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Preface



NO MILITARY STRATEGIST has ever been so quoted, and misquoted, as Carl von Clausewitz. His most famous dicta have been adopted by statesmen, including Lenin and Mao Tse-tung, as their own creations. Today in America the neo-Clausewitzians attempt to link his strategical thoughts to the terrifying theories of nuclear warfare. Yet while Clausewitz’s On War is so well-known and has had such a profound effect upon military strategy throughout the world, until now his life has been allowed to remain obscure for most English-speakers, despite the vital inter-relationship between his experiences and his thoughts. This biography therefore attempts to describe his experiences, opinions and character, in such a way that the eventual appearance and content of On War may perhaps be better explained and understood. In the hope that readers will include those still unfamiliar with On War, a knowledge of Clausewitz’s works is not taken too much or granted. Instead I have sought to offer as complete an account as possible of Clausewitz’s writing, military career, and even his domestic life—although a major difficulty with the latter is the dearth of source material.


Without the help of my good friend Dr. Frederick Bechtle, this would have been almost impossible. The bombed and battered South Vietnamese jungles around Da Nang hardly seem appropriate for the start of a friendship which would lead to a biography of Clausewitz—and yet, perhaps, there is a certain relevance. Without Dr. Bechtle’s rapid and generous acquisition of German source material for me, this account of his fellow-countryman’s life would, at the least, have taken far longer.


Ever since Michael Howard was my first college tutor, I have numbered myself among his strongest admirers, both of his writing and his teaching, and I welcomed with extreme gratitude his consent to honour Clausewitz with his words. While working upon the manuscript I was conscious that he would eventually read it, and this feeling could only have been beneficial.


I owe my wife Betty a special debt of gratitude for her invaluable help. She managed far more than the typing and the encouragement which suffering wives often have to provide. Her translation of French material, her research for the maps, her critical examination of the manuscript and her subsequent suggestions—all these really invest her with a share of the authorship. Indispensable assistance also came from Ezra Jurmann, who gave so much help with German translation, and in such a short space of time. I apologize to him for my bullying demands and for recreating memories of school-lessons he would have preferred kept forgotten. My thanks also to Miss Linda Cicalese for her magnificent effort in obtaining illustrations, to Stella Robinson for her maps, to Yuri Dianov of the Russian Embassy in London, to the staff at the German Embassy in London and at the London Library, and to the Librarian at the Institute for Strategic Studies, London.





FOREWORD


Michael Howard


IT IS USUALLY said of Clausewitz, as of many other sages, that he is much quoted and little read. He has also been much abused and misused even by the few who have read him. He has been seen as a “militarist”; his famous epigram on war as a continuation of policy by other means being cited as a cynical justification of war. He has been condemned as the apostle of mass slaughter, the theorist whose influence was chiefly responsible for the dreadful holocaust on the Western Front in the Great War. Like Machiavelli before him he became a bogeyman in a European and American cultural myth; a myth which influenced international relations at least to the extent of fathering the Kellogg Pact of 1928, whereby the great powers solemnly foreswore war “as an instrument of policy” a mere decade before engaging in the greatest conflict in the history of mankind.


Since the Second World War the balance has been very largely redressed. Universities now recognise Clausewitz as a serious political as well as a military thinker, and he has his place in most courses on international relations. Several excellent abridgements of On War are now available, as well as studies of his writings by British, German and American scholars. His teaching indeed has been the point of departure for a whole generation of American thinkers, termed not inappositely by one of their critics “Neo-Clausewitzians,” who have pioneered the serious study of the control of force in the nuclear age. One of them, Dr. Henry Kissinger, is at the moment of writing the Special Adviser of International Security to the President of the United States. Although Clausewitz is still for many hard-core liberals a profoundly suspect figure—and his contemporary disciples are still more suspect—his thinking today enjoys a degree of influence such as it has not possessed since the heyday of the Prussian General Staff in the latter years of the nineteenth century.


But Clausewitz as a man remains almost completely unknown. The description of him as “a Prussian General” conjures up for most people so stereotyped and disagreeable an image that Clausewitz’s portrait usually comes as a pleasant surprise. The high forehead; the large, intelligent, rather mournful eyes; the sensitive and faintly humorous mouth: this might be a poet or composer of the early Romantic period rather than a man who had first put on uniform at the age of twelve and who served as a professional soldier from beginning to end of the Revolutionary Wars of 1792–1815. He was in no way a typical Junker: few of the men responsible for the reform of the Prussian Army and the salvation of the Prussian State were—least of all the great Scharnhorst whom Clausewitz served with such dedication. These were men who saved the Prussian monarchy in spite of itself; and as happens only too often in such cases, the monarchy once saved relegated them to positions of impotent obscurity.


