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	Europe in 1914 and The Coming of War








This chapter will cover:


•  the situation in Europe before the outbreak of war in 1914


•  the nature of the relations between Europe’s royal dynasties


•  the reasons for the rivalry between the major powers and the stages by which Europe became divided into two armed camps


•  crises and confrontations


•  assassination at Sarajevo and the outbreak of war.


 



‘Wherever I look … everything is restless and unsettled and everyone except ourselves is getting ready for war. This frightens me.’


(General Sir Henry Wilson in 1913)


Europe in 1914


A map of Europe in 1914 is very different from that of today. In the west, the frontiers of Portugal, Spain and France have remained much the same but in central and eastern Europe there have been significant changes. Germany was much larger then than it is today and Austria-Hungary, sometimes called the Habsburg Empire, dominated central Europe. Today, Austria and Hungary are two separate countries and the rest of that Empire is now a cluster of small independent states – the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Croatia and Bosnia. Present day countries such as Finland, Poland, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Belarus and the Ukraine were then part of the vast Russian Empire but now they are all independent nations. At this time, although the struggle for home rule had begun, the whole of Ireland was part of Great Britain. The changes that have occurred since 1914 are the result of wars, revolutions and other political and social upheavals. No event contributed more to these changes than the First World War – the Great War of 1914–18.
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Figure 1 Europe in 1914


The great European powers


Before 1914, Europe was dominated by five great powers – Britain, France, Germany, Austria-Hungary and Russia. Britain, major industrial nation and so-called ‘workshop of the world’ was also a great imperial power with an Empire that stretched across the world and over which, so it was claimed, ‘the sun never set’. Her Empire provided her with raw materials for her industries and markets for her manufactured goods. The world’s greatest fleet, the Royal Navy, guarded her important trade routes and it was a time when Britannia really did rule the waves! With such advantages Britain could stand aside from world events and concentrate on her own affairs and those of her Empire. During this time, often referred to as her period of ‘splendid isolation’, Britain faced numerous problems. In 1899, Britain became involved in a war in South Africa against the descendants of the early Dutch settlers, the Boers. To outsiders, the Boer War seemed a ‘David and Goliath’ affair and many regarded Britain as a colonial tyrant. Some European countries, particularly Germany, were sympathetic to the Boers and the German Kaiser went as far as to hint that he might help the Boers in their conflict with Britain. During the same period, Britain very nearly went to war with France over quite a trivial issue – the ownership of a small town in the Sudan called Fashoda.


France, another great imperial power, also faced major difficulties. In 1870, she was tricked into a war with her neighbour, Prussia, and the Franco-Prussian War ended in her humiliating defeat. Afterwards, she had to pay the costs of the war and surrender the provinces of Alsace and Lorraine to Prussia. Even worse, the Prussian chancellor, Otto von Bismarck, used the occasion to declare the birth of a German Empire and Wilhelm I was proclaimed first Kaiser of the new Empire that embraced nearly all the German-speaking states in central Europe. In France, these events nearly led to a revolution and the French people voted to become a republic, the Third Republic. Their disgraced emperor, Napoleon III, and his family were forced to spend their last years living in exile in England. Humbled and embittered, the French looked for a chance to avenge their humiliation and regain their lost provinces.


It is often not appreciated that Germany did not exist as a nation until 1871. The creation of a united Germany was virtually the work of one man, Bismarck, nicknamed the ‘Iron Chancellor’. In 1888, Frederick III who was married to Victoria, daughter of Queen Victoria, the Queen of Britain, succeeded his father but he reigned for less then four months before he died of throat cancer. The German throne next passed to Kaiser Wilhelm II, soon to be infamously known as ‘Kaiser Bill’ who quickly rid himself of the restraining influence of Bismarck, and began to follow reckless policies that were to endanger the peace of Europe.


The Emperor Franz Ferdinand, already in his mid-sixties, ruled over the ramshackle multi-racial empire of Austria-Hungary. Famed for his austere living – it is said that his spartan bedroom only contained a bed and washstand – his life was dogged by a series of unusual personal tragedies. His brother, the self-appointed Emperor of Mexico, was executed by rebels whilst his son, Rudolf, shot himself as part of a suicide pact with his mistress at Mayerling. In addition, his wife, the Empress Elizabeth, was stabbed to death by an anarchist whilst another son, Karl Ludwig, died from typhoid after drinking the waters of the River Jordan whilst on a pilgrimage. By this time, the heir to the throne of Austria-Hungary was his remaining closest relative, his nephew, Franz Ferdinand and it was the assassination of this nephew that was to lead directly to the outbreak of war in 1914.


