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Foreword

THE principles of conduct of war and conduct of combat as expounded in this book by Field Marshal General Ritter Wilhelm von Leeb were written only a few years before the present war.

Von Leeb realistically and meticulously examined and reexamined the existing conceptions of defense to analyze what of value remained from World War I. He originally published his theories in the Militaerwissenschaftliche Rundschau (“The Scientific Military Review”) of the German War Office. They were later issued in book form, under the title Die Abwehr, in Berlin in 1938, and appear for the first time in English translation in this work.

In his DEFENSE von Leeb, as a military thinker and scientist, comparable to any of the outstanding authorities of the old German army—Schlieffen, Falkenhayn, Groner, Seeckt, etc.—offered his government a plan for the next war in which Germany might be engaged. It is estimated by competent judges as probably “the most important piece of research in the field of strategy and tactics in modern warfare that has appeared in a decade.”

The substance of von Leeb’s theories was developed in parallel and simultaneously in Berlin and Moscow. Some of the ideas were included in the 1936 Soviet Field Service Regulations. However, according to Max Werner*, Hitler rejected von Leeb’s plan, while the Russian army in 1941 fought under it and stopped the Germans.

Von Leeb’s recommendation was that the war be opened with active defense, as a preparation for the offensive later. He wrote in DEFENSE:

“Since in any war to come we [Germany] cannot count on numerical superiority or superiority in war materials, the defense must help to support and prepare the attack, which can alone bring a decision. In event of the enemy’s absolute superiority, his strength and power must be worn down.”

His plan of defense was to be adjusted in accordance with the enemy’s war plan, with the object of maintaining a successful defense against it, for, as he wrote:

“We know that defense is dependent upon attack. It must be adapted to the measures of the aggressor. Its state is that of operative and tactical dependence upon the attacker in war, in an operation or in an engagement.”

Defense is aimed at attaining a shift in favor of the defender in the balance of power.

“More than ever before, the defense is in a position to serve its original purpose, on account of its increased power. The purpose is to break the strength of the attacker, to parry his blows, to weaken him and to bleed him white. The reversal of strength resulting from this will enable the defender himself to acquire the strength to attack.”

In emphasizing the importance of having at all times ample reserves in readiness, von Leeb says:

“In the final analysis the question of which side can maintain fresh reserves decides the success of the defense as well as that of the break-through.”

Use of weapons of offense is required in the defense.

“The defense, as well as the attack, can put aviation and speedily-moving units of all sorts to excellent use. They certainly can mitigate, even neutralize, perhaps, the advantages possessed by the offensive in tanks and planes. Weapons of the same kind must be opposed by Operative defense to an attack by such arms and weapons. These are needed by the defense as well as the attack”

Strategy of attrition against a stronger enemy is urged by him.

“The first aim, when the enemy has great superiority, is to reduce the disproportion by strategy of delaying combat; a strategy of attrition that has for its purpose the weakening of the enemy to a point where one is strong enough to attack.”

Two combat forms are placed by von Leeb to the forefront of effective modern defensive strategy, i.e.: battle in depth and systematic cooperation between different service arms.

“Mobility in grouping, deep rear organization, are demanded by tactical defense. Also formations in deep echelon. By these one is enabled to absorb enemy surprise actions, to slow up the attack and entangle the enemy in an advanced defense network, to deprive him of his strength and, above all, to gain time for countermeasures. New weapons and means of combat, fast units, aviation, the broad use of all kinds of artificial obstacles are today in a position to make the defense more varied, more mobile, to take it away from rigid linear forms of trench warfare and to organize it in depth.

“Coordination of all arms and means is a basic condition for full utilization of every defense possibility. In our war experience, 1914-18, we learned the meaning of close cooperation amongst all infantry arms and between artillery and infantry. But before an enemy equipped with strong armored forces, this cooperation is no longer sufficient. It now must be augmented by a uniform plan of antitank defense; employment of all means of reconnaissance, use of artificial obstacles of all kinds, combined use of all offensive arms, the preparation and use of reserves, armored units, aviation. Not one arm alone nor one method by itself brings the decision. Cooperation amongst all of them is necessary.”

Von Leeb, known as the “Family-Tree General” because of his authorship of the Chronicle of the von Leeb Family, is an aristocrat famed for his austerity and forbidding personality.

“If von Leeb ever tried to smile, it would crack his face,” his friend, Marshal Siegmund Wilhelm List, said of him.

Von Leeb was born in 1872 and christened Wilhelm Joseph Franz. He entered the Bavarian 4th Artillery Regiment at the age of 19, fought at Peking in 1900 during the Boxer uprising and, after special training at the War Academy, was assigned to the Prussian General Staff. At the beginning of World War I, von Leeb was a captain on the General Staff of the 2d Bavarian Army Corps and served with the 11th Bavarian Infantry Division on the Western Front. At the time of the Armistice, he was attached to the army group commanded by Crown Prince Rupert of Bavaria. He received the Max Josef Bavarian Military Order and after the revolution helped crush the red government in Bavaria.

After the war, he remained on the General Staff, where he was steadily promoted. He received two successive troop commands: those of the 7th Division in Munich and Army Group II in Cassel. He was promoted General of artillery in 1934 and, after 42 years of service, was retired at 62 with the rank of Colonel General.

World War II saw him recalled to active duty. He did not play a prominent role in the Campaign of France, because he was not assigned to a decisive sector. The laurels went to his colleague and rival, General von Kleist, who commanded the army group that broke the spine of the French resistance by winning the premier successes of all modern wars: Sedan, Montherme, Dinant. Von Leeb, the great advocate of extensive and economical defense under certain conditions, was assigned to a defensive job. His was the successful task of tying up the French forces entrenched on the Maginot Line, so as to prevent their being switched to the critical zone of operations further west. Not until the French forces were in full disintegration did General Weygand give the order to retreat.

Von Leeb chose this moment to attack and accelerate the French rout. The great strategical barrier of the Rhine on June 15th was crossed by his troops, which used smoke screens and were helped by a powerful artillery. Von Leeb exploited his success and crushed the French defense in Alsace-Lorraine. In July, 1940, he obtained the rank of Field Marshal General. He was also given the Knight’s Cross of the Iron Cross.

Field Marshal von Leeb’s great contribution to the German blitz campaigns of World War II was the brilliant action of the northern group of armies he commanded against Russia from June 22, 1941. He carried the initial main effort against 65 Russian divisions concentrated north of the Pinsk marshes and defeated them in a series of swift and powerful engagements centered around Kaunas, which recall the typical battle on the inner lines fought at Tannenberg in 1914.

The objectives of his army group were the seizure of Lithuania, the break-through of the Stalin Line and the capture of Leningrad. The Russian northern group had pushed too far away from its bases, in a flat country without any serious strategical obstacles. Of its 65 divisions, 50 had been sent west of the Niemen River, with the probable intention of starting an offensive. It was surprised by the swift German attack, forced into disorderly retreat and split into helpless and awkward masses which one by one became isolated and were reduced. The situation as it developed offered to the Germans an ideal repetition of the Tannenberg battle. The Russian northern group could not be helped by the southern group from which it was cut off by the Pinsk marshes.

Von Leeb’s advance was well prepared and thought out. His enemy was paralyzed by a tremendous bludgeon blow in the air which destroyed many planes on the ground and interrupted their communications with the rear, thus forbidding any timely intervention from the Stalin Line. Then the Lithuanians revolted, seized Kaunas and Vilna and destroyed depots. They held both cities with 10,000 insurgents until the arrival of the German panzers.

The main German thrust was delivered from the north against the Russian concentration around Kaunas. It succeeded completely. The defenders then retreated around Minsk, where a great panzer battle took place. The Germans displayed their ability to utilize the tanks en masse. Counterattacking with their infantry in dense waves of 10 successive firing lines, the Russians were mowed down with terrific losses.

Quick reorganization after their victories at Kaunas and Minsk allowed a renewed German advance. The Stalin Line consisted of a series of towns and centers of communication organized in strongholds of resistance, such as Dvinsk, Polotsk, Vitevsk, Mogilev and, after the Pinsk marshes, Korosten. They were insufficiently held, a good part of the troops having been sent forward. At the beginning of July, 1941, the Germans were already in contact with this defensive zone. The Russians had not destroyed the bridges, hoping to use them in saving the forces sent west. The German advance surprised the defenders in full period of installation, awaiting the arrival of reinforcements from the east. Against this insufficient preparation, the plane-gun-tank combination reduced the strongholds one by one. Von Leeb had proved that a complete defeat could be inflicted upon an enemy numerically superior, having a greater quantity of armored matériel, but allowing himself to be surprised strategically, outmaneuvered and constantly outgunned. (The Russians committed the same mistakes as the French in 1940.)

Having broken through the Stalin Line on August 21, 1941, von Leeb assembled an army of 300,000 infantrymen, four divisions of shock troops, 1000 tanks and 1000 planes at Leningrad. Two months later, Russia’s second city and key stronghold of the entire northern theater of operations, was surrounded. But he failed to take it. The Russian national flag still flew over the former Czarist capital in September 1942, when the Russians broke through the first lines of German defenses in an attempt to raise the siege.

There have been reports that the Marshal offered his resignation and had been replaced. In spite of this lack of success at the hands of the energetic Russian people, von Leeb deserves to be considered one of the outstanding strategists of World War II.


*The Great Offensive, by Max Werner. Copyright, The Viking Press, New York.




INTRODUCTION

THE attack suits the soldier better than defense. All warlike and fighting virtues such as daring, decision, courage, offensive spirit, destructive will and self-confidence are awakened by, and take their full value from, offensive action. These virtues repel influences—such as chance, incertitude, doubt, irresolution, hesitancy, the unforeseen—which affect the conduct of battle and the conduct of war. But also they make their success questionable.

“If prudence should be the particular genius of defense, audacity and confidence belong to offense,” says Clausewitz.

The moral power of self-confidence, of initiative, make the offensive superior to the defensive. The attacker feels superior in power and will.

That is why the offensive is the force which, in the conduct of war and combat proper, wins the decision. It fulfills the primary aim of war; forces the enemy down, vanquishes him, compels him to give way and makes him disposed to accept peace.