Clausewitz, like his contemporaries in this most formative period of German history, has had his German biographers, though he has yet to receive the scholarly study devoted to his better-known colleagues Scharnhorst, Gneisenau, Boyen and Yorck. But as yet there has appeared no serious biography in English, and for this reason alone Roger Parkinson’s book breaks important new ground. If it did nothing else, it makes available to the English-speaking reader a great deal of new information about Clausewitz’s background, personality and intellectual development; and unless we understand the circumstances of his life we are likely radically to misinterpret his teaching. But even for those who have no interest in his writings, the life of a man who first smelled powder before his ‘teens, who was swept up in the rout of Jena in 1806 and then helped to negotiate Prussia’s change of allegiance, and who finally took part in the three years of battle which reached its climax at Waterloo—such a life is worth the writing; and Mr. Parkinson deserves our gratitude for undertaking it.


Military biographies can be insufferably dull, and a depressingly high proportion of them are. This is not one of them. Mr. Parkinson shows a sensitive understanding of Clausewitz’s personality and a thorough grasp of the background, political and military, against which he moved. He obtrudes neither his comments nor his opinions, but allows the tremendous drama of the times to unfold at its own speed. Quite how tremendous that drama was, it is very easy for us to forget; and it is good to be reminded that Europe has been through earlier upheavals which have unleashed new forces, swept away old landmarks, and compelled men to reconsider their basic political and social loyalties, even before our own troubled century.


There is one aspect of this book which should be of particular value to the British, if not to the American reader; and that is the full and vivid account it gives of the Wars of Liberation in Germany in 1813–1814. British military historians, with a very few honourable exceptions, tend to concentrate exclusively on the activities of the British Army during the Napoleonic Wars, which as a result consist for them all too often simply of the Peninsular campaigns and the Battle of Waterloo—and a very restricted view of Waterloo at that. But the climax of those wars was reached in military campaigns fought by Continental armies numbering hundreds of thousands in a huge theatre extending from Moscow to the Rhine. The British did no more than pin down and defeat a segment of the French Army in Spain before arriving to assist in administering the coup de grace at the very end; rather like the Americans in France in 1918. Mr. Parkinson’s account of the succession of merciless battles from Borodino to Waterloo, of the ghastly bloodshed they involved on an unprecedented scale, rubs our insular noses in the full horror and grandeur of the Continental experience; one which was to dominate the European consciousness until it was eclipsed, a hundred years later, by yet more terrible events. This was part of the European experience which the British never shared. It is all the more important that we should understand it.


All Souls College, Oxford.





ONE


Apprentice of War


“The propositions of this book, with
their arch of inherent necessity, are
supported either by experience or by
the conception of War itself.”


(Introduction to On War.)


I





IN THE LATE summer of 1792 a soldier and his youngest son passed through the iron gates of the army garrison at Potsdam, a thriving country town lying twenty miles from Berlin, the capital of Prussia. The soldier was retired, his right hand shattered while fighting for Frederick the Great; his twelve-year-old son was about to begin his thirty-nine years of military service for the Fatherland which would lead him into battles still honoured by European regiments today. And from his experiences, from war and from study, would emerge his writing: over twenty-five years later, Major-General Carl von Clausewitz began to draft On War, the most influential work of military strategy of all time, and the most dangerous when misunderstood.


Times were turbulent for Prussia. This embryo of modern Germany was still locked in rivalry with Austria for the leadership of the Holy Roman Empire, the loose collection of German states which was in danger of disintegration. Above all, Europe was threatened by new forces and new emotions, generated by the French Revolution which had erupted three years before. Only a few weeks after the young Clausewitz had joined his regiment at Potsdam, Prussia was to pit her outdated forces against the armies of the French revolutionaries. She was to be allowed to emerge unscathed. Yet warfare was changing, changing in a way unrecognized by most Prussian leaders until it was too late. War with France broke out again in 1806; Prussian soldiers marched shoulder to shoulder in rigid, archaic formations upon the battlefields of Jena and Auerstädt to meet the seasoned, flexible, and all-enveloping swarms of Napoleon’s men. Even General von Yorck, commander of Prussia’s most mobile troops, went to the fight heavily laden with three trunks, two crates, two baskets, two bedrolls and a bedstead complete with mattress and bedding. The Prussian army believed itself still to be the glorious weapon of Frederick the Great. But “Old Fritz” had been in his grave for twenty years, and his method of warfare had died with him.