Tsar Nicholas II who ruled the massive Russian Empire that stretched from Europe across Asia to the Pacific Ocean in the east also faced difficulties. Dominated by his German-born wife and influenced by a self-styled holy man, the evil Rasputin, a tragedy of his life was that his only son, Alexei, was a haemophiliac. Nicholas’s autocratic rule was under threat from revolutionary groups who sought to overthrow the monarchy and introduce a democratic style of government and bring about other much needed reforms. In 1904, Nicholas foolishly tried to gain popularity by becoming involved in a war against small and presumably weak Japan, as he thought he could gain an easy victory. However, it was a folly and the Russians were defeated and humiliated on land and sea. This led to even greater unrest amongst the Russian people and an attempted revolution. Faced by strikes and demonstrations, order was restored when Nicholas offered a range of concessions to the Russian people including an elected assembly. Even so, the situation in Russia remained fraught with danger.


The feuding royal dynasties


Apart from republican France, royal families ruled the major powers of Europe. The leading royal dynasties were the British House of Hanover, the German House of Hohenzollern, the Russian House of Romanov, the long established House of Habsburg in Austria-Hungary and in Italy, the House of Savoy. Although intermarriage had created close ties of kinship, it in no way prevented the royal families from feuding.
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Figure 2 The Feuding Royal Houses


Of the nine children of Queen Victoria, the Queen of Britain, the eldest, Princess Victoria, married the German Kaiser, Frederick III, popularly known as Fritz. In 1859, she gave birth to a son, Wilhelm who, as Wilhelm II, became Kaiser in 1888 and was to rule Germany during the First World War. Victoria’s second child, Edward, a portly high-living prince, succeeded his mother to the throne in 1901 and reigned until his death in 1910 when he was succeeded by his son, George V. Alice, Victoria’s third child, married the German prince Louis of Hesse. Their daughter, Alexandra, married Nicholas II, Tsar of Russia. This meant that the British King, George V, was a cousin of both the German Kaiser, Wilhelm II, and Alexandra, the Tsarina of Russia. Since their mothers were Danish princesses and sisters, George V was also a cousin of Nicholas II and although they got on well, neither liked nor trusted their German cousin, Wilhelm II. It is interesting to note that in 1901, her son, King Edward VII, her grandson, Kaiser Wilhelm, and Tsar Nicholas II of Russia all attended Queen Victoria’s funeral. Yet within 20 years, two would themselves be dead and the third facing self-imposed exile.


Great power rivalry


Each of the great powers was ambitious, mindful of its own needs and jealous of the others. As the years passed this jealousy turned first to bitter rivalry. Frenchmen looked forward to what they considered would be an inevitable war with Germany during which they would gain revenge for their defeat in 1870 and which would give them the chance to regain Alsace and Lorraine. For his part, the German Kaiser was jealous of Britain’s colonial expansion and commercial prosperity and wanted to extend his own country’s influence in the world. He was convinced that the future greatness of Germany was dependent on her becoming a naval power. As he put it, ‘We have fought for a place in the sun and won it. Our future is on the water.’ Naturally the British became alarmed when Germany seemed intent on challenging her long-standing supremacy on the seas.


The scene changed dramatically in 1906 when the British launched the first of a new class of powerful, ironclad warships. Called HMS Dreadnought, its range, speed and firepower outclassed German battleships and made them obsolete. The Germans referred to their own battleships as being fünf-minuten ships, ‘five-minute ships’, the time they would last when confronted by a Dreadnought. During the years that followed, Britain and Germany became involved in a naval race to build the greatest number of Dreadnought-class battleships. As Admiral von Tirpitz masterminded the building of a powerful German fleet, so the British government dithered as to the number they should build. The British public had no such doubts. A popular British music-hall song of the day was ‘We want eight and we won’t wait’. The effects of this rivalry were serious; the building of such ships proved a great financial burden for both countries.
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Figure 3 The Balkans in 1914


Austria-Hungary and Russia had long been rivals in an area of south-east Europe known as the Balkans. The whole region had once been part of the Ottoman Empire and had been ruled by the Turks. As the Turkish Empire fell apart, so both powers tried to take advantage of the situation and extend their influence in the area. Both had common frontiers with the former Turkish provinces whilst Russia claimed the additional advantage of sharing the same Slav heritage as many of the Balkan peoples.