[Translators’ Note: One has to distinguish, indeed, between conduct of war and conduct of combat. 1. Conduct of war is on the strategic level; the Germans would say operational level, because it involves not only mere disposition of forces in view of future operations, but also all problems of transportation, supply, etc. Conduct of combat is confined to the tactical level where one’s forces are already facing the enemy on the terrain. 2. Both are not always in accord with each other. What may bring success on a certain sector of operations may not be useful to the success of global strategy. A general-in-chief has, as it were, a certain budget in personnel and matériel. The repartition of means and weapons at his disposal is of a decisive importance. History abounds in instances of victories rendered useless through an inadequate division of forces.]

The very essence of defense is distinctly opposed to that of offense.

Defense, to say the least, is forced waiting. It tries to anticipate the intentions and activities of the attacker, so as to take the proper measures. Hence, defense depends upon the moves of the attacker. It springs from a feeling of weakness, of moral and numerical inferiority.

“Defense is mostly the necessary recourse of distress; the defenders are nearly always in a critical position.” So Clausewitz sets out the defensive.

Defense vs. Offense

Clausewitz depicts defense as “the stronger form;” offense as “the weaker one.” This interpretation can best be understood, from the point of view of actually conducting a combat, in the following manner: The activities of the attacker mainly are those of movement and fire. During his advance the attacker generally can make no use of his own arms. While advancing he becomes an open target for the fire of the defender, whose activity consists in fire, not in movement. The defender finds a favorable terrain, digs in, hides and protects himself from losses. These advantages of tactical defense are transferred to the strategic defense.

“The aim of the defensive is to hold; that of the offensive, to win. It is easier to hold than to win.”

Since defense is thus the “stronger form,” if only in a figurative sense, it is used by the weaker combatant, or the one who feels weaker or who does not believe he has sufficient superiority, so indispensable for attack. By means of this “stronger form”—the defensive—he desires to attain a compensation in forces and exhaust the attacker, until such time as he judges himself strong enough to take the offensive, which is the only form that gains the decision.

“One should make use of the defensive, which has a negative aim, only when one must resort to it because of weakness; but it must be abandoned so soon as one is strong enough to conceive the positive aim.” (Clausewitz)

A decision through defense alone, is conceivable only when the attacker is so exhausted that he renounces any continuation of the war or combat, even in a defensive way. When such a case presents itself, the “strategy of exhaustion”—about which there was so much discussion both before 1914 and after 1918—has fulfilled its object. However, in the hostilities between valorous nations, one could not very well count upon such a breakdown of will-power, especially when it involves the survival or complete annihilation of a people.

A courageous foe can be forced down only through force. Warlike, fighting strength reaches its peak in the tactical and strategic attack. Only in the offensive can those previously mentioned warlike virtues be best displayed. The offensive hence corresponds better than the defensive to what constitutes the very essence of the soldier.

Defensive Cannot be Eliminated

From all this, one might infer that in the conduct both of war and combat one should utilize only the offensive as the surest means of attaining success. Unfortunately, however, this is not the case; nor is it possible, when considering the problems of the nations involved and the particular conditions of the combat. Neither in the conduct of war nor of combat can the defensive be eliminated.

Thus, the art of war depends first upon the reasons which brought it about and the aims to be fulfilled after the successful cessation of hostilities; further, on the ways and means put at the disposal of those responsible for the conduct of war or combat; and finally, on the possibilities of replacement of personnel and matériel. “The less great the political aim, the less important our efforts.” (Clausewitz)

With armies numbering millions and the corresponding requirements in ammunition, it is impossible to resort to constant attack. Winter and impassable mountains can render attacking impossible.

There are other reasons which divert combatants from offensive warfare and compel them to be satisfied with a more sluggish conduct of hostilities, or a “strategy of manoeuvering.” Those reasons lie in the impossibility of replacing necessaries, dependence upon reserve stores, the unreliability of mercenaries—mostly foreigners who lack a true feeling for the country on the side of which they are arrayed.

“To us Germans, defense has a particular significance, because in all the wars which had to be fought since the time of Frederick the Great, we found ourselves obviously on the defensive—politically as well as militarily—on account of our geographical position.”

Frederick the Great had to defend himself, with his small band of Prussians, against the attacks of a considerably superior force. In the wars of liberation, we had to reconquer our lost political freedom. In 1870-71, the pretentions of the French had to be repelled. In World War I, we had to defend ourselves, as did Frederick the Great, against a world of enemies.

G. H. Q. Memorandum

G. H. Q. sized up the general political situation of Germany, [internationally] before World War I in a memorandum dated December 12, 1912, which was sent to the Chancellor. It was couched thus concisely: “Russia has the understandable desire to implant herself, through the downfall of Austria, as the predominant Slav power in Europe. France wants to reconquer her lost provinces and take revenge for her fall in 1870. England wishes, with the help of her allies, to free herself from the nightmare of German seapower.”

All these “wishes” could be satisfied only by an attack upon Germany. But Germany had no desire either to expand her territory, or to acquire sea hegemony.

Together with political encirclement, went a military predominance of the Triple Alliance, which directed all its forces toward the exterior. France levied, before the war, an average of 83% of her enrolled men; Germany, only 54%. The German G. H. Q. counted the respective forces of both sides, thus:


Germany and the Central Powers

would have 3,547,000 men

Our enemies would have 5,856,000 men



As events proved, this data corresponded closely to the truth.

To this military superiority on the enemy side was added the particularly unfavorable geographical position of Germany. Her frontiers, both in the east and west, were almost open and scarcely protected by nature. East Prussia, situated farther east, was vulnerable to attack by Russia. Access from overseas—except the Baltic Sea—was easy to bar. Our military means, already inferior in themselves, had to create fronts on five sides.

The political, military and geographical positions of Germany pointed entirely towards the defensive. Our country had to face a political and military supremacy which threatened her existence as a nation and ours, as a people.

We have thus to show which conceptions—strategic for the conduct of war and tactical for the conduct of combat proper—prevailed in this defense, and to what extent the will to carry on a decisive war was linked with these conceptions.

Then, by examples drawn from World War I it will be shown to what extent these conceptions of strategic and tactical defense were verified in the hostilities and exposed to changes and other developments.

Finally, the defense must be discussed in the light of its present day effectiveness.

[TRANSLATORS’ NOTE: The Germans have always been haunted by the idea of encirclement; and since the true father of their nationalistic policy is Frederick the Great it is not to be wondered that this foremost preoccupation started with him. It has ever been present in the minds of the military caste as the postulatum upon which they built their operation plans. This explains why they are past-masters in the art of conducting operations on the inner lines.

There is one most curious aspect of German psychology: They consider themselves most unfortunate that nature and historical developments have put the Vaterland in the position in which it is. They sadly complain about it and seek to provoke the pity of understanding peoples throughout the world. At the same time they are more than ready, not only to take advantage of it, but to abuse it and utilize to the fullest all of the enormous strategic possibilities their geographic position procures them. It can be observed that in each war Germany assails brusquely by surprise an enemy on one side; then, having had time to cope with the first enemy, she turns around and deals with the remaining foe.

In peacetime, the German statesmen have successfully made theirs the Clausewitz axiom: War is but “the continuation of policy by means of force.” Offensives cannot be undertaken on all fronts. In the conduct of war there is a full-scale and mass attack on one well-chosen front, but a general defensive elsewhere. Under “peace” conditions, we have seen full-scale pressure and threats against one country, well chosen for the purpose, but cajoleries and “finassieren” elsewhere. General von Leeb explains very well why no other conduct is possible.

Let us now examine this situation of encirclement of Germany in World War II. From the very beginning, Hitler has had a war on two fronts, and there is a definite parallel in situations in 1914 and in 1939. At the outset of both hostilities, the German General Staff thought that victory could be won quickest on the western front. Germany had to temporize in the east; the non-aggression pact with Russia of August 23, 1939, gave her a free hand to liquidate Poland and to proceed immediately with the war against France and Great Britain.

But she had to purchase the time necessary to insure the defeat of her western enemies by selling space to the enemy in the east. The Germans in 1914 were ready to give up East Prussia; in 1939 and 1940 they abandoned half of Poland, the Baltic states, and strategic positions in Finland and Bessarabia. In spite of repeated difficulties arising in settlements with Russia, Germany avoided trouble because she did not forget that her major mission was the overthrow of France and Great Britain in the west. From this end she could not afford to divert substantial strength.

The German General Staff knows that a war on two fronts or an operation on inner lines cannot be successful unless one enemy is thoroughly defeated. The Germans in 1914 failed to defeat the French at the Battle of the Marne. In 1940 the French were knocked out before the Russians could intervene, but the skill and courage of the British won the Battle of Britain. There is now no doubt whatever that in World War II the opposite number of the Battle of the Marne was the Battle of Britain; it marked the first essential turning point of the war.

The Germans have confessed to being surprised by the swift disintegration of the French armies. They had not conceived in advance the matériel and preparations needed for the invasion of England. With their systematic thoroughness they wanted to prepare for landings on the British coast. But they had not studied in time the special problems of cooperation between the navy, the task-forces of swift landing-barges and of the air force, in which the Japanese were so well versed. But after Dunkirk they tackled the training at once. Off the French coast, groups of barges loaded with shock troops underwent frequent exercises. Numbers of them even ran into trouble, having been discovered by British planes. The British took the exercises seriously, sprayed the surface of the sea with inflammable liquid and ignited it. Numerous German soldiers were burned to death.

The German General Staff thought they would be able to knock out the English by a gigantic bludgeon blow in the air, which they had prepared. But they did not dare to launch a full-scale land and air invasion for which they had not well prepared. They did not take the risk of sacrificing perhaps 100,000 men, although they showed later that they were willing to lose more than that number to capture a stronghold like Stalingrad. When they opened their air blitz England had only 80 old tanks and 2 divisions fit for combat. But every day lost in a retarded conquest rendered the German task more difficult and hazardous. In these crucial and tense moments the Royal Air Force shot down German bombers by the hundreds, hampered their bombings and made them largely ineffective. The United States, realizing that the fight of England was waged on the second line of resistance of the American continent, supplied a considerable contribution to the British defense, the transfer of destroyers being only the most spectacular help.