The result of Jena and Auerstädt was total and humiliating downfall for Prussia’s once-great army. Few countries have ever suffered a more crushing defeat. But a handful of men, including Carl von Clausewitz, now reformed and transformed the Prussian army while it was still pinned under Napoleon’s heel. Revolutionized, it returned to the battlefield in 1813, 1814 and assisted the British in the overthrow of Bonaparte in the Waterloo campaign of 1815. In those few years of turmoil the Prussian army had embarked upon a road where the French army’s peaked cap, the képi, would soon be replaced by the Prussian spiked helmet, the pickelhaube, as the most revered and feared symbol of European military might.


Carl von Clausewitz survived the most bloody battles of the Napoleonic struggle. He witnessed those massive changes which swept over the making of war during Europe’s years of conflict; and he helped Prussia adapt to those changes in a way which would later make the name of Germany synonymous with militarism and the nation-in-arms. He also wrote a book which was to have a profound influence upon Generals and Statesmen in the nineteenth century, who believed it contained an infallible formula for victory: the use of huge armies hurled at “the decisive point.” Military leaders were to be “intoxicated with the blood-red wine of Clausewitzian growth.”1 Colonel F. N. Maude, introducing the first English translation of his work in 1918, wrote: “It is to the spread of Clausewitz’s ideas that the present state of more or less immediate readiness for war of all European armies is due.”


The life of Carl von Clausewitz is the story of a Prussian soldier, who suffered in Prussia’s disgrace of 1806; who, disgusted with his country’s outmoded policies and leadership, served with Russia in the horrors of the 1812 campaign; and who returned for the final war against Napoleon in the towns and villages of Germany and Belgium. It is also the story of a book, the story of how one soldier used his experiences at Auerstädt and Borodino, the Berezina and Gross-Görschen, Ligny and Wavre, and blended them with his studies and observations to create the most powerful study of strategy of modern times, Vom Kriege (On War). Yet Clausewitz the man was very different to Clausewitz the author. The author was called the “Apostle of Violence” and the “Mahdi of Mass” for declarations like these: “Let us not hear of Generals who conquer without bloodshed;” “The destruction of the enemy is the foundation-stone of all actions in war.” As an author, Clausewitz was assertive, positive and entirely sure of himself.


But in private life Clausewitz was shy, nervous and insecure. Throughout his life he needed someone older to lean upon. First there was Gerhard Scharnhorst, the Hanoverian soldier who led the reorganization and reform of the Prussian army after the 1806 catastrophe. Then there was his colleague August Gneisenau, Chief of Staff to Field-Marshal Lebrecht von Blücher in the Waterloo campaign. Clausewitz was a “quill-scribbler” and “ink-splasher,” when such men were derided in the proud Prussian army, although he was also a brave soldier. He himself said: “I would rather have won fame at the front of a company of soldiers, with sword in hand.”2 “My life is a trackless existence,” he wrote, when aged only twenty-seven. Twenty years later he was to believe he had been a failure. Carl von Clausewitz never fully belonged either to the dashing, duelling officer corps, or to the intellectual’s world of philosophy and scholarship. He tried to combine elements of both and was left an outsider. He had to be a part of the great Prussian officer society, where the first qualification was to be a nobleman. As Frederick the Great had said: “The breed of the old Prussian nobility is so fine that it deserves to be preserved.” Yet Clausewitz’s own nobility was of such a weak and obscure origin that it was suspected to be fictitious. His nobility was not confirmed by the Prussian King (Friedrich Wilhelm III) until four years before Clausewitz died in 1831.
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King Friedrich Wilhelm II of Prussia (1744–97)







[image: images]


A ball in Berlin in 1790





Lauded by the Germans after his death, Clausewitz was sometimes scorned and often ignored by fellow Prussians during his life. While he was writing his Hinterlassene Werke, the first three volumes of which were On War, he was believed to be closeted away, a secret alcoholic. Yet the man was indeed the author. This withdrawn and sensitive soldier wrote the words which one day helped to lead mass armies into a strategy of slaughter. On War is a unique work in the library of military strategy. Yet Carl von Clausewitz was a man who stood apart in the Prussian officer corps, not because of his brilliance, he simply did not belong.