 In the squabble between the two countries, Kaiser Wilhelm firmly backed Austria-Hungary. Germany had also tried to get on good terms with the Sultan of Turkey by building a railway that linked Berlin with Baghdad and promising financial and military aid. Neither Austria-Hungary nor Russia seemed to appreciate that the peoples of the Balkans hoped to set up their own independent Slav state free from their influence. One Balkan country more than any other stood firmly against Austrian domination – little Serbia.


From rivalries to alliances and ententes


Alliances are formed when nations bind themselves together by treaties and this often happens when countries share a common fear and look for security on the basis of safety in numbers. During the years when Bismarck was the Chancellor of Germany, he planned a series of alliances with other countries that were intended to safeguard Germany from any possible threat from Russia or the chance that France might wage a war of revenge. In 1879, he formed a Dual Alliance with neighbouring Austria-Hungary by which the countries agreed to help each other if attacked by another. The Dual Alliance became a Triple Alliance when they were joined by Italy who was, at best, a half-hearted member. Although the Kaiser claimed that the Triple Alliance was defensive in nature, the existence of such a powerful bloc of nations in central Europe spread alarm amongst their neighbours. Since both France and Russia thought the Triple Alliance was aimed at them, it was inevitable that they would come together to gain greater security and this they did in 1894. The threat posed by Kaiser Wilhelm’s Germany also made it necessary for Britain and France to settle their differences. Many hatchets had to be buried before the two countries could reach a closer understanding and in 1904, an Anglo-French Entente was agreed. It became popularly known as the Entente Cordiale. An entente is not a formal alliance but more an agreement to settle differences and work more closely together. Eventually a Triple Entente was formed that embraced France, Britain and Russia. It was now the Kaiser’s turn to be alarmed since it appeared that the Entente powers encircled Germany. More significantly, the creation of a system of alliances and ententes meant that the European great powers were now divided into two hostile armed camps, clearly posing a threat to the future peace in Europe.
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Figure 4 Europe Divided – The Triple Alliance and The Triple Entente


In such a situation all that was needed was a provocative act, a spark, to plunge Europe into war. The German Kaiser, described as having ‘the touchiness of a prima donna and the conceit of a small child’, was not best suited to dealing with such a situation.


 


‘Now tell us all about the war,


And what we fought each other for.’


(Robert Southey, 1774–1843)


The coming of war


A crisis is a decisive moment, a turning point when at a time of danger, things can go either one way or the other. There were two areas in Europe where provocative acts led to crises which might have led to war – Morocco in North Africa and the Balkans.


In 1905, Kaiser Wilhelm II challenged French rights to be involved in the affairs of Morocco when he travelled to Tangier to pay a courtesy call on the Sultan. During his visit he made a provocative speech openly supporting Moroccan independence and challenging the right of France to exercise authority over the country. The French were outraged by the Kaiser’s audacity and the following year the major European powers attended a conference at the Spanish port of Algeciras to discuss the issue. If Wilhelm’s aim was to test the solidarity of the Triple Entente, he would have been disappointed since Britain and Russia stood firmly behind France. The outcome was an unwelcome rebuff for the German Kaiser but the issue of Morocco was far from settled. In 1911, tribesmen attacked the Moroccan town of Fez and the French sent troops to restore order and garrison the town. The German response was to dispatch the gunboat Panther to the nearby port of Agadir on the pretext of safeguarding their country’s interests in the area. This was a rash act of brinkmanship. Once again Britain stood by France and even went as far as to begin the partial mobilization of the Royal Navy! Not wishing to risk war, the Kaiser was forced to back down. Wilhelm had once again lost face and the affront angered the German people who put the blame squarely on Britain. Britain was now seen as the main enemy and a wave of anti-British feeling swept Germany. The years that followed were the most frantic in the naval race between the two countries and with the Kaiser angry and frustrated, he was likely to act even more irresponsibly than before.
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A Punch Cartoon of 1912 Which Shows The Leaders of The Great European Powers Sitting on A Pot Marked ‘Balkan Troubles’, Indicates Their Concern as The Situation in The Region Reaches Boiling Point.