Hitler felt he had to render his rear secure before concentrating all his military forces against England. Russia was by no means a reliable ally. She had considerably infringed upon the terms of the midnight agreement of the 28th of September, 1940, which delimited the territories to be taken and controlled by both nations. She had definitely made clear on the 13th of November, 1940, at the meeting of Molotov with Hitler in Berlin, that she wanted to stay neutral and not join the “unconquerable coalition against the plutocratic governments.” She had even then dared to express precisely to Hitler her intention of occupying Finland, Rumania, Bulgaria, and Istanbul. The war in the east was decided then. Here is what Goering said about the Russian infringements in a speech on the 20th of May, 1942:

“Slowly the Russian columns penetrated, first in the north against Finland. In the south, they took over Rumanian positions. And they would have pushed farther and farther to the north and to the south, on the Balkans, over Scandinavia, in order in these pincers then to give the final blow to Germany which was involved in a hard struggle against the other powers.”

This is indeed the true reason for the war in the east. The alleged need for supplies was of no decisive importance. If the supply situation deteriorated more and more, it was the result of the terrific drain upon Germany of the war in Russia, in reserves, resources and men. Without the Russian war on her hands, Germany could have waged war indefinitely, with the pooled resources of the European continent. The war in Russia was not an economic necessity. It was imposed by the strategic imperatives of “encirclement,” as Hitler explained it to his compatriots when he warned them against the dreaded Bolsheviks, on the morning of the invasion’s beginning, the 22d of June, 1941!

“While our soldiers from May, 1940, had been breaking Franco-British power in the west, Russian military developments on our frontier were being continued to a more and more menacing extent. From August, 1940, I therefore considered it to be in the interest of the Reich no longer to permit our eastern provinces, which moreover had been already laid waste so often, to remain unprotected in the face of this tremendous concentration of Bolshevik divisions. Thus there resulted British-Soviet Russian cooperation, intended mainly to tie up such powerful forces in the east that radical conclusion of the war in the west, particularly as regards aircraft, could no longer be vouched for by the German High Command.”

Winston Churchill the same day threw the entire weight of the British Empire on the side of Russia: “… I said there was one deeper motive behind Hitler’s outrage. He wishes to destroy the Russian power because he hopes that if he succeeds in this, he will be able to bring back the main strength of his army and air force from the east and hurl it upon this island, which he knows he must conquer or suffer the penalty of his crimes.

“His invasion of Russia is no more than a prelude to an attempted invasion of the British Isles. He hopes, no doubt, that all this may be accomplished before winter comes, and that he can overwhelm Great Britain before the fleets and air power of the United States will intervene; he hopes that he may once again repeat upon a greater scale than ever before that process of destroying his enemies one by one, by which he has so long thrived and prospered, and that then the scene will be clear for the final act without which all his conquests would be in vain—namely the subjugation of the western hemisphere to his will and to his system.”

A war against Russia has never inspired any enthusiasm in the attacking armies. Napoleon’s grognards were never very eager and the German soldiers have known also that a Russian campaign cannot be a jolly and gay war. Hitler could not avoid thinking of his predecessor. But he thought, and rightly, that he had considerable advantage over him. Napoleon’s army comprised a large number of foreigners. The nationalistic sense of these reluctant soldiers was given birth by the very man who wanted to draw them into a vast European undertaking and was used against him.

Hitler’s foreign contingents in 1941 did not contribute much either in quantity or in quality to the success of his campaigns. His veteran army of Germans had gone from victory to victory, without any serious crippling of its fighting power.

Napoleon’s Grande Armee had become weary after twenty years of uninterrupted wars.

But Hitler’s great advantage over Napoleon resided in the superior organization of a modern army that can be supplied quickly and effectively without resorting to local resources. Napoleon drew his supplies from France, two thousand miles away, at a cost of how many weeks of marching in the days of wagon and horse! The modern German army concentrates supplies and resources in huge strongholds and bases; they are brought up by truck and train and delivered relatively close to the fighting outfits.

Finally, the Napoleonic campaign was but a narrow push towards Moscow which became an attempt to close with an elusive enemy. The German army made swift and vast thrusts on the whole length of the front, not against an indefinite space, but against an awkward and reachable mass.]


PART ONE
 Defense In the First World War

•  •  •

SECTION ONE
 Operative Defense In A War of Movement

Inner Line Operations
 General War Plan

CONCERNING the diversity of wars, Clausewitz says: “The greater and stronger the motives of war, the more they absorb the whole of a people, the greater the tension which leads to war, and the more closely does war approach its abstract form. It becomes more a question of striking down the enemy; the war aims and political issues become more closely associated; the war appears more warlike and less political.” In World War I our enemies intended to carry on such a war in an abstract form, or, as Clausewitz puts it elsewhere, in “absolute form.”

Not only did they muster up great armies; but behind these armies these enemy nations placed their total resources—spiritual, material and economic—so as to crush completely our military and economic power. Such was the aspect of this “abstract war” imposed upon us. It involved “the whole being” of our people.

This must be kept in mind before even considering the war plan and the military cause of hostilities.

Our enemies at the beginning of World War I were: France, England and Belgium, in the west; Russia, in the east; Serbia and Montenegro, in the southeast. On our side, after the spring of 1914, Rumania could not be counted upon as an ally. Despite the very definite assurances of the Italian Chief of the General Staff, General Pollio, during the winter of 1913-14, the help of the Italians—their 3rd Army, with 5 Army corps and two cavalry divisions—was out of the question. Germany and Austria-Hungary had no recourse other than to depend entirely on themselves. They had no political war aims and wanted merely to preserve the status quo. Politically, they carried on only a defensive war against an adversary whose war aim was that of extermination.

Relative Strength

Concerning the proportions of relative strength, the General Staff conceived the following general picture:

The estimated enemy strength in active divisions, discounting the formations corresponding to our landwehr [Territorials] comprised:

In the west: about 92 French, English and Belgian infantry divisions and 12 cavalry divisions.

In the east: about 101 Russian infantry divisions and 34½ cavalry and Cossack divisions.

In the southeast: about 11 Serb infantry divisions and 1 cavalry division.

Total: 204 infantry divisions and 47½ cavalry divisions.

To these figures may be added 18 Russian infantry divisions which could be brought from Asia after a month of hostilities. Our enemies thus, could count on a total of 222 infantry divisions and 47% cavalry divisions.

Against these forces, we could oppose:

The German army—87½ infantry and 11 cavalry divisions

The Austro-Hungarian army—49% infantry and 11 cavalry divisions

Total: 137 infantry divisions and 22 cavalry divisions.

The estimate of the German High Command corresponded in its essentials to reality; i.e., the enemy had a superiority of about 65 infantry and 25 cavalry divisions, or about 1,832,000 men. As a result, we had to wage a defensive war—not only politically, but militarily as well—against a much greater force and on three fronts: in the west, in the east and also against Serbia; or on four fronts, if one considers East Prussia and Galicia a separate front.

Moreover, the enemies’ armies were drafted from the entire manpower of their peoples, whereas, on our side, the fighting will of Austria-Hungary could not be based on a people well-unified and well-decided. Thus, the defensive capacity of Austria-Hungary was hindered, especially as concerns military equipment.

Since we stood between our enemies and were surrounded by them, a large-scale operation in the grand manner, with an army of a million men, had to be on inner lines. We have seen that in such an operation it is essential to come to grips with, and strike at, part of the enemies’ forces, holding off the remainder in the meanwhile and keeping them away from the field of decisive battle. This task accomplished, the remaining enemy forces could then be tackled.

Plan of Campaign

The German campaign plan foresaw the attack of the immediate foes in the west—France, England, Belgium—with the main bodies of their armies, 77 infantry and 10 cavalry divisions. These would be beaten decisively and, immediately afterward, the main German forces would turn against Russia. General von Moltke stated in a meeting with the Austro-Hungarian Chief of Staff, Marshal von Conrad, on May 12, 1914, at Carlsbad, that he could turn his troops against Russia six weeks after the beginning of hostilities, or around the middle of September. During this time, the 8th army in East Prussia (10½ infantry divisions and 1 cavalry division) had to protect our eastern provinces against a Russian intervention. In case the Russians did not intervene, the 8th army would then have to penetrate into Russia in such a direction as to bring about the greatest easing of the burden of the Austro-Hungarian armies.

Austria-Hungary wanted to lead a campaign of destruction against Serbia with the 5th and 6th armies.

The 1st, 2nd and 3rd armies and the Köves Army group—30½ infantry and 9 cavalry divisions in all—planned to march into Galicia to the Dniester-San line and “resort to the offensive as early as possible, pushing back the Russian armies on the southeastern front towards the east and southeast.” Besides, on the basis of his conversation with General von Moltke on the 2nd of August, Marshal von Conrad counted absolutely upon the 8th army attacking “in the direction of Sjedlce, thus at the back of Warsaw,” so as to constitute “one jaw of the Polish pincers into which Marshal von Conrad wanted to take the Russian army.”

The absence of the 2nd Austro-Hungarian army from the opening operations of the war, was severely felt; at that time, it was being transported towards Galicia from the Serbian front.

Relative Strength

The complete repartition of forces among the four theaters of operation at the beginning of the war, was as follows:

In the west: 92 infantry and 12 cavalry divisions on the enemy side, against 77½ infantry and 10 cavalry divisions on the German side.

In East Prussia and Galicia: 119 infantry and 34½ cavalry divisions on the Russian side, against 41 infantry and 10 cavalry divisions on the German and Austro-Hungarian side.

In Serbia: 11 Serb infantry and one cavalry divisions, against 12 Austrian infantry divisions.

In accordance with this reparation of forces, offensive operations had to be launched on three fronts—and on a fourth, as well, to include the Austrian assumption in East Prussia—with the handicap against the Germans on the western front, against the Austro-Hungarians on the Russian front.

Two nations aimed at the annihilation of the enemy, the French and the Serbs. Germany wanted merely to hold Russia; Austria hoped to obtain a decisive victory over her.

Clearly enough, these aims were not in keeping with the forces available. Thus, all of these plans—except those concerning German intentions in East Prussia—were ill-fated.

The attacking German armies in the west, despite an astonishing offensive power and an incomparable fighting spirit, did not succeed in breaking through. They did not destroy the enemy, but had to resort to a long war of position. In East Prussia German troops fulfilled their mission brilliantly. Seen from the Austrian point of view, the failure of their own offensive in Galicia was partly attributable to the fact that the German attack and advance past the Narev, in the direction of Sjedlce, did not take place. The Austro-Hungarian armies suffered severe setbacks in both theaters of operation, Galicia and Serbia.