II


In 1792, Carl von Clausewitz was accepted by the Thirty-Fourth Infantry Regiment (Prince Ferdinand) at Potsdam, and enrolled as an officer cadet. He was twelve years old. One reason for this early start to his military career was his father’s lack of money, which made it difficult to keep him at home. Carl was lonely, but happy with his thoughts of the future. Twenty-nine years later he re-visited Potsdam as a Major-General, and wrote to his wife Marie: “I am well used to the fact that Potsdam always reminds me slightly of all kinds of serious and sad thoughts. It was always so. And it is natural enough, since I always feel strange and lonely here. I have returned to the house where I stayed with my father when he brought me for the start of twenty-nine years with the regiments. Not least, I have the highest feeling of gratitude for all the happiness which Fate has given me since that time.”3 So Clausewitz, a slightly-built, reddish-haired, good-looking young boy, entered the world of swaggering Prussian noblemen with their battle memories and endless talk of glorious campaigns in the Seven Years’ War.


Indeed, the Prussian army thought very highly of itself, and arrogance was a prime characteristic of the officer corps. Duelling continued to be common, despite the issue of a civil code in 1785, which threatened heavy penalties for those who duelled, and which placed cases of alleged personal insult before a civilian tribunal of honour.4 The Prussian army would have nothing to do with this. The regiments considered they should hold their own tribunals. The officer corps believed it had the right to expel undesirables, a category which included any gentleman who refused to defend his honour. The maimings and deaths from duelling continued, an integral part of the semi-independence of the aristocratic officer class.


This élite group, of which the young Carl was soon to be a full member, was extremely inward-looking. It was disliked by the mass of the Prussian population, from whom it was separated by class and conduct. “The army was no more that finely disciplined phalanx bequeathed by Friedrich II, but was corrupted by the example of its sovereign,” wrote an anonymous observer in Berlin to a friend in London. “Discipline was totally relaxed. There was no subordination; the officers in general were a scandal to their profession. They thought of nothing but feasting, drinking, wenching, gambling, and all the vices which attend debauchery and intrigue.”5 There is no evidence that the Regiment Prince Ferdinand differed from other army units. It certainly believed rigidly that only noblemen could be officers. At the head of the army stood the King, Friedrich Wilhelm II, a pale successor to his father, Frederick the Great, and on the verge of being ruined by his dissipation. “He totally neglected all business in the Cabinet,” complained the anonymous correspondent. “His sole enjoyment was dallying with an opera dancer, who did all she could to make his time pass agreeably. His favourite procuress, Mrs. Rietz, he had raised to the rank of Countess of Lictenau . . . She so studied his taste, that she always previously initiated the fresh victims of his love in those mysteries she knew to be the most gratifying.”6


The Clausewitz family’s claim to nobility rested upon an ancestor in the dim Silesian past, Ernst Friedrich Baron von Clausewitz. The von, denoting nobility, had been dropped according to later members of the family when the Baron’s descendants had entered the religious and teaching professions. This claim that one’s forbear had relinquished the von prefix, in order to preach or teach, was used by many other would-be noblemen. It was used for example by Baron von Steuben, who had sailed to the Thirteen Colonies to help the Americans fight for their independence from the British in 1777, and by General von Yorck, the future commander of the Prussian army in the 1812 campaign. Nevertheless, the Clausewitz nobility did not have the firmest of foundations. Members of the family did not possess country estates and did not form part of the senior country aristocracy. They were little more than Nominaladel, noble in name only. It was barely sufficient for entry into the officer corps.


Only during Carl’s father’s lifetime had the Clausewitz family started to select military service as a career for its sons. Carl’s great-great-grandfather had fled into Saxony at the time of the Thirty Years’ War (1618–48). His son, Johann Carl Clausewitz, at that time without the von, was born in 1663. He became a schoolmaster in Wittenburg in 1691. The same year he was appointed priest at Gross-Wideritzsch near Leipzig, where he married his predecessor’s daughter, Johanna. The only child of this marriage was Benedictus Clausewitz, whose surname was sometimes spelt without the “e.” After 1703 Benedictus, Carl’s grandfather, attended classes at Leipzig, where his fine brain soon began to show its capabilities. He studied Latin, Greek, Hebrew, and then went on to Leipzig University in 1708, where he studied Syrian, Arabic, French, Italian and English. In 1723 Benedictus took over his father’s old position at Gross-Wideritzsch, staying there until 1732. In 1738 he became Professor of Theology at Halle University. He wrote eleven important theological treatises, nine in Latin and two in German.


While he was the incumbent at Gross-Wideritzsch he had married Christine Marie. They had nine children, one daughter and eight sons, but the daughter and three sons were stillborn. The five remaining boys went into a variety of professions; none of them chose the army. Carl’s grandfather’s first marriage had a tragic ending. In 1737 at Merseburg, while giving birth to a son, who was stillborn, his wife died. Benedictus’ old mother, who was present, was so shocked that she too died. So his wife, son and mother were buried in the same vault. Not long afterwards, just before he made his academic reputation at Halle, Benedictus married Fredericka Juliana Kirsten, the eldest daughter of a church official. Three sons were born from this marriage; two of them died in infancy. The survivor was Friedrich Gabriel, Carl’s father.


