


Foch refused to accept the gloomy view of Castelnau, who had just lost a son in battle, that Nancy might have to be abandoned. His resolution was fortified by the slowness of the German pursuit which gave the French three vital days to recuperate and prepare to defend the Meurthe river line. Foch’s defensive preparations were accomplished after a very quick and efficient reorganisation on a line from Gerbévillier across the Meurthe west of Lunéville and on and beyond Amance. The physical rest was as important, ‘Uniforms brushed were no longer covered in mire, these few hours of repose returned lost serenity to men’s faces,’ commented one soldier.


The combined 6th and 7th Armies under Rupprecht then launched a series of attacks, supported by heavy artillery bombardments, on the French Lorraine front. ‘Shells keep falling all around but there are so many that one takes no notice of them,’ remarked a lieutenant. The German attacks gained initial success but on the 25th a vigorous counter-attack by Foch’s XX Corps on the left and an equally spirited attack by the chasseurs alpins of General Maud’huy’s division in Dubail’s army on the right threw the Germans back. Nevertheless German attacks had enabled them to enter Lunéville on the 23rd and then Saint-Dié and the fortress of Manonviller, built to dominate the Paris–Strasbourg railway. Manonviller was struck by over 1,500 shells, the fumes from the bursts rendering the fort untenable. On 27 August, Mulhouse, too, was evacuated on the orders of Joffre, to the fury of Pau who correctly foresaw a further set of German reprisals on French loyalists. All that was left to the French in Alsace was a small area of the south, covered by the fortress guns of Belfort. Nevertheless, the Germans’ inability to move round the French right flank in the Vosges meant that when events elsewhere became critical, the French were able to draw on units and formations from the area.


The Ardennes


Still adhering to his plans while the Sarrebourg and Morhange fighting was at its height, Joffre issued orders on the 20th for the final stage of his plans, the Ardennes mission for the 3rd and 4th Armies, commanded by General Ruffey at Verdun and General de Langle de Cary at St Dizier respectively. These two armies fielded three regular cavalry and twenty regular infantry divisions (three of the latter being Coloniale) together with two reserve divisions – over 350,000 men. However, the German drive through Belgium, including the occupation of Brussels on the 20th, obliged Joffre to order the transfer of General Lanrezac’s 5th Army, the left flank formation on the Franco-German border, north-west to the River Sambre, an operation examined in a following chapter as being the first major French response to the German war of movement. Lanrezac’s move, however, exposed the left flank of the 4th Army. There was also a considerable distance between the left flank of the 2nd Army and the right flank of the 3rd. To act as a reserve and fill the gaps Joffre created an ‘Army of Lorraine’ at Verdun under General Maunoury, sixty-seven years old but indefatigable, to prevent any German crossing of the Meuse, using three divisions taken from Ruffey. Although Joffre knew that the withdrawal of the 2nd Army was under way he nevertheless issued the order for the advance of the 3rd and 4th to begin on the 22nd. He believed the Ardennes was either unoccupied or held only by a cavalry screen, and his original strategy of an eventual linking between all four armies in a pincer movement remained feasible. In defence of Joffre, the Cavalry Corps of General Sordet, its attached infantry groupe riding in buses, had traversed the Ardennes with great energy (the horses’ backs were worn bare) between the 6th and 15th August but they had not ridden sufficiently far to the west to encounter the advancing Germans. Nor had aerial reconnaissance revealed any enemy presence.


The 4th Army was given the town of Neufchâteau as its objective, the 3rd was tasked to push the Germans back towards Metz. General Lanrezac and his 5th Army were told to attack what was described as ‘the northern group’. The use of this term appeared to accept that there might be some German northern threat but in fact only illustrates the depth of Joffre’s delusion as to its size. Joffre added that Lanrezac should not expect either Belgian or British support. Joffre believed these moves would frustrate any German attack in the centre of the front. Despite Lanrezac’s warnings of the threat developing in eastern Belgium, he persisted in believing the centre still to be the main danger. As he saw it, an enveloping attack on the German centre would cut off their right flank and open the way to the Rhine; the more Germans in Belgium, the more could be cut off.