Hopes Were Blasted

How was it that these plans did not succeed? In the west, the head of the German General Staff hoped that “the fighting power of an entire nation, the warlike qualities—courage, self-denial, discipline, excellent leadership—ought to be appraised higher than mere superiority in men.” This hope was not fulfilled. It has often been pointed out that the reason for the defeat was a weak army wing and the withdrawal of the 11th Army corps and the 8th cavalry division from that wing. One might also take a pencil and trace figures to prove that it would have been better to divert this or that division from East Prussia and use it in the west. But are these reasons sufficient to explain why no battle of destruction took place in the west, a battle wherein 77 infantry divisions were supposed to win the decision against the 92 of the enemy within six weeks? Or, does it not appear clearly—more clearly than in the previous Russo-Japanese and Balkan wars—that the fire-power of automatic weapons, particularly machine guns and rapid-fire guns, favored the defense? The general reasons why the war finally came to a stalemate will be explained later.

From the failures of the offense and the evident strengthening of the defense by the use of automatic weapons, it follows that the defensive, rather than the offensive, was in the better position to gain preeminence. It would have been more advantageous to initiate the war with a tactical defense; allow the enemy to attack on all fronts, thus bringing about an equality in forces through the enemy’s self-expending efforts; and only then adopt the strategical offensive ourselves.

But in starting the war in this manner, full initiative would have been left to the enemy and full advantage would not have been taken of an operation on the inner lines. Consequently, this fundamental law of defense—to hold oneself on the defensive first of all—should be applied only when the relation between the forces is such that it does not allow an operation on the inner lines.

Offensive Losses and Resources

Such an unfavorable relation between the opposing forces was by no means the case at the beginning of the war. Moreover, from the failure of the offensives at the beginning, another thing follows: In face of the material strengthening of the defensive, the offensive, too, needed strengthening if one wished to force a quick decision, and this required a concentration of elements of attack, personnel and matériel, on one front. Offense had to suffer greater losses. The relation of defense, “the stronger form,” to attack, “the weaker one,” had become more detrimental to attack.

In order to compensate for this inferiority, the offensive required greater resources. If the relation between the opposing forces makes it necessary, the place or front where the decisive victory has to be won must be favored at the expense of all other fronts. Since the western front had been decided upon as the decisive point, a sufficient attacking force there was imperative, because here the bulk of the German forces had to wage a frontal attack and annihilate within six weeks the French, English and Belgians. There was also the possibility, if we were not sure of having superior attacking forces on the entire front, of providing the right wing of the. armies with such superior and deeply-articulated forces that this wing alone could follow through to win the decision. Then one avoided a premature exhaustion, such as must soon take place in the linear disposition of all armies without great depth.

There was another thing, too, about this absolute war, the object of which, for our enemies, was our destruction.

Austro-Hungary’s Fate

In this war, was France an affair of concern to Germany alone? Was Serbia of concern only to the Danube monarchy? Was it only against Russia that the interests were common to us and our allies? The answer to this was given by Field Marshal Count von Schlieffen who, only a short time before his death, declared that the fate of Austria-Hungary was to be finally decided not on the Bug, but on the Seine. In itself, this interpretation infers the necessity of disposing all the available forces of both states in the west, to assure victory on the Seine, and only later to be content with defense on all other fronts. The reprisal against Serbia could have been carried on with greater efficiency afterward than at the beginning of the war. Russian pressure in the east had to be held off only sufficiently to secure the rear of the western front while in no way endangering the outcome of the struggle in the west. If such delaying conduct of the war could be combined with isolated offensive operations, which was what actually happened, it would be all for the best.

Against such a scheme of war, based upon a conception of political and military unity, many obstacles and objections would assuredly arise; they are bound to, in a war of coalition and in the political, military and combat realms. The chief of the Austro-Hungarian General Staff considered the war against Serbia as an operation against a “secondary foe.” However, it was conducted as a prime operation because the whole military and political set-up was aimed at punishing Serbia. After the complete failure of the first attack on August 24, Field Marshal von Conrad decided to leave only a minimum force on the Serbian front and direct everything that could be spared from there against Russia. However, the Austrian Minister of Foreign Affairs and the Hungarian Prime Minister meddled here, caused a resumption of the attack against Serbia with undiminished force, contrary to the judgment of the responsible military leader of the war. They hoped that success against Serbia would induce both Bulgaria and Rumania to consent to being annexed to their country. A victory of politics over the generals on the field, in an absolute war! Militarily, a defense on the Danube, Drina and Save rivers would have been possible with very limited forces, especially since the Serbs lacked sufficient bridge engineering talent. In addition, if the launching of a full-fledged offensive in Galicia had been renounced, it would certainly have relieved the western front. At least the Austro-Hungarian army would not have suffered a decisive defeat, and it would even have permitted the withdrawal of a goodly number of troops.

Public Sentiment

With this conception of the conduct of “absolute war” one would have had to create a unified command. One could not have been satisfied with settling merely military matters. The whole of the people had to be deeply convinced that the decision concerning the fate of the Danube monarchy did not lie in Serbia.

But is it possible for a great power to inject itself so completely into an over-all military aim, as to forget its own particular military and political problems? I return to the already mentioned phrase of Clausewitz. It was a war of defense for the “very existence of our people,” an absolute war. In such a war, one has to strive as a soldier to give to the whole war scheme the absolute form corresponding to such a war of defense, and oppose everything which threatens to crush this ideal form, which undermines it and brings on crumbling and destruction.

At the beginning of the Seven Years’ War, Frederick the Great had assigned more than 30,000 out of his 150,000 men to East Prussia, as security against Russia. Nevertheless, in Article 2 of his General Principles of War, he writes, from his experience, that one must also understand how to sacrifice a province to an enemy, in proper time. This does not mean that it would have been better, or even necessary, to abandon East Prussia or a large part of the Danubian monarchy, during World War I. It means merely that it is very difficult, in the actual realities of war, to hold firmly to that supremely simple law of defense, the operation on the inner lines, which Count von Schlieffen had worked out so vigorously; to throw oneself against one side with overwhelming superiority, annihilate it, and at the same time prevent all other enemies from interfering.

Operation on Interior Lines,
 East Prussia, 1914.

THIS simple law of war so difficult to carry through and which found no solution in the general war conceptions of Germany and Austria, was applied in a brilliant manner on the defensive front in East Prussia. Let us discuss it here. The 8th Army was in charge of the defense in the east. On the first day of the Tannenberg battle, August 26, 1914, it comprised 9 infantry and reserve divisions, 4 territorial and replacement divisions with very weak artillery, and nearly no heavy machine guns, and the First Cavalry Division. Its mission was to assure the “security of our eastern provinces against a Russian aggression,” as well as the “support of the offensive projected by the Austrians,” This offensive would be supported with the greatest efficiency when the 8th Army tied up as many enemy forces as possible and attracted them away from the Austrian army. If the Russians did not proceed towards East Prussia, this mission would be accomplished through an offensive into Russia. If the situation permitted, a southeastern route, east of Warsaw, would be recommended. “If Russia sends particularly strong forces against the 8th Army, this situation would not be disadvantageous. In case of extreme danger, Prussia would be abandoned east of the Vistula, until the army could be reenforced.” Besides, the commanding general “can conduct the operations in the east according to his own appreciation.” He also had complete initiative in their execution.

Situation in East Prussia Before the Tannenberg Battle
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It happened as the German General Staff had expected: Russia sent very strong forces against East Prussia.

Russia’s Task

The Russian command had a triple aim. It wanted to push deeply into German territory. The prerequisite to launching such an attack was to free both flanks. On the northwestern front, the action on the right flank was left to the 1st and 2d Armies; to conquer East Prussia and take possession of the Vistula line from Dantzig to Thorn. On the southwestern front, the four armies on the left flank—the 3d, 4th, 5th and 8th—were to break down the Austro-Hungarian army. As for the third aim, the push into Germany, it was to be accomplished by two armies, the 9th and 10th. These were to be transported behind the 1st and 2d Armies, in the direction of Warsaw. When the weakness of the German forces in East Prussia was recognized, the Russian command decided, as early as the 7th of August, to launch its push into Germany. It sent the 9th Army in the direction of Thorn-Posen and the 10th in the direction of Posen-Breslau.

The conquest of East Prussia, as expected on the German side, was to be completely accomplished by the 1st Army of General von Rennenkampf, the Niemen Army, marching from the east to just north of the Masurian Lakes, and the 2d Army of General Samsonov, the Narev Army, marching from the south to just west of the Masurian Lakes, On the 26th of August, 1914, the eve of the Battle of Tannenberg, the Russians had the following forces:

1st Army: 9½ infantry divisions, 5½ cavalry divisions.

2d Army: 10½ infantry divisions, 3 cavalry divisions.

9th Army: 2 infantry divisions, 3 cavalry divisions.

Total: 22 infantry divisions, 11½ cavalry divisions.

These forces opposed only 9 infantry and reserve divisions, 4 territorial and replacement divisions and 1 cavalry division, which comprised the 8th German Army. At that time, there was no contact with the 10th Russian division.

Despite its numerical inferiority, the 8th Army performed its mission of defense by attacking. The separation of the 1st and 2d Russian Armies by the Masurian Lakes, permitted the possibility of an operation on interior lines, similar to that already worked out in peacetime manoeuvers by Count von Schlieffen. The German 8th Army first attacked the Russian Niemen Army, but broke off the battle at Gumbinnen before it could culminate in a German victory, because it was concerned about the peril to its rear from the Russian Narev Army. It then intended to withdraw behind the line of the Vistula, between Thorn and Dantzig, but decided instead to attack the Army of the Narev. Under the leadership of General von Hindenburg, as Commander-in-chief, and General Ludendorff, as Chief of the General Staff, the Narev Army was enveloped on both flanks and annihilated, in the Battle of Tannenberg. The Niemen Army was completely encircled and annihilated at Tannenberg. The six divisions of the Russian south wing withdrew and thus avoided capture. The Russian 1st Army also escaped, but it was nevertheless greatly shaken,

Bold Leadership Won

Such were the events of this brilliantly conducted defensive operation. The reasons for its success lay in effective and bold leadership which, while facing the whole Russian 1st Army, left fronting it only a cavalry division, a few battalions of Landsturm and the main reserve of the Koenigsberg fortress—11 battalions and 9 batteries—and sent all the rest, to the last man and last cannon, to the decisive battlefield, where they effected a double envelopment and won, despite numerical inferiority and a thin center. Regardless of the threat of envelopment from the south by the two Russian wings of the 1st and 6th Army Corps, the many severe crises arising from the 6-day battle, and the arrival of the forward elements of the Russian Niemen Army to within about 40 kms. of the battlefield, with its menace to the rear of the hard-fighting troops—notwithstanding all these difficulties, the 8th German Army held its own and, immediately after the battle, threw itself against the Army of the Niemen and enveloped it, in spite of its own inferiority.