So far the Clausewitz family had never considered the army as a career. But Friedrich, born in Halle on 13th February, 1740, was only nine years old when Carl’s grandfather died, and he chose the profession of his mother’s second husband, a Major in the Regiment Eichenau. The von was adopted, and from then on the name Clausewitz would be closely linked with the Prussian, and later the German, army. Only one of Friedrich’s four sons, Gustav, did not go into the army, starting instead by studying theology and then taking a career in public administration. And of Carl’s nephews, nine out of the ten joined the army. Friedrich fought in the Seven Years’ War (1756–63) as a Lieutenant in the Regiment Nassau-Ufingen, but had to leave military service after his right hand had been crippled by a battle wound. He was provided with a civilian post as Royal tax collector in Burg in 1767, with a salary of three hundred thalers a year, not a high sum. He married Fredericka Schmidt, daughter of a civil servant, and they had four sons and two daughters, all born in Burg: Gustav, Friedrich, Wilhelm, Charlotte, Carl and Johanna. Carl was born on 1st June, 1780.


The change from academic to military streams was nowhere more striking than in Carl’s small, scantily furnished childhood home at Burg, not far from Magdeburg. His father, a sociable man who disliked his employment as a tax collector, still had many friends in the army; he had been only twenty-seven when obliged to retire from it. Often these former colleagues came to the house to talk over old times and discuss the latest military topics. It was in this atmosphere of soldier’s tales that Carl grew up. His education at the local school was deficient; by the time he was twelve he only had “the rudiments of Latin.” This alone marks the difference between his upbringing and those of previous generations of Clausewitz children. Instead of table-talk on religious and academic subjects, he listened to discussions and gossip about manoeuvres, about the personal merits of this or that officer. Carl, who throughout his life preferred to listen rather than talk, absorbed it all.


It was hardly surprising that the three Clausewitz brothers took up the army as a career. Friedrich, or Fritz, the second son, born in 1771, was the first to join. The eldest, Wilhelm, followed in 1787, and finally Carl, in 1792, an added reason in his case being the poor state of the family finances, as the father was finding it increasingly difficult to manage on his three hundred thalers a year. After Friedrich’s death in 1802 Carl’s mother was to find life an even harder struggle, existing on a basic pension of fifty thalers, in addition to whatever her sons could give her. Nor were the sons free from money worries. Carl’s sister Johanna died unmarried, while Charlotte married an army Captain, who was also a Count. The three brothers were very different to one another. Fritz was a “soldier’s soldier,” hardheaded, an excellent leader of men, and uneducated except in practical military arts. Wilhelm, like Carl, took it upon himself to increase his general education and attended university lectures at Breslau. But he was also an excellent field commander, much respected by his men, and a courageous fighter. Owing to his obvious intelligence he was engaged in staff work for some periods of his career; and he disliked it. He always wanted to rejoin his troops and the line units.


Carl on the other hand was chiefly engaged in staff work throughout his career—although not without regrets that this occupation, while still exposing him to the dangers of battle, meant less chance of glory gained leading a line regiment. “Of all the noble feelings which fill the human heart in the exciting tumult of battle, none, we must admit, are so powerful and constant as the soul’s thirst for honour and renown,” wrote Clausewitz in On War.7 Carl was the opposite of Fritz, and Wilhelm stood halfway between the two. Yet all three were to rise to the high rank of General: Carl and Wilhelm to Major-General and Fritz to Lieutenant-General. All three were to fight in the major campaigns of those hectic years, at one point on different sides; and all three were to prove themselves in combat.


So Carl, as a twelve-year-old cadet, had two advantages when he joined his regiment that morning in 1792 at Potsdam. First, there was the presence in the regiment of his elder brother Wilhelm, who had begun his military career five years before at the age of fourteen, and who was now a Second-Lieutenant. Second, there was his upbringing. But for the moment, Carl was not a fully-fledged member of the regiment’s officer corps. Following the standard practice he became a kind of special non-commissioned officer, a Fahnenjunker, or flag officer, roughly equivalent to a corporal. It was his duty to carry the small regimental standard during marches. In this way he was to serve his apprenticeship in war.