The original German war plans had not provided for an attack in this area; it was to be held as a pivot for the main drive through eastern Belgium, moving forward only slowly. Both the commanders of the two German armies opposite Ruffey and de Langle, on the right the 4th Army under Albrecht, Duke of Württemberg, and on his left the 5th Army under Crown Prince Wilhelm of Prussia, expected a French attack. They advanced slowly, entrenching themselves as they went. The Crown Prince personally wished to take the important iron industry area of Longwy. The two armies, eight corps, were about the same size as the French force. German knowledge of the terrain and the provision of better maps gave them a useful advantage, particularly as Joffre forbade preliminary reconnaissance by the French to avoid revealing axes of advance. The hills and woods did not favour a French advance and to make matters worse, a fog blinded their advance cavalry patrols, composed of irresolute reservists, the regular units having been transferred to the Cavalry Corps. As a result they found themselves often taken by surprise, their 75mm guns an immediate target for German artillery when the fog lifted. The fighting that resulted developed in scale from small encounters between the opposing forward units to major battles as, in successive echelons, bodies of men came upon one another, often in rain and poor visibility or fading light at the end of a day. The Germans, whose advance guards were always stronger than the French, would immediately entrench themselves, while the French attacked with the utmost valour. Wave after wave of French infantrymen rushed forward regardless and with no thought of envelopment on their flanks, only to be cut down by German machine-gunners in the absence of any French artillery support to protect them. German artillery intelligence was extremely efficient, the French wrongly blaming their accuracy on spies. The overall confusion was made worse by poor communications within formations and with flanking formations. Increasing fatigue also played its part. While the regular soldiers could endure the endless marching and counter-marching, recalled reservists were less fit and either fell out or marched in increasing pain and difficulty. On the 3rd Army front V Corps in the centre suffered severely, stumbling headlong in a fog into German units advancing as for attack and well supported by artillery; it withdrew in panic. In consequence, despite fierce fighting, General Sarrail’s VI Corps on the right was also forced to retreat, and General Boelle’s IV Corps on the left was halted. Sarrail, however, managed to achieve virtually the only success of the whole offensive when his artillery smashed into the flank of a German formation at Virton, a success which Ruffey was later to claim could have been exploited had he not lost his three divisions to Maunoury. But in turn the check to Boelle had made any advance by the right flank corps of de Langle’s 4th Army hazardous, while on de Langle’s left flank, despite epic fighting, a disaster befell the French. The left flank corps was the elite Coloniale under the command of General Lefèvre, mostly soldiers with recent experience of hard fighting in Morocco. Undeterred by German ambushes, two Coloniale columns advanced in marching order of four along the narrow roads and pathways towards their objective, the town of Neufchâteau. But both columns were stopped by an unexpectedly massive volume of artillery, machine-gun and infantry fire. The 2nd Coloniale Artillery Regiment, for example endured twelve hours of bombardment, its own guns firing until the ammunition was exhausted, the horses disembowelled and half of its men killed or wounded. One gunner wrote: ‘The men fought with unequalled bravery. Not a man stumbled or flinched even when they knew all was lost. They served their guns as if on manoeuvres.’ Bayonet charges of fanatical courage led by officers wearing white shakos and gloves simply served to increase the totals of the dead, and at the village of Rossignol one brigade became cut off, its only line of retreat across a bridge being under constant German shrapnel bombardment.


By the night of the 23rd the 3rd Colonial Division, at the outset 16,000 strong, had suffered 11,000 killed, missing or wounded, the divisional commander, General Raffenel, and one brigade commander, General Rondoney, among the dead, with another, General Montignault, a prisoner. De Langle’s XVII Corps suffered as severely and was pushed into a disorderly withdrawal. Despite this carnage Joffre, still unaware of the strength of the two German armies, gave orders to de Langle to make a further effort, but neither he nor Ruffey’s 3rd Army could make any dent in the German lines. On the 25th the 4th Army, covered in a fighting withdrawal by the 2nd Colonial Division, fell back to the south bank of the Meuse; a little later Ruffey and Maunoury abandoned their attacks and also turned to defence. The withdrawal was one of exhausted and emaciated men in uniforms now ragged and dirty, through villages still blazing or shattered by shellfire with dead men by the roadside, roads jammed with panic-stricken refugees and military transport, the wounded in hasty, blood-soaked and muddy field dressings, some carried in rough farm carts, flanked by dying or dead horses in ditches. German artillery fire was incessant, directed by flares from spotting Albatros aircraft pouring une pluie de schrapnel on troops scampering for any cover available. It was all far removed from the glorious attacks that the French soldier had been led to expect.