Another reason was the incomparable performance of the troops and their cadres, their offensive power—result of their formations in peacetime—their feeling of superiority, their marching feats, their resistance during almost inhuman tests. “The energy of forced marches, the boldness of quick attacks, the great activity, which win great souls in moments of danger,” such according to Clausewitz are the reasons for similar victories.

Underrated Germans

The third reason was the efficiency of enemy leadership. Neither the leaders on the northwest front, nor those of the Russian 1st and 2d Armies, realized that their enemy, which was far inferior to them, was leading a defensive operation on interior lines. They underrated us and the danger lying in the separation of their armies which, as they pushed forth into East Prussia, should have presented itself as a warning. They thought too far ahead, on the farther aim, the Vistula. The 2d Army, separated from the 1st, allowed itself to be entangled in a fatal fight and the 1st Army left the 25 in the lurch. For eight days, from the 22d to the 29th of August, while the 2d Army bled to death, with its left wing withdrawing from Darkehmen to Bischofstein it marched 80 kilometers or an average of only 10 kilometers a day.

Numerically, the results of the defensive operation in East Prussia were: 37,000 losses on the German side; 250,000 on the Russian. More will be said about the strategic results, later.

This brilliant defensive puts in the shadow all previous campaigns of a similar nature. Napoleon led the fall campaign of 1813 from Dresden on the interior lines. He marched his main forces against Blucher. The latter, however, skillfully evaded him with the Silesian Army. When Napoleon then turned toward the Bohemian Army, Blucher threw himself against General MacDonald, who had been left behind, and beat him on the Kathbach, on August 26th. Napoleon won a battle at Dresden over the Bohemian Army, but his main lieutenants were beaten at Kulm and Gropsbeeren. Despite Napoleon’s genius and the endurance of his army, this operation on interior lines failed because of the skill of his enemies and the inefficiency of his own lieutenants.

As a classical example of a defensive operation on interior lines, one can indicate the attacks of Napoleon on the Blucher Army marching against Paris, which unrolled between the 10th and 14th of February, 1814; an “imperishable” operation, as it is depicted on the French side. Napoleon shattered the Russian Olsufiev Corps on the 10th of February, at Champaubert; struck against the Sacken Corps at Montmirail, the next day; York at Chateau-Thierry on the 12th; and on the 14th, at Etoges, struck against the Kleist Corps and the Kapzewitsch Corps under Blucher himself. But although Napoleon had dealt Blucher’s Army heavy blows, it had not been annihilated. “That old devil,” Napoleon said later about Blucher, “attacked me a second time with the same fury as at first. I had hardly finished beating him, when he again confronted me, ready to fight all over again!”

Napoleon’s accomplishments in the campaign of 1796 in Italy also pale in comparison with the achievements won in East Prussia in 1914.

Strategic Influence On Defense

Let us return to the latter operations and consider their strategic influence on the general defensive task in the east. The Russians, as we have already seen, had three aims: the conquest of East Prussia, a deeper push into Germany, and victory over the Austro-Hungarian Army. The first two failed from the beginning, nor could they be pursued during the entire later course of the war with the same force and violence. Thus, so far as the German forces were concerned, the defense in the east was completely resolved; the Russian advance was stopped and its influence on the operations in the west was suppressed. When, in the middle of September, it seemed imminent that France would launch an attack upon Germany, the Russian High Command insisted that France must at all costs prevent the shifting of German troops from the west to the east. Furthermore, in the hands of the Germans, East Prussia would stand as a threat to the flank of any Russian advance through Poland towards the west. This advance required, at least, that any such menace be suppressed. Moreover, the additional mission of the German 8th Army, which was to sustain the intended Austrian offensive in Galicia, was performed to an unhoped-for extent.

While, on the 26th of August, the first day of the Tannenberg battle, there were 22 Russian infantry and 11½ cavalry divisions in position against East Prussia, this number of effectives was raised by the 10th of September, the second day of the Battle of the Masurian Lakes, to 34½ infantry and 11½ cavalry divisions. In addition 4½ infantry divisions came up on the following days. Besides the 1st and 2d Armies, the entire 10th and part of the 9th Armies were also sent against East Prussia, at that time. Overwhelmed by the crushing defeats of Tannenberg and the Masurian Lakes, General Russki, Commander-in-chief of the northwest front, abandoned the line of the Narev, on September 22d, retreating to the Lomsha-Malkin line with his left wing, despite advice to the contrary from the High Command which was sending up two Siberian Army Corps to strengthen the left wing. He feared, nevertheless, a German attack towards the south and decided upon a further retreat in the direction of Bjelostok-Bjelsk.

Retreat Instead of Advance

An attack from the east by the 1st and 10th Armies could have checked the dreaded German offensive from East Prussia towards the south. Instead of an advance into Germany, retreat! For the Germans, the roads to Warsaw and Sjedlce were free! These events also had their effect on the Russian southwestern front. General Ivanov, the Commander there, assigned to his 4th Army, on the right wing, the primary mission of covering the flanks and rear of the southwest front from the northern Lomsha-Zjechanow direction. The Tsar himself, on the 23d of September, expressed his intention of continuing the war to the last extreme, “If necessary, I will retreat to the Volga!” Consequently, there was given both directly and indirectly important support to the armies of the Danube monarchy.

These strategic results were not recognized on our side. Moreover, the position of the Austro-Hungarian Army, which had in the meantime been badly beaten, now seemed to be threatened so that it appeared indispensable immediately to bolster its left wing with strong German forces. For these reasons, the envisaged Austrian offensive on Sjedlce could not take place and no troops could be shifted from the east to the hard-fighting west, which would have greatly facilitated the war plans. It must not be overlooked, also, that only one out of ten Russian armies was destroyed and that new troops were continually flowing toward the theater of operations from the interior of the Empire.

There was also a third effect: On the Russian side, a feeling of inferiority to German leadership and the offensive spirit of the German troops; on the German side, a confidence in German superiority which constantly worked out to compensate for numerical inferiority.

It is clear that an absolutely defensive solution of the defensive task in East Prussia—a withdrawal to the Vistula before the Russian pressure, as it was envisaged—would have weakened the whole defensive in the east. The Russians would have had a free hand, either to turn against the Austrians or to push into Germany. The absolute defensive solution would have been advantageous, in connection with the entire strategic situation, had it allowed the shifting of strong German forces to the western front. If the Russians were to pursue the withdrawing Germans with the mass of their four armies on the northwestern front, such a mission would have been impossible. If they turned against the Austrians, the question might perhaps have been answered in the affirmative, had the Austro-Hungarian Army in Galicia been in a position to check the Russians. But such was not the case, as we will see.

Austria-Hungarian Campaign
 Against the Russians.

THE German and Austro-Hungarian High Commands were in accord concerning the general conduct of the war: “The main thrust must be first that of Germany against France, while Austria-Hungary led the fight against Russia alone (outside of some weak German forces in East Prussia) until the decision against France could be rapidly won, after which German forces would be sent en masse to the east, to join with those of Austria-Hungary in winning the decision against Russia.”

During the last consultation between General von Moltke and Marshal von Conrad, which was held in Karlsbad on May 12, 1914, the question was put to Moltke as to when a decision over France could be hoped for. The answer was, “We hope to have finished within six weeks after the beginning of operations against France, or at least to the extent that we shall be able to shift our main forces to the east.” The reply of Conrad was, “Then, during at least six weeks we shall have to hold our backs to Russia.”

This meant that the campaign of Austria-Hungary against Russia would assume principally a defensive character. The Russians had to be prevented from exerting even an indirect influence on the German campaign against France.

In order to avoid sudden defeat by the superior Russian forces, the Austrian campaign could not be conducted purely on the defensive. Furthermore, the defensive task had to be lightened by isolated, yet effective, strokes at the enemy, before the complete concentration of the Russian Army, thus gaining needed time prior to the arrival of support from the German troops. “If, as it could be foreseen, important Russian forces would march into Poland, east of the Vistula, with the intention of delivering a mass attack on Breslau and Posen and proceeding on to Berlin, then such forces would have to be stopped by our own offensive between the Bug and the Vistula.” The “attack in force” was to come only after the arrival of the Germans.

This attack, designed to ease the defensive mission, was soon enlarged in scale, when the 1st Army won over the Russian 4th Army at Krasnik. On the basis of these successes, Marshal von Conrad decided, on the 25th of August, to launch “a decisive offensive by the 1st and 4th Armies, between the Bug and the Vistula.” The 3rd Army was to strike simultaneously against the weakened enemy between Tarnopol and Brody. It would then, also, resort to the offensive. This plan of campaign, tending towards a decision, was further elaborated, on the 1st of September, when, after its success against the Russian 5th Army, the 4th Army had to take part in the combats of the 3rd Army in the north. A telegram sent to the German Kaiser by Duke Friedrich, Commanding General of the Austro-Hungarian Army, on the 3rd of September, speaks of the “great aim to defeat Russia and the effort of strong forces of the 8th Army from East Prussia towards Sjedlce is deemed to be of pressing necessity.” The plans went even further. In case the individual blows succeeded, “attempts could be made to push the bulk of the Russian South Army against the Black Sea or back to Kiev, and it would then be of utmost importance to cut off at the earliest opportunity Russian communications through the marshy region of Polesia.”

Thus, this campaign, actually loses its defensive character, and falls outside the framework of these considerations on defense. Since it must, nevertheless, remain a defensive campaign, from the viewpoint involving the effective situation, it may be particularly instructive to compare desires with achievements.