Nor would Carl’s first experience of battle be long in coming. The French Revolution had been watched with delight by many Germans until it turned sour; and a defensive alliance against France was signed by Austria and Prussia in February, 1792. On 20th April the French legislature replied by voting for a declaration of war against Austria. This was the start of twenty-three years of almost unbroken warfare in Europe, in which Carl von Clausewitz and his two officer brothers were to be fully involved. Initially, the war aroused little enthusiasm in Prussia. But in July, 1792, just before Carl arrived at Potsdam, the allied army finally started out from Koblenz on its march for Paris, led by the Duke of Brunswick. After suffering disease, demoralization, and the cannonade at Valmy on 20th September, it turned back to retire behind the Rhine.


The French followed with an army under General Custine. One city after another was taken in the vulnerable area of small German principalities along the River Rhine. Speyer fell on 30th September, Worms on 4th October, and a French detachment even occupied Frankfurt for five weeks. But the surrender of Mainz was the biggest prestige gain for the French. As the historian Thomas Carlyle put it, Custine’s troops were “not uninvited.”8 Men and women in the city flocked to sign the Red Book provided for citizens to mark their allegiance to the Revolution. A Tree of Liberty was planted. Some who could have gone stayed for the excitement. “Fancy, if I could tell my grandchildren that I lived through a seige!” wrote Caroline Michaelis, a guest of the German scholar Georg Forester who had come out openly in support of the French. Caroline soon succumbed to the advances of a French officer and was packed off with a baby in disgrace.9 The task of driving the French from Mainz was given to a Prusso-Austrian army, again led by the Duke of Brunswick. Attached to the army was the infantry Regiment Prince Ferdinand, one of whose battalions included Wilhelm and Carl von Clausewitz. The regiment marched out from Potsdam in early 1793. At the same time Prussia and Austria issued an appeal to German patriotism. “The Fatherland is in danger. The constitution, religion, property, tranquillity—all are menaced by near ruin. The bloody projects of the French are unveiled.”10


So Clausewitz went to his first war. According to a French biographer: “When passing through villages the inhabitants would stare in amazement at the sight of the small boy bent under the weight of the colours.”11


III


Germans were looking upon the French Revolution with increasing disfavour. The horrors of the Jacobin Terror were rapidly over-shadowing the glory of France. In March, 1793, the German Empire as a whole finally declared war on this nightmare, so enabling Saxon, Palatinate and Hessian troops to join the Brunswick army for the seige of Mainz. At the city, a French force of 23,000 had been gathered under the intelligent command of General D’Oyré. Before the German army arrived fortifications had been built, and existing ones strengthened, in the city itself, at the bridgehead at Castel, and on the Rhine islands, especially those of Petersau and the Ingelheimer. The town of Weissenau was also in French hands.


The allied force began to arrive in late March. The seige opened on 1st April but for the first two weeks events were quiet. The Prusso-Austrian army took up positions on the right bank of the Rhine, with its headquarters at Gustavsburg, the rat-infested and dilapidated fort built by King Gustavus Adolphus of Sweden. The Prussians were deployed along the River Main towards Kostheim, threatening Weissenau and Castel. The Regiment Prince Ferdinand and the other infantry units were fully occupied digging ditches and throwing up earthworks. Gradually the whole countryside was covered and scarred with the apparatus and debris of war. Goethe, who was present, told the author Nicholas Vogt: “My friends can be thankful not to witness the misery in this part of the world and in unhappy Mainz.”12


On 14th April, hostilities began on the two sides of the river. Both besieged and besiegers sent out raiding parties, which clashed in short but bloody skirmishes. Carl was based at the regimental headquarters, still a Fahnenjunker. As part of his duties he had to visit the sick and wounded in the crude field hospitals, after which he made a report to the Fahnrich, or flag officer, then to the duty Lieutenant and finally to the duty Captain. He was sent scurrying through the communication trenches carrying messages, engrossed by it all. If the sight of the wounded affected him during his visits to the casualty stations, Carl made no mention of it in his writings. On the contrary, he was enthralled by the noise, the smoke and confusion, the glimpses of the enemy not far away in their own positions. Like most soldiers who come under fire for the first time, he was excited by the danger and convinced that he himself would not be hit.