In 1898, Bismarck commented, ‘If there is ever another war in Europe, it will come out of some dammed silly thing in the Balkans’. How true his prophecy turned out to be. In 1908, Austria-Hungary annexed Bosnia. It was an act that infuriated Bosnia’s neighbours and unsettled the whole Balkan region.


During the year 1912, the Balkans was torn by unrest that ended in war. The First Balkan War of 1912 lasted barely 50 days and the following year this was followed by the Second Balkan War. The outcome of the wars led to much bitterness and was to decide which side the various Balkan states would join in the event of any future war.


Assassination at Sarajevo


At around 11 a.m. on the morning of Sunday 28 June 1914, the heir to the throne of Austria-Hungary and his wife were assassinated by a teenage student in Sarajevo, the capital of Bosnia. Bosnia, forcibly annexed by the Austrians in 1908, was a dangerous country for any member of the Austrian royal house to visit. The state visit by the heir to the Austrian throne was a provocative act and always likely to attract a response from one of the secret societies that were part of the Pan Slav movement. The victims were Archduke Franz Ferdinand and his wife Sophie. As we have seen, the Archduke became heir to the throne as the result of the number of bizarre tragedies that befell the Emperor’s family. He was said to have been ‘a humourless, hectoring man, who killed animals in large numbers, but was conscientious and not unintelligent’. He was certainly a devoted family man. He married Sophie, who came from an aristocratic but poor Czech family, against the wishes of the Emperor. The marriage was declared morganatic which meant that any children would be debarred from succeeding to the throne. The assassin, Gavrilo Princip, had three accomplices. They were Serbians who belonged to Union or Death, a secret society better known as the Black Hand.


The Archduke arrived in the Bosnian capital fully aware of the risks he was taking. It was also his wedding anniversary. Together with his wife, he proceeded from the railway station to the town hall in a procession of open cars. On the way, a bomb was thrown at their car but it fell on the folded roof and bounced under the car following behind. Even though 20 people were wounded, the Archduke did not lose his composure. Sadly, his good fortune did not survive their return journey. His driver lost his way and as he stopped to reverse the car, Princip ran from the crowd of onlookers and fired at his victims from point-blank range. The stricken Archduke cried out to his wife, ‘Sophie, Sophie don’t die. Live for our children.’ The Duchess died first followed by the Archduke, his jugular vein severed by a bullet. No murder in history has had such calamitous consequences.


‘War by timetable’


The sequence of events that followed the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand seemed to follow a prescribed order and has been described by the historian A. J. P. Taylor as ‘War by timetable’. He wrote, ‘Sarajevo had set in motion machinery which could not be stopped’ (War By Timetable, 1969).


Even though an investigation by Austrian officials failed to find any link to connect the Serbian government with the murders, the matter was not allowed to rest. In the Austrian capital, Vienna, there were politicians and military leaders who urged war and saw the assassination as a heaven-sent opportunity to eliminate Serbia, who was regarded as the champion of Pan Slavism in the Balkans.


Crucial to the outcome was the attitude of Germany, Austria-Hungary’s powerful ally. In the event, the Kaiser let it be known that Germany would ‘stand faithfully by Austria-Hungary, as required by the obligations of their treaty’. In effect, the guaranteed backing of Germany gave the Austrians carte-blanche, complete freedom of action, to do as they wished. They sent an ultimatum to Serbia listing ten demands. The Serbs reply was conciliatory and they rejected only one demand that appeared to infringe their country’s sovereignty. As Austria-Hungary began to mobilize her forces for war so Britain and France called for a conference to discuss the crisis. On 28 July 1914, Austria invaded Serbia. Although the Tsar’s confidante, Rasputin, warned, ‘Let papa not plan war, for with the war will come an end of Russia and yourselves’, Nicholas’s reaction was to put his own forces on a war footing. When a German demand for an end to these preparations was ignored, Germany declared war on Russia. Next the Germans sought an undertaking of neutrality from France. The French government replied that it would be ‘guided by her own interests’ and began to mobilize for war. On 3 August 1914, the Germans falsely claimed that French aircraft had dropped bombs on a German city and declared war on France.