Von Conrad’s Moves

Following are the intentions and events as they occurred: General von Conrad hoped to have the initial advantage in the operations of concentration and preparation. Profiting by this advantage, both the 4th and 1st Armies on the left, were to attack the Russian 4th and 5th Armies toward the north. In a bitter frontal attack at Krasnik lasting three days, from the 23d through the 25th of August, the Austrian 1st Army forced the Russian 4th Army back towards the north. During fierce engagements at Tomaszov and Komarow, the Austro-Hungarian 4th Army enveloped both wings of the Russian 5th Army, forcing the latter to withdraw with heavy losses. In the meanwhile, to protect itself against the approaching Russian 3d and 8th Armies, the Austro-Hungarian 3d Army had attacked with ten divisions in an easterly direction. It was, however, outflanked by 20 Russian divisions on both sides, especially in the south, and had to retreat past Lemberg with heavy losses. The victory achieved by the 1st and 4th Armies made von Conrad confident that the situation at Lemberg could be reestablished. According to his intentions, the 4th Army had now to leave only part of its forces to confront the weakening Russian 5th Army. Its main forces could thus cooperate with the 3d Army in its fight, by striking decisively from the north at the same time that the newly arriving elements of the 2d Army would be pushing their attacks against the south wing of the defending forces. The German High Command had full confidence in the past and future intentions of Marshal von Conrad.

These intentions, however, were not to materialize. Against the Austro-Hungarian 1st Army, the Russians opposed three new corps (two of the 9th Army and one of the 3d). On the 9th of September, the Austro-Hungarians were rapidly forced back; but the Russians had to give up the offensive because of their heavy losses. Despite these difficulties, Marshal von Conrad held to his intentions with unswerving tenacity. He hoped a sudden turn in fortune would be hastened by the arrival from Serbia of the fresh troops of the 2d Army, to bolster the south wing of the 3d Army. However, the 4th Army had not been able, in the meantime, to launch its expected flank attack from north to south, but, instead had to face towards the east; it was fighting frontally in a prolongation of the lines of the 3d Army.

Following its retreat towards the south, a gap of 60 kilometers was opened in the lines of the 1st Army, between Rawa Ruska and Bilgoraj. Through this gap pushed the Russians’ 5th and 17th Army Corps and the Dragomirow Cavalry Corps of the 5th Army, which had been recently freed, to attack the flanks and rear of the Austro-Hungarian 4th Army. After seventeen days of bitter fighting, at noon on the 11th of September, Marshal von Conrad decided to retreat behind the San; on precisely the same day, the 8th Army in East Prussia was winning the Battle of the Masurian Lakes.

Such, essentially, were the principal events. General von Conrad commands our admiration. With an inflexible will, he stuck to the offensive, never let the initiative get out of his hands, and persisted with new and surprising expedients when his intentions exceeded the power of his means and the enemy thwarted his plans. He pressed repeatedly against the Russians, beat them seriously at different places, and believed in victory until the end. But finally, and only as a last resort, because of his heavy losses, he was compelled to order the retreat of the entire Austro-Hungarian Army.

Intentions and events on both opposing sides are today well-known, and, since we need not shoulder the heavy burden of responsibility, we must try to understand why this campaign failed, instead of ending as did the campaign in East Prussia. Such a study is particularly fruitful, because of the complete strategic idea it embodies.

Odds Favored Austria

Merely with pencil in hand, it is impossible to trace a satisfactory answer. The General Staff believed that Russia would be able, within 20 days of mobilization (by the 20th of August) to concentrate against Galicia 35 infantry and 13 cavalry divisions; within 30 days (by the end of August) 60 infantry divisions. Against this, meanwhile, Austria could hold in immediate readiness, 38½ infantry and 10 cavalry divisions. Actually, the situation presented itself even more favorably for Austria. On the 20th of August, 30½ Austrian infantry divisions were available, as against no more than 32 Russian. On the 3d of September, according to Russian indications, only 38½ and not 60 of their infantry divisions—as anticipated by the Austro-Hungarian General Staff—were available. By the 11th of September, the first day of actual combat, 48 Austro-Hungarian divisions (including two of the German Landwehr) were engaged against a maximum of 51 Russian Divisions. This was a favorable situation, as compared with the status on the front in East Prussia. The difference in cavalry forces was greater: 11 Austrian against 21 Russian cavalry divisions. The Russians had a considerable superiority in artillery; 3,060 cannons against 2,140 of the Austrians.

The fact that the Russian 3d and 8th Armies, upon the insistence of the French government, had crossed the frontier of Galicia before concentration of forces was complete and earlier than the expectations of the Austro-Hungarian High Command, is not sufficient to explain the failure of the Austrian offensive plans.

The positions won by both armies at the end of their marches of concentration, had a much greater influence upon the evolution of the campaign. The four Russian armies of the southwestern front marched in a continuous and strategic curve around Galicia, which province projects far out to the northeast from the Austro-Hungarian territory. Encircled within this advanced bend, the Austro-Hungarian army was concentrated. With united forces, together with the 3d Army, which had to be on the defensive, it attacked in three different directions without any definite center of gravity. Everywhere, it had to meet the enemy frontally. The 4th Army alone succeeded in a double envelopment; but the Russian 5th Army was able to fight its way out. Hence, this army could win success against a superior enemy only through difficult frontal attacks.

Moreover, when one tries to comprehend the development of this campaign, particularly the defeat of the 4th Army it becomes obvious that provision for the success of this operation on interior lines was insufficient. The Austro-Hungarian northern group, the 1st and 4th Armies, could not beat the Russian 4th and 5th Armies, but could only push them back frontally. When the Austro-Hungarian 4th Army turned aside from its first foe, the Russian 5th Army, to attack the northern flank of the Russian 3d Army, time and space were insufficient to win a victory there, since the Russian 5th Army could resume the attack, strike at the flanks of the Austrian 4th Army and render its victory against the 3d Army impossible.

Furthermore, the superiority that prevailed on the side of the 2d and 3d Austro-Hungarian Armies fighting against the 8th Russian Army on the south wing, (20½ Austro-Hungarian infantry divisions against 12 Russian) neither was nor could be utilized at the end of the battle.

Reasons for Austria’s Failure

These strategic reasons, together with certain intrinsic reasons that had even a stronger bearing, made it impossible to fulfill Austro-Hungarian hopes for victory. Any attack which is not followed up by fresh troops is bound to stand still. Its force decreases all the quicker when the defender brings up fresh reinforcements. First, there arises a situation of equilibrium, a “point of culmination,” according to Clausewitz’s word; then a superiority of the defender takes place which compels the attacker to defend himself. This is particularly inevitable when, as here, the defensive position becomes almost an offensive one. “Everything depends upon a fine sense of appreciation of this culmination point,” says Clausewitz. In East Prussia, the culmination point was chosen too soon when the Battle of Gumbinnen started on the 20th of August; on the contrary, the General Staff of the Austro-Hungarian army chose it too late. Its offensive power, particularly that of the 3d and 1st Armies, was exhausted by the prolonged frontal engagements against the Russian positions, superior in automatic fire and artillery fire. Its casualties were so high that the driving force could not be sufficient in many places even for defensive missions. Hence, we have to admit that our own offensive power was overrated, while the enemy defensive capacity was under-estimated. The entire Austro-Hungarian army was almost exclusively educated and built towards offensive. “My definite dislike for any procrastination and my conviction of the value of initiative prompt me to adopt the offensive as early as I can,” wrote General von Conrad on the 25th of February, 1915, to General von Moltke when they considered the plans of the Russian campaign.

This explains also that the 3d Army, which had to cover the attack of the 4th and of the 1st Armies towards the east against the Russian 8th and 3d Armies, had to fulfill its mission in a frontal attack against a double superiority. But on the other hand, defense was favored by considerable river obstacles. Possibly also the sword which had to strike this blow did not have the sharpness which General von Conrad considered necessary to his bold plans. From the German Imperial manoeuvers of 1913, he had acquired the impression that the German Army was “an armed force animated by a unified spirit, educated to take the initiative, extraordinarily fit,” but he appreciated even more the education and the formation of the Austro-Hungarian army on many points. Perhaps there was here an over-estimation which was made more acute by the fact that the Russian leaders in Galicia faced the Austro-Hungarian armies with much less precaution and passivity than in East Prussia. “Perhaps the Chief of the General Staff expected too much of himself and of his army for such a task,” as it is written in the official Austro-Hungarian history of the war.

General von Conrad attributed to a considerable extent the responsibility of the grave defeat in Galicia to the fact that the Germans had failed to attack in the direction of Sjedlce. This reproach is closely related to the transformation of the defensive campaign into a definite offensive campaign. For a defensive campaign, the easing of pressure on the front in Galicia obtained by the victories in East Prussia was sufficient. But looking at the situation as a decisive campaign—which on the German side was not wanted nor striven for—a German offensive in the direction of Sjedlce would have had to follow immediately after the Tannenberg battle, had it been designed to exert a timely influence upon the operations in Galicia. The object of such an offensive, which would have been the weakening of the Russians on the Lomsha-Malkin line was feasible, but it would have lacked necessary power since the German troops disposed in East Prussia were weak and considerable forces had to stay in position to tie up the unbeaten 1st Russian Army of the Niémen. Also the position in Galicia required an immediate attack of the Austro-Hungarian troops. Despite the courage and abnegation of the Austro-Hungarian army, the offensive was broken.

Russia Thwarted

But while the campaign did not succeed in bringing the desired decision, nevertheless one must acknowledge that the Russian intentions were thwarted and that the Austro-Hungarian Army fulfilled its mission—if limited in time. The planned annihilation of the Austro-Hungarian Armies in Galicia by the Russians failed, but the Austro-Hungarian armies succeeded, on the contrary, in checking the Russian advance, though with heavy casualties which bore heavily on the ulterior conduct of the war in the East. The hard blow suffered, the loss of cohesion, of self-confidence and of trust in victory diminished the power of the army to a considerable extent. “The best army which old Austria in the many centuries of its existence had ever sent against an enemy [and this was indeed true of the army of 1914, despite its weaknesses] disintegrated prematurely. The flower of its officers and of its soldiers fell.” (Judgment of the Archives in Vienna.)

According to Russian sources, about 250,000 Austrians were killed or wounded, about 100,000 were taken prisoners, more than 400 cannons captured. And this marked only the beginning of the Russian power at the outset of the war.

The Austro-Hungarian Army deployed too early, it strove to obtain a decision by taking the offensive when according to the general situation, the defensive could have reaped better results. Here is the tragic side of the so highly praised offensive spirit. Missions which could have been successfully performed by a cautious and thrifty defensive were accomplished by a man-consuming offensive. The immediate result for the German High Command was that German forces had to be brought up from East Prussia to reinforce the Austrian left wing, and later again other German forces were sent East “in small quantities,” according to the bitter expression of Marshal von Conrad. At the same time, everything required keeping strong forces in the west and even to reinforce them with troops brought from the east.