In On War he described the feelings of a novice in battle, and the sights and the awareness of personal danger, all of which he experienced before the French at Mainz. “Usually before we have learned what danger really is, we form an idea of it which is rather attractive than repulsive,” wrote Clausewitz. “Let us go with the novice to the battlefield. As we approach, the thunder of the cannon becoming plainer and plainer is soon followed by the howling of shot. Balls begin to strike the ground close to us, before and behind. We hurry to the hill where the General and his Staff stand. Here the close striking of the cannon balls and the bursting of shells is so frequent that the seriousness of life makes itself visible through the youthful picture of imagination. Suddenly someone known to us falls—a shell strikes among the crowd and causes some involuntary movements. We begin to feel we are no longer perfectly at ease and calm. Even the bravest is at least to some degree worried.” Clausewitz continued: “Grape rattles on the roofs of the houses and in the fields. Cannon balls howl over us, and plough the air in all directions, and soon there is a frequent whistling of musket balls. A step farther towards the troops, to that sturdy infantry which for hours has maintained its firmness under heavy fire. Here the air is filled with the hissing of balls which announce their proximity by a short sharp noise as they pass within an inch of the ear, the head, or the breast. To add to all this, compassion fills the pounding heart with pity at the sight of the maimed and fallen.”13


On 18th June the allied guns which were massed on the right bank of the Rhine opened up with a large-scale bombardment of the city. The effect was terrible. It was the first time Clausewitz had seen and heard cannon fired in anger. He was to know this experience many times again, and be subjected to it himself. But never again did he see the army in which he served deliberately set out to destroy a city. The thundering guns, screaming shells, violent explosions, were all branded upon his memory. Fire swept through the wooden houses of Mainz, and flames leapt up to the thick black cloud which hung over the streets. “Every heart was burdened with sadness,” wrote Goethe in his book The Siege of Mainz. “Every moment one was filled with anxiety for one’s dearest friends, and one forgot to think of one’s own safety. As if enchanted by the threatened confusion, one rushed to the danger points and let the cannon balls fly over one’s head and burst by one’s side. For the gravely wounded one wished speedy release. And the dead one had no wish to recall to life.”14 But to the schoolboy Clausewitz, it was a magnificent spectacle. “I stayed while Mainz was being burned to the ground in the fire we had started,” he wrote later. “I added my childish shout to the triumphant cheers of the soldiers.”15 But despite the cannonade the tenacious French garrison still refused to surrender.


Carl’s twenty-year-old brother Wilhelm distinguished himself during the siege, showing that bravery and coolness which marked him as an excellent field commander. One French sortie surprised the Prussian outpost where he was on duty, and for a while it seemed as if his position would be overrun. But with characteristic calmness, Wilhelm helped to reorganize the men, and the Prussians were able to throw back the French. His action was brought to the notice of King Friedrich Wilhelm who was attending the siege, and young Wilhelm was taken to see him. As a reward the King granted Wilhelm’s two sisters, Johanna and Charlotte, the expectancy of rents from property at Neuenberg and Marienborn. But the ladies found it difficult to collect the money. Not until thirty years later did Wilhelm, by then a Major-General serving at the War Ministry, manage to secure an annual pension of two hundred thalers for the surviving sister, Johanna.


On 20th July, 1793, with the siege still in progress, Carl von Clausewitz was promoted to full officer rank, becoming an ensign or Fahnrich. He no longer had to carry the flag, but served and fought on horseback like every officer, and wore the same uniform as the others; since the days of Friedrich Wilhelm I all Prussian army officers from Fahnrich to Field-Marshal wore the same tunic, except that generals also wore distinctive braid and plumage.


Two days after Carl’s promotion, with rising prices threatening a famine, no fodder for the horses and no medicine for the sick and wounded, the fortress of Mainz at last surrendered. According to the surrender terms signed at the Marienborn camp, the French general and defending army received a free pass with full pardon in recognition of their courage; issued on condition they agreed not to serve against the allies for one year. Karl Freiherr von Stein, the future Prussian Minister, constitutional reformer and friend of Clausewitz, described the events in a letter to Frau von Berg. “I came back to Mainz to witness the surrender of the town and the departure of the garrison,” he said. “The expression of licence, stolid insolence, immorality, on the faces of the garrison as they marched out was insufferable; and there was not one face among them which one could easily look at. The town itself showed many outward signs of devastation. The insides of the houses were almost universally ruined, and a disgusting degradation seemed to me stamped on the faces of most of the women.”16 Stein was biased. He admitted another time that he “hated the French as much as a Christian can hate.” So, for most of his life, did Clausewitz.