The Paris press carried reports of refusal to fight among the Marseille and Toulon soldiers of the XV Corps. The 3rd Army moved to cover the Verdun area and the 4th Sedan, the majority of Maunoury’s units, were moved to Amiens to be included in a new 6th Army. A heroic stand by the garrison of Longwy under Colonel d’Arche delayed the Germans for two days, but on the 27th the Crown Prince triumphantly occupied the area. Lorraine’s iron and coal now passed into the hands of the Germans who were to make good use of it. But the stiffness of the French resistance had obliged Hausen’s 3rd Army to deflect eastwards to help Albrecht’s 4th Army, thus in some measure weakening the German right flank drive. In sum, however, the failure of these French frontier offensives, costing casualties of some 200,000 including over 4,700 officers, was not only one of the operations themselves but also one of the Plan XVII strategy and the whole national concept of war. Acres of northern France were strewn with the blue and red uniforms of French infantry and the brass helmets and cuirasses of the cavalry. Afterwards Charles de Gaulle was to write: ‘Tactically the realisation of the German firepower made nonsense of the current military doctrines. Morally, all the people’s illusions, with which they had steeled themselves went up in smoke … Between 20 and 23 August a perfect sense of security was turned into a frantic feeling of danger.’




 


 


 


 


 


CHAPTER 2


1914


Republic, Strategy and Army


Plan XVII, with its rigidity of thinking on mobilisation and deployment, represented a major failure in what later in the twentieth century would be called ‘strategic intelligence’. That the Germans might attack through Belgium in order to deploy sufficient force to secure a quick victory had been seen as a possibility by the Deuxième Bureau, the intelligence branch of the General Staff, for at least eight years. Agents, among them the French military attachés in Berlin and Brussels, supplied a mass of strategic intelligence, sufficient to create confusion. Material that appeared to suggest a German move limited to eastern Belgium, with the main German thrust in the centre, was selected for attention as it fitted in with the preconceived deployment of Plan XVII. Signs of the real danger – reports from 1909–10 onward – suggested that a German invasion would not be limited to eastern Belgium and that German manoeuvres and tactical exercises would be built around flanking movements. Early hints, followed early in 1914 by corroboration from intercepted German mobilisation plans, that the Germans might throw reserve formations straight into battle, and warnings of the massive development of German heavy artillery, were not given the attention that they deserved by the operations branch of the Staff. Reserve units, it was believed, would be used only as garrisons in occupied territory. Nor were the lessons of the 1904–5 Russo-Japanese war heeded – the defence of dug-in defences protected by wire, the importance of machine-guns and of artillery capable of firing at invisible targets, the tactical value of envelopment and the dangers of massive frontal attacks. Such reports presented challenges to the orthodoxy of Plan XVII to which Joffre, being in large measure the author, was inescapably committed. The crippling casualties sustained by officers and regiments that were the cream of the French army at Morhange, Neufchâteau and Rossignol were the first of the heavy prices to be paid for failure to adhere to the basic principles of military intelligence – targeting of key indicator areas, prejudice-free evaluation of material collected, and effective presentation by a well- trained and respected intelligence staff.


The Tactical Offensive Strategy


Rigid adherence to this general deployment plan and a neglect of intelligence that warned of its dangers resulted in an army, already inferior in size to its likely opponent, being in addition wrongly equipped. At soldier level, the metropolitan infantryman’s 1914 heavy blue and red uniform offered no camouflage protection, his burnished metal cantine or cooking pot on top of his 54 pounds of backpack equipment would give his position away whenever it caught the sun. His 8mm Lebel rifle was an obsolete weapon and in most infantry regiments machine-guns were limited to a section of two guns in each of the battalions of the regiment. Machine-guns, heavy and difficult to man-handle, were seen as defensive and not an essential part of an attack. Subordinate formation and unit commanders were allowed little or no freedom of action, control was tightly centralised. Although in the 1904 and 1914 infantry tactics manuals mention was made of the use of ground cover when under fire, the essential element remained, in the words of the 1914 manual, ‘the will to eliminate the enemy with the bayonet in close combat’. In this spirit infantrymen in the Ardennes attacks would throw away their digging tools, and regiments advance to their officers’ shouts of ‘En avant à la baionette’, with little or no concern for an immediate tactical reserve. Infantry assaults would be launched too far from the objective and without co-ordinated artillery support; little thought was given to consolidation when the assaults achieved a temporary success. German advance guard tactics, digging in after a forward bound, were far superior. At a more mundane level, German units were provided with mobile field cookers; the French infantryman had to cook his own food over his own fire – whatever the weather or battle conditions. The bright colours of the uniforms of the cavalry regiments – dark blue and red for cuirassiers, dragoons and chasseurs, light blue and red for hussars, with burnished brass helmets with plumes for cuirassiers and dragons and a gleaming front and back cuirass for the cuirassiers – were all again nineteenth rather than twentieth century, pre-industrial rather than modern. For the individual soldier the uniforms were to prove exceedingly uncomfortable in a sweltering August, glamorous but dangerous when opposed by a defence with machine-guns. The lance was seen by some theorists as contributing to cavalry élan, but proved an encumbrance on long rides.