As we see the situation now, the conduct of the operation in a defensive manner might have fully succeeded. The temporary advantage realized by the Austro-Hungarian army was sufficient to insure the success of the partial offensives of the 4th and 1st Armies against the Russian 4th and 5th Armies in the frame of a defensive operation, despite the early engagement of the Russian 8th and 3d Armies. Violent attacks to block the Russians, to attract and lure them away from an advance into German territory were, as we know already, utterly unnecessary. Indeed, the Russians could not with the mass of their forces penetrate into Germany nor was it their intention to do so, because such an enterprise would have been threatened on both flanks by the German 8th Army in East Prussia and the Austro-Hungarian army in Galicia. The Russian armies had first to get rid of these threats on their flanks by sending their main forces against Austria-Hungary. In this essentially defensive position, it was important not only to avoid defeat, but to maintain one’s forces intact so as to be able to exert a permanent threat on the flanks of the Russians, had they intended to push west. For such a defensive mission Galicia, with its river obstacles and the wall of the Carpathian mountains standing behind, would have been particularly fit. A delaying combat, for instance, could have effected the indispensable compensation of forces; considering the general strategy, it might even have been possible to shift forces to the west.

The very essence of defense consists in allowing the attacker, who must suffer heavier losses than the defender, to exhaust himself until the latter becomes by this process strong enough to resort to the offensive and take the initiative. Furthermore, the purely offensive decision is absolutely opposite to the mission of the Austro-Hungarian army in the general war plan, since its casualties and its loss in intrinsic power must be appraised much higher than those of the enemy.

For the favorable development of the general situation, for the success of the decision in the west, the most useful course would have been for the Austrian army to consider its task a defensive mission, while also being ready to deliver offensive blows, provided the result to be expected from such blows had fitted the general purpose.

Defense of the 9th Army in
 Poland, Fall, 1914.

HERE is an example of how one should envisage such a form of defense. It is according to its principles that the Germans operated in the east after the defeat of the Austro-Hungarian army in Galicia.

This retreat had impaired the strength of one of both pillars; one of both flank positions, that of Galicia, which threatened the Russian advance towards Germany in the direction of Posen-Breslau. The inner force of the Austro-Hungarian Army to launch a powerful attack from this flank position was no longer sufficient. The Russians could cover themselves with small forces against this weakened Austro-Hungarian army. The road through Poland between the lower and the upper Vistula was open to their masses.

Campaign in South Poland, Situation at the End of September

[image: ]

Thus the weak German forces were confronted with a most ticklish problem of defense. “We cannot envisage with a peaceful mind the Russians marching across the Vistula, the Oder and the Elbe. It is absolutely impossible to continue the war against France,” had declared Count von Schlieffen in a kriegspiel in 1905. The situation would still be aggravated if the German High Command had not its liberty of action in this operation, but were compelled to bolster without delay the Austro-Hungarian army. All the more so if the Russian army could be reinforced daily by the arrival of the units not yet concentrated and those army corps which were hurrying from Asia—four Siberian, one Turkestan, one Caucasian. Thus General von Hindenburg had to face a superior and active enemy with weak forces on a front of 1400 kilometers.

First, in such a plight, from his objectives we shall see that his intentions fitted exactly his available forces. On the contrary, the Austro-Hungarian campaign is an example of excessive intentions. The processes of defense adopted by General von Hindenburg show us in an exemplary manner the way in which an offensive campaign should be led with an astonishing success with due consideration for what is only possible. This campaign is a combination of surprise attacks with superior forces in well chosen directions and of a defensive practiced with weak forces on the whole front. This essential law of defense seems to be very simple and understandable. However, how great courage, ability, tension are required, to hold out in face of repeated critical situations!

The first surprise attack was in south Poland. After the defeat of the Russian First Army in the Battle of the Masurian Lakes, in the middle of September important forces of the German 8th Army had been freed. An attack with those forces through the Narev in the direction of Sjedlce had lost purpose and efficiency because of the Austro-Hungarian retreat on the Dunajetz. Too, the Austro-Hungarians needed immediate help. For this reason, the German forces could not be sent in the direction of Iwangorod-Warsaw. They were concentrated under General von Hindenburg; they formed the 9th Army and comprised eleven infantry divisions and one cavalry division. The mission of the 9th Army was to “act in an autonomous manner, though in agreement with the Austrian High Command against the flanks and in the rear of the Russian army group which followed up the retreating Austrians.” During this time, the 8th Army was to “protect Eastern and Western Prussia against a renewed Russian attack.” Marshal von Conrad intended to act in concordance with the operations of the 9th Army.

Basis of Flank Attack

The intended flank attack was based upon the presumption that the Russians would press the Austro-Hungarian armies then becoming weakened behind the Dunajetz. Furthermore, the Russian forces in the southwest under the leadership of General Ivanov had followed the Austro-Hungarian armies only as far as the San; there they halted, reorganized their concentration and only 12 cavalry divisions were sent south of the Vistula against the new Austrian front. When the Commander-in-Chief of the Russian armies, Grand Duke Nikolai Nikolajewitsch realized that important German forces were concentrated in South Poland he thought that they would intervene against the middle Vistula.

He then decided to annihilate them and “to push with a group of from 10 to 12 army corps in the direction of Posen-Breslau.” For that operation against the Austrian army only the 3d and 8th Army, and against East Prussia only parts of the 1st and the 10th Army, were left. Behind the middle Vistula, 4 armies—the 2d, 5th, 4th and 9th were concentrated, with the gravity point near Warsaw. To protect the whole concentration, 9 cavalry divisions and some infantry elements had been sent forward.

First, the German 9th Army and with it the Austro-Hungarian 1st Army engaged only the Russian artillery sent ahead and the left wing of the whole Russian group of attack. Later they encountered parts of the Russian 9th and 4th Armies which during this time had passed the Vistula in the region of Ivangorod, and finally repelled all these forces behind the Vistula. The German 9th Army had then immediately to turn north against the bulk of the Russian forces pushing ahead towards Warsaw. It engaged them and despite its marked inferiority succeeded in repelling them in the direction of Warsaw.

But the Russians were reinforced constantly and finally 8 German infantry divisions—half of the Landwehr—and 2 German cavalry divisions struggled against 18½ Russian infantry divisions and 6¼ cavalry divisions. The 9th Army had to break out of the battle to avoid encirclement. Furthermore, the Austro-Hungarian 1st Army comprising 2½ German and 7 Austro-Hungarian infantry divisions (weak in artillery) had to retreat from the 26th of October on near Ivangorod in front of the great superiority of 17% Russian infantry divisions. South of the Vistula, the Austro-Hungarian forces could not pass the San despite their strong numerical superiority.

For these reasons General von Hindenburg on the 27th of October ordered the retreat in the direction of upper Silesia with complete destruction of all railroads and passage points. The Russians who followed were soon outrun. On the 2d of November they abandoned the pursuit, partly because they were concerned by flank threats, partly because they had to prepare a new action. During these struggles in south Poland, the 8th German Army with 9½ infantry and I cavalry division protected East Prussia against the attack of 20 infantry and 8 cavalry Russian divisions which had not yet been engaged.

War of Position Avoided

Thus the first partial attack of the German 9th Army thwarted the Russian plan. The 9th Army had felt “with a fine judgment the culmination point” of its offensive operation; it did not give to the more numerous Russians the opportunity to realize their mission of destruction; it stopped their intended march towards the west in the direction of Posen-Breslau, at least for the time being, thus securing liberty of action in the west for the German High Command. By thus averting the danger, the 9th Army had avoided a war of position and had preserved its liberty of movement. This withdrawal of the bulk of the Russian forces in the direction of the southwest left their right wing no longer protected by the Vistula. This wing uncovered itself; it was attacked on its flank by the 9th Army; a gap opened between it and the Russian armies in East Prussia.

In this manner new and more favorable manoeuvering possibilities opened. This development of the situation, and also the firm stand in East Prussia and the favorable railroad communications with the west, allowed the High Command to transfer the center of gravity of the entire war in the east, since in the west a favorable and quick decision could no longer be expected.

Through the successful defensive operations in East Prussia, strong Russian forces, at the end of October still numbering 21 infantry divisions and 8 cavalry divisions, were checked. The 8th Army stood in a threatening position on their flanks and now in their rear after the push of the Russians across the Vistula towards the southwest. The Russian High Command felt constantly the heavy pressure of this threat on its flanks and in the rear. At the request of the German 8th Army, a new reserve army corps was sent to it.

Finally the attack of the 9th Army compelled the Russians to shift important forces away from the Austro-Hungarian front and prevented further deterioration of the withdrawal in Galicia. This lightening of the Austrian burden was so marked that at the end of October against the Austro-Hungarian army, south of the upper Vistula, comprising 41½ infantry divisions, only 26 Russian infantry divisions were opposed. Whereas north of the upper Vistula, 12½ German infantry divisions faced 30 Russian and 11½ Austro-Hungarian divisions faced 17 Russian divisions. The roles of defense and attack between the 9th Army and the Austro-Hungarian armies had then been interchanged; but the latter were no longer able to resume successfully the role of the attacker.

It has been often asserted by some writers that the campaigns in south Poland failed. Yes, if one speaks of an absolutely offensive campaign. But in reality it was a defensive campaign and as such, despite the unfavorable direction of the engagements at the outset, it formed an important part of the defensive disposition in the east.

The chain of these defensive operations was not closed with the campaign in south Poland; the Russian offensive spirit was not broken. Only a temporary check to their moves had been realized. Another link had to be added to the chain.

We shall now see what were the intentions of the Russians, so as to measure the effect on them of the German counter-dispositions. Grand Duke Nikolai Nikolajewitsch had by no means abandoned his intention of breaking into Germany. Four armies in front, the 2d, 5th, 4th, 9th, were to carry their attack deep into German territory. The first objective, which was to be the launching basis of the offensive, was the Jarotschin-Kattowitz-Auschwitz railroad line. The 1st Army had to cover the right flank against the German fortified Thorn-Posen lines. Then the 10th Army was to cover the right flank of the 1st Army against any attack on the lower Vistula. The armies which fought south of the upper Vistula—4 divisions of the 9th Army, the 3d, the 11th, the 8th armies and the army group of the Dniester—had to take the Carpathian passes and break into Hungary, immediately afterwards, with their 12 cavalry divisions.