The British involvement


Although Britain was a member of the Triple Entente, she was not committed to joining the war. At home, public opinion was divided. One view was expressed by a newspaper that commented ‘We care as little for Belgrade (the capital of Serbia) as Belgrade cares for Manchester’ but others thought that, as a matter of honour, Britain should immediately side with her Entente partners. But in the end the matter was settled for them. Years before the war, the Germans had devised a plan, the Schlieffen Plan, that was intended to bring about the speedy defeat of France and avoid the possibility of having to fight on two fronts. In order to be able to outflank the French armies, the plan required the Belgian government to agree to the passage of German troops across their country. When the request was turned down, German troops invaded Belgium. Years before in 1839, Britain and other European powers including Germany had agreed to a treaty by which they collectively guaranteed the neutrality of Belgium. The British government sent an ultimatum to Germany demanding the withdrawal of their troops and that the neutrality of Belgium be respected. The Kaiser ignored the demands after being advised that Britain would be unlikely to go to war ‘just for a scrap of paper’. When, on 4 August 1914, the time set for a response to the ultimatum expired, Britain declared war on Germany. As the last minutes of peace ticked away, the British foreign secretary, Sir Edward Grey, standing in the window of his office in Whitehall likened what was happening in Europe to the actions of a man in the street below who was dimming the gaslights. He famously remarked, ‘The lamps are going out all over Europe; we shall not see them lit again in our lifetime.’
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A Punch Cartoon of August 1914 Shows Plucky Belgium Standing Firm Against German Threats.


What became of the assassins?


Immediately after he had fired the shots that killed Franz Ferdinand, Gavrilo Princip attempted to commit suicide. He failed and was dragged to the local police station. Under torture, he betrayed the names of his accomplices and they were arrested. Their trial lasted a month and at the end all but Princip were sentenced to death. The actual assassin was under age and escaped the hangman’s noose by just a fortnight. Instead he was sentenced to spend 20 years in an Austrian prison. The Austrian authorities did not intend him to live and he died in April 1918 with one arm amputated and suffering from tubercular ulcers.


Prior to his execution, one of Princip’s accomplices, Nedeljiko Cabrinivic, wrote a letter to his three-year-old daughter:


 


‘My child, the only thing that your father can leave you is his honest and untarnished name … When you grow up and you will hear about those tumultuous times in which your father lived. If you understand them, you will forgive him … Be honest and love the people whose roots are your own.’


To the Slav people, the assassins were heroes. Later, a museum was built in Sarajevo to commemorate Princip’s bravery and was named in his honour.








	02


	The Opening Moves on The Western Front








This chapter will cover:


•  the initial reaction to the outbreak of war


•  the Schlieffen Plan


•  the importance of the retreat from Mons and the Battle of the Marne


•  the Christmas truce of 1914.


 


‘Tramp, tramp, the grim road from Mons to Wipers


I’ve ‘ammered out this ditty with me bruised and bleedin’ feet.


Tramp, tramp, the dim road – we didn’t ‘ave no pipers,


And bellies that was ‘oller was the drums we ‘ad to beat.’


(The Red Retreat, Rhymes of a Red Cross Man, Robert Service, 1916)


Reactions to the outbreak of war


Press reports and rumour meant that the last weeks of peace had something of an unreal quality. There was no mood of impending crisis and people continued with their everyday lives and enjoyed their summer pleasures. In Germany, the Kaiser left for a yachting holiday in the Norwegian fjords; in France, the President made plans to visit Russia; in Britain, the King opened a conference on the issue of home rule for Ireland. However, once war was declared, governments found it easy to stir up patriotic fervour. Jubilant crowds in jingoistic mood took to the streets in Berlin, Paris, Vienna, St. Petersburg and London to cheer and sing. In Britain, military leaders spoke of a war that would be ‘over by Christmas’. In Berlin, the German Chancellor remarked solemnly, ‘Just for a scrap of paper, Great Britain is going to make war with a kindred nation that desires nothing better than to be friends with her.’ Whilst the Kaiser reflected, ‘To think that George and Nicky have played me false! If my grandmother [Queen Victoria] had been alive, she would never have allowed it’, his son, the Crown Prince took a different line and claimed to be delighted at the prospect of ‘a gay and jolly little war’. He further jested that it would be a case of ‘lunch in Paris, dinner in St. Petersburg’. In towns and cities across Europe, men queued to ‘join up’ for what they regarded as the start of a great adventure. They might have better considered the words of a wise American president, ‘Older men declare war. But it is the young that must fight and die.’