Perhaps the artillery was the arm which suffered most from the attack philosophy which saw artillery primarily as close support, paying scant attention to the role of preliminary bombardment in preparation for an attack. Little need was seen for heavy artillery, except in fortresses. In April 1914 there were in France only fifty-eight batteries in contrast to sixty-two field artillery regiments of 618 field and thirty horse artillery batteries, with a further seventeen in North Africa. All batteries were of four guns, the heavy batteries either 155mm, 120mm or 105mm guns, the horse batteries 3-inch guns, and the field, the vast majority, equipped with the renowned 75mm gun with a 16lb shell, one of the classic artillery pieces of all time. The four-gun battery organisation in respect of heavy guns was shown to be a handicap in August–September 1914, when the heavy artillery achieved little. Some 1,500 horses were needed to move each of the major units and their movements blocked roads. For the 75mm gun, however, the four-gun battery was highly successful, providing very effective fire with rapid mobility. The 75mm gun designed by Commandant de Port of the Ateliers de Puteaux in the 1890s, was accurate, sturdy and reliable with an impressive rate of fire, six rounds a minute in normal conditions but up to fifteen or more in an emergency. This was achieved by a long recoil cylinder which absorbed the recoil and returned the gun without disturbing the carriage, so removing an otherwise time-consuming need to re-lay the gun. It was a superb close-support weapon in attack and defence that could be brought into action at a quick trot, and fire from the open or light concealment. Indirect fire, however, was more difficult, there being insufficient telephone line for direction available in the first months of the war. A groupe of three batteries – twelve guns – could strike twelve hectares of ground with 100 shells in under a minute. The shells were also better quality than those of German field artillery, of 15.95 and 11.25 pounds shrapnel and high explosive respectively. On occasion German soldiers died from a stun effect, leading to German allegations of barbarity. The guns’ crews were protected by a bullet-proof shield. But the gun, designed for a war of movement, suffered from some limitations in the later static defensive operations – a flat trajectory that unless dug in (so losing mobility) could not strike targets behind a hill, a range limited to 9 kilometres, and a shell too small to impact effectively on entrenched defences. French artillerymen were trained mathematically, and their close-support fire plans were scientifically prepared. But the doctrine of the time did not provide for fire at ranges above 5,000 metres, so denying a counter-bombardment capability. The gun’s very efficiency, however, led French officers to overestimate its overall value in conditions other than attack and neglect the need for proper co-ordinated artillery infantry fire plans. Joffre’s requests in the last months before the war for more modern equipment, in particular for a 105mm howitzer and greatly increased ammunition supplies, had not been granted. The lack of effective heavy artillery in infantry divisions to prepare for French advances and cover withdrawals in the Ardennes was the first of many hard lessons that French commanders were to learn.


France’s strategic dilemma lay in the worsening population imbalance, forty million against the sixty million of Germany. To counter this, and despite the widest political and ideological differences, France had allied herself with Russia, so providing a massive superiority over Germany and her ally, the Dual Monarchy of the Austrian-Hungarian Empire. However, the vast distances over which Russian soldiers would have to travel on mobilisation, together with the inadequate railway network of Russia, meant that Russia might not be able to field a powerful army for some considerable time after mobilisation was ordered. It was in that time, correctly appreciated by the French government and military staffs, that Germany would launch an attack, seeking a quick and total destruction of French military power before the full weight of Russia’s millions could invade eastern Germany. Fears of Germany’s capacity to mobilise quickly were well founded. The French plans, in reply, provided for the first echelons of the active regular divisions to be on the frontier by the fifth day after mobilisation, the remainder by the ninth day, with reserve divisions to be available between the eleventh and thirteenth day.
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