Russian Morale Intact

We can see by these intentions that the Russians had an unbroken offensive spirit despite their heavy losses and their incipient lack of arms, ammunition and equipment. The troops inside the Vistula bend, which were animated by a high offensive spirit, comprised, first, 2 army corps of the 1st Army (6th Russian and 6th Siberian) on the right bank of the Vistula behind Warsaw. They had been already engaged in the combats south of the Vistula. It also comprised 19 army corps with 41 infantry divisions and 10½ cavalry divisions. The German 9th Army was installed on the Wielun-Novo-Radomsk line, facing south. The advance was to begin on the 14th day of November in the direction of the southwest. On the 10th of November, the day on which the German 9th Army was reinforced for its new attack, there were on the Russian side 102 infantry and 31 cavalry divisions in front and 9 infantry divisions held in reserve.

General von Hindenburg writes in his memoirs: “In the present situation, if we had tried to repel frontally the attack of the enemy, the combat would have developed as in Warsaw. It is not in this manner that Silesia can be saved from the enemy. It can be done only by attacking. A frontal attack led against a far superior foe would be completely crushed. We must try to direct our attacks against the weakly protected flanks of the enemy.”

The mass of the 9th Army under General von Mackensen was to strike south of Thorn. The great value of this decision stems from the absolute subordination of all missions to this particular one. The 8th Army in East Prussia received the mission of retreating as far as the Augerapp, while fighting against superior Russian forces. Only 6½ infantry divisions—later only 5½—and mostly of the Landwehr—and 1½ cavalry divisions were left to this 8th Army against 23 Russian infantry and 8 cavalry divisions of the 10th Army. On the previous front in Poland, only the parts of the 1st Austro-Hungarian army north of the Vistula (10th, 1st Army Corps, Cavalry Corps of Hauer), plus the German Guard Reserve Corps and the Landwehr Corps stayed to face the 14 Russian army corps remaining on the front. Some formations of the Landwehr and Landsturm were constituted as “corps,” to deceive the Russians. They were thrown into the wide gaps opened between the attacking army, the 9th, and both defensive formations in south Poland and in East Prussia. The attacking army could then be brought to a strength of 11 infantry and 5 cavalry divisions, including an Austro-Hungarian. It was possible to uncover to such an extent both defensive fronts in Silesia and in East Prussia only in dependence on the belief that the attacking army would be quickly ready to operate, and also that the Russian command would procrastinate and the Russian troop movements would be slow. If the Russian command had trusted the power of its troops and had understood how to fend off an unexpected stroke by a counter-stroke, they would have been easily able to meet with sufficient force the German attacking formation of 5½ army corps with their available 19 army corps and to keep their offensive dispositions.

Advance To Germany Checked

General von Hindenburg and General Ludendorff expressed their opinions of the enemy during the course of the campaign in north Poland. A few days after the decision was made, the 9th Army under General von Mackensen was concentrated without attracting the Russians’ attention. On the 11th of November in the battle of Wlozlaweck it engaged the enemy and beat the 5th Serbian Corps of the 1st Russian Army between the 11th and the 13th of November. It beat three Russian army corps in the three-day battle of Kutno, between the 14th and 16th of November.

General Russki, commander of the Russian northwestern front, to which the 2d, 5th and 4th Armies belonged, recognized the extent of the threatening danger on the morning of the 15th of November. The German 9th Army had thrown itself behind his 1st and 2d Armies and was now threatening the right flank of the whole Russian advance. This realization of the danger had immediate effects. The 2d and 5th Armies were ordered to stop their march towards the west which they had begun seven days before; they withdrew northward, to take part in the fights of the 1st Army. The 4th Army had to stop. The whole advance towards Germany was at once checked. Fifteen Russian army corps withdrew in front of 5½ German army corps.

In the battle of Lodz, which lasted seven days between the 19th and 25th of November, the 9th Army could almost have emerged victor. On the 22d of November at two in the afternoon, General Russki gave to the 1st, 2d and 5th armies the order to retreat on the 24th of November. This retreat did not take place because the 9th Army with its 11 infantry divisions could not hold in front of the 26½ German infantry divisions and had to withdraw from encirclement at Bshesiny.

At the battle of Lodz, the “culmination point” of the German defensive operations in North Poland was reached and recognized. A Russian attack on the German defensive group in south Poland could not succeed on account of the Russian withdrawal towards the north, which proves that it was right to tie them up only with weak forces. The 8th Army in east Prussia could fulfill its mission in spite of its weak effectives. The active operations of the campaign finally came to a stop at the end of December and it reached a situation of equilibrium on the Nida-Rawkalower course of the Bsura line. Only on the Carpathian front before the Austro-Hungarian army, did the offensive continue, although feebly. The hopes which from time to time had been formulated on the German side to deal renewed and decisive blows were not fulfilled, because the reinforcements from the west necessary to launch an offensive arrived late or only in insufficient quantities. The opportunity to bring to a final decision the war in the east remained unused.

Russian Offensive Power Spent

The aim of all these battles, however, was attained. The chain of defense was closed, the advance was brought to a standstill.

The offensive power of the Russians had been exhausted throughout the entire succession of these battles; at the beginning, the battles in east Prussia, the engagements with the Austro-Hungarian army, the German attacks in south and north Poland and finally the battle of Limanowa, successfully led by the Austrians. The essential purpose of these defensive operations had been to break the enemy will to attack.

The Russian High Command had to bow to German will, despite their strong numerical superiority. All their plans were disrupted. They could not fend off the German flank threats in East Prussia. When they wanted to push through Poland into Germany, the masses of their troops had to retreat towards the southwest in front of the weak 9th Army. Then, when they endeavored to execute their advance in this direction towards Germany, they were attacked in the flank by the 9th Army. They had to withdraw and finally renounced their purpose. The Russian High Command was made dependent upon the German will to such an extent that at the northwestern front a retreat was deemed to be unavoidable. On the 27th of November they learned of the arrival of three new German army corps from the west. The Russian High Command then believed for a time that this retreat would have to extend as far as beyond the Vistula. All these results of imposing one’s will upon the opponent would never have been reached by a mere frontal defense. They should be attributed to a High Command imbued with a strong offensive spirit. German initiative triumphed over a far superior enemy.

The Serbian Defense,
 Late Fall, 1914

HERE is an example where the defender is unable to attack even locally with some elements, but tries to create the opportunity to attack, through the exhaustion of the attacker. This is the case of the defense of the Serbs against the Austro-Hungarians in the late fall of 1914.

The Serb army—6 infantry divisions of first reserve (conscripts), 5 infantry divisions, second reserve (conscripts) and 1 cavalry division, under the command of the chief of the General Staff, Voivode Putnik, was “unified with a common national sentiment, rendered fanatic by 10 years of war against Austria-Hungary, and high-spirited by its success in both Balkan wars; it was rich in war experience.”

This army was articulated in three units in the Uzice army group. It had successfully repelled the first Austrian attack on the Drina and the Save in violent battles between the 12th and 24th of August. The Serbs attacked on the Save, towards Syrmien, after a frontal struggle of one week, but had to withdraw to their initial positions. The Uzice army group attacked towards Bosnia. Other local offensives did not break through. During October there was a pause until the end of the month when the Austrians resumed attacking. General Potiorek, fanatical advocate of attack, commanded the Austro-Hungarian 6th and 5th Armies (12 infantry divisions, among which were 17 mountain brigades and numerous second reserve formations). These armies were numerically superior to the Serb army and he intended to beat down Serbia in a new offensive campaign. At the same time on his own initiative and under pressure of the political power, he wanted to revive the charter of August.

Early in November, after lengthy frontal attacks, the wings of both armies started from the north and the southwest to resort to envelopment tactics. The Serb army which, according to the Austrians, had already lost 15,000 prisoners and 60 guns, suffered a lack of ammunition because they had not received the quantities promised by France. The supplies had to be sent from the rear in mountainous country over a few bad roads or paths. The Serb troops gradually became demoralized. Voivode Putnik, unable to attack, saw that in such a situation even the defense was in great danger. On the evening of the 7th of November he decided to withdraw behind the Ub and the heights west of Valjevo. He did not proceed with this withdrawal without interruption, but he fought a delaying action, giving ground only in face of the enemy’s superiority. In the course of this retreat all roads and bridges were destroyed, and cattle and other means of subsistence were either destroyed or taken to the rear.

Putnik’s Waiting Game

On the 12th of November, the Serb army reached its new position. The supply situation improved with the shortened communications, while the Austrian army had to face increasing difficulties—destroyed roads, mud, no railroad of supply, chalky high plateaus, lack of water, great differences in level (Drina Valley 17 meters, plateaus up to 700 meters), snow, heavy losses in horses. When the attacks were about to ripen into a decision, the Serb withdrew in good time, using his knowledge of a roadless country. Also on the frontiers of the Ub and west of Valjevo, Voivode Putnik did not allow his intended counter-attack of the 2d Army to materialize. He did not deem the situation ready for that counter-attack. He withheld from the enemy the opportunity the latter expected to profit by and on the evening of the 14th of November he ordered his troops to withdraw, while fighting a delaying action, to the position of the Kolubara, which was reached on the 17th. The enemy followed as anticipated. His difficulties increased. Casualties mounted, ammunition and artillery were left behind; physical trials became greater and greater. For the Serb army also this retreat of 9 days was exhausting. The Austro-Hungarian General Staff claimed a booty of 8000 prisoners and 42 guns. The offensive flame of the Serb army diminished; many formations gave up the fight, refused to obey orders. Voivode Putnik took most drastic measures; death penalties, confiscation of property and fortunes of the deserters, heavy penalties against all those who gave help to them were enforced. On the Kolubara position, new intense battles took place. General Misic, who commanded the 3rd Army, counterattacked. Voivode Putnik did not yet deem that his moment had arrived. He wanted to wait until “the enemy was faced with bigger difficulties, so that he could crush even more of the enemy forces, and assume the offensive himself at the propitious instant.” This is why he abandoned the position on the Kolubara, from which he had withdrawn slowly white still fighting. Voivode Putnik repelled a repeated pressure to force him to retreat further. The enemy had to fight foot by foot in strenuous struggle. Melting snow and high waters destroyed the Kolubara bridges. The attacker suffered more and more physical exhaustion, the sanitary situation grew worse, supply service became more difficult, rations were cut to a third.
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