Opening moves and the Schlieffen Plan


As nations continued to mobilize their armies and fleets, Germany had already worked out a master plan for the quick and decisive defeat of her enemies. The German military leaders had long feared the prospect of engaging two enemies simultaneously – Russia in the east and France in the west. Count Alfred von Schlieffen, the former German Chief of Staff, calculated that it would take Russia longer to mobilize her forces than France and therefore decided to use the bulk of the German army to win a speedy and decisive victory over the French. France defeated, he would then turn to the east and deal with the Tsar’s armies. His plan, the ‘revolving door technique’, required the German armies to sweep through neutral Belgium into northern France and advance to the west of Paris. The Germans would then swing south in a wide arc to outflank the French armies defending their common border with Germany and force them to surrender. If the Belgians resisted, the main obstacles to the German advance would be Liege and Namur since these fortress towns would be stoutly defended. The plan also involved risks – the Russians might mobilize more quickly than expected and the invasion of Belgium might draw Britain into the war. Schlieffen, who died in 1912, did not live long enough to see his plan put into effect. On 4 August 1914, German troops invaded Belgium and within a fortnight Brussels had fallen and Antwerp was under siege. Meanwhile a British Expeditionary Force (BEF), under the command of Field Marshal Sir John French, had sailed for France. Once landed, it took up position next to the French in the path of the advancing Germans.


Mons and the Marne


The BEF was made up of some 70,000 regular soldiers and reservists. Referred to scathingly by the German Kaiser as ‘a contemptible little army’, they were highly trained infantrymen and what they lacked in numbers they more than made up for in their professionalism and skilled use of their main weapon, the Lee-Enfield rifle.


The first British encounter with the enemy occurred close to the Belgian coal-mining town of Mons when Irish Dragoons came face to face with a force of Uhlans, German cavalry. At Mons, the BEF fought the Germans to a standstill among the slag heaps close to the Mons-Conde Canal and the battle gave birth to the legend of the ‘Angels of Mons’ when some British soldiers claimed to have been helped by angel-like English archers from a bygone age. The rumour was repeated by returning wounded soldiers who were probably delirious but it was nevertheless believed by some. The early British success at Mons was short lived. To the south the French were in retreat and this meant that the BEF risked being outflanked. They had no choice other than to retreat. The historian John Terraine has written, ‘Mons scarcely rates as a battle at all, there was certainly no evidence that it slowed the Germans to any noticeable extent’ (Mons, 1960).


The retreat from Mons was a slow rearguard action doggedly fought by exhausted and footsore British infantrymen described by Terraine as ‘men stumbling more like ghosts than living soldiers, unconscious of everything about them, but still moving under the magic impulse of discipline and regimental pride’. At Le Cateau, British units under Major General Smith Dorrien stood to fight the Germans who were in hot pursuit and there they briefly held overwhelming forces. Fighting from shallow, hastily prepared trenches, both the Germans and the British inflicted and suffered heavy losses before continuing their retreat. Afterwards, the British commander-in-chief, Field Marshal Sir John French, showed his resentment at Smith Dorrien’s decision to stand and fight by removing him from command on the pretext of bad health. Heavily outnumbered, the BEF aimed to delay the German advance long enough for the French to regroup and rush forward fresh reserves. After only ten days of fighting, the Germans were still surging forward and closing in on Paris. Only one obstacle lay in the way – the River Marne.


Although the speed of the German advance had been impressive, it had created problems. As they advanced, so their lines of communication became stretched and with the Russians mobilizing more speedily than expected, troops had to be withdrawn and sent to the east. At this point, the German High Command decided to tinker with Schlieffen’s original plan. Instead of sweeping to the west of Paris and encircling the French capital, they decided to pursue the retreating French to the east of the city. This proved to be a major blunder. The move weakened the left flank of the German army and gave the Allies, the name now given to those fighting on the side of France and Britain, the chance to counterattack. In Paris, the governor of the city assembled reserves and sent them forward to the front line in taxis, the famous ‘taxis of the Marne’. For two weeks, the Battle of the Marne raged along a 250-kilometre (155-mile) front. As the German position became increasingly precarious, so they were forced to retreat from the River Marne to a new defensive line to the north-east along the River Aisne. The outcome of the battle has been referred to as ‘the miracle of the Marne’ and because of its significance, some have gone as far as to regard it as ‘the most important of the twentieth century’. It halted the German advance, ensured the failure of the Schlieffen Plan and brought about the dismissal of senior German generals. It is only possible to speculate on what the effect a German victory might have had on the outcome of war and even the future history of Europe. What was certain was that any chance of a quick end to the war had finally gone and the war would definitely not be over by Christmas!
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