But Goethe also described the scene, in terms not too dissimilar: “Escorted by the Prussian horse came first the French garrison. Nothing could look stranger than this latter: a column of Marseillese, slight, swarthy, multi-coloured, in patched clothes, came tripping on, as if King Edwin had opened Dwarf Hill and sent out his nimble host of dwarfs.” Goethe continued: “Next followed regular troops, serious, sullen, not as if downcast or ashamed. But the most remarkable appearance, which struck everyone, was that of the chasseurs coming out mounted. They had advanced quite silent to where we stood, when their band struck up the Marseillaise. This revolutionary Te Deum has in itself something mournful and bodeful, however briskly played; but now they gave it in altogether slow time, proportionate to the creeping step they rode at. It was piercing and fearful, and a most sombre thing, as these cavaliers, long, lean men, of a certain age, with mien suitable to the music, came pacing on. Singly, you might have likened them to Don Quixote. En masse they were highly dignified.”17 This was Clausewitz’s introduction to the men he would consider as his enemy for most of his life.


He went into Mainz to see the destruction that the allied army had caused. Whole streets were filled with rubble and charred timbers, still smoking. There was a stench of sickness and death. Goethe also explored the city and described its terrible condition. “What centuries had constructed was now in ruins and ashes,” he wrote. Mobs ran loose, looting the houses of those who had supported the enemy. French losses at Mainz were estimated to be over 5,000 dead, wounded and missing. Allied casualties were high for a besieging force—over 3,000. But the Prusso-Austrian army was still intact, despite signs of dissension among its leaders. Here was an excellent opportunity to strike west, deep into the heart of France herself. The chief obstacle in the way of a successful allied offensive into Alsace seemed more geographical than military: the high and difficult Vosges mountains. The Regiment Prince Ferdinand marched west with the rest of the victorious army. But things were far from satisfactory. Brunswick’s force suffered from Prusso-Austrian political arguments, and from lack of mutual confidence among the commanders from the two countries. A large-scale offensive was not therefore carried out. Long periods were spent in the mountains, where the allied soldiers felt extremely vulnerable to enemy ambushes. Clausewitz wrote in On War: “When a column, winding like a serpent, toils its way through narrow ravines up to the top of a mountain, and passes over it at a snail’s pace, artillery and train-drivers with oaths and shouts flogging their over-driven cattle through the narrow rugged roads, each broken wagon having to be got out of the way with indescribable trouble, whilst all behind are detained, cursing and swearing, then everyone thinks to himself, ‘Now if the enemy should appear with only a few hundred men, he might rout us all.’ ”18


It was a frustrating period for the young Clausewitz. He learned a lesson which was to be underlined time and again throughout his life: without the correct political basis, an army can never be fully effective, no matter how great the military potential might be. He also wrote in On War: “Prussia had neither anything to conquer nor to defend in Alsace—she continued the war with a feeling of very little interest.”19 In December, 1793, lack of proper Prusso-Austrian co-operation enabled Hoche to push the allies from the Palatinate position, and Brunswick’s army began the withdrawal to the east bank of the Rhine; there were still no large-scale engagements. The last six months had been exhausting and disappointing for Clausewitz, and he wanted the campaign to be done with. Fourteen years later he described his feelings as the troops, weary and dirty, had crossed the last ridge of the Vosges and had seen the Fatherland before them. “Nothing is more impressive than the moment when you suddenly leave the mountains and see in front of you the green plain, magnificently revealed in all its richness. We had passed six months in the mountains, very wooded, rough, poor and gloomy. Finally, after a hard march, we found ourselves at the last ridge and there before us and far below was the glorious valley of the Rhine, from Landau to Worms.” Clausewitz added: “In that moment I felt that life, until then serious and sombre, had become kind again . . . it was not just the spectacle, but also the circumstances.”20


Meanwhile, events were swinging back into France’s favour, both politically and militarily. Trouble threatened in Prussia’s territory of Poland, far to the north-east. In spring, 1794, a general revolt erupted. The lower nobility, townspeople and clergy rose against their Prussian overlords, and troops quickly had to be moved to the area. As a consequence, Prussian participation in the Rhine campaign had to be reduced. The Regiment Prince Ferdinand was ordered into cantonments in Westphalia, where it would act as a reserve, and the long march north began for the Clausewitz brothers. While Carl was slowly winding his way up the picturesque Rhine valley, Prussian forces in Poland were showing ominous deficiencies, faults which would be largely ignored with disastrous results twelve years later. The Prussian army was by no means as mighty as it considered itself to be. Her commanders were not as skilled as their limited successes against the French had encouraged them to believe, and there were serious defects in the military administrative structure. French forces had meanwhile pushed to their country’s “natural frontiers”: the Pyrenees, the Alps, and the Rhine. In Paris, this was seen as far enough. The politicians were ready to talk peace.


As the military operations dwindled, Carl von Clausewitz went on leave. Typically he spent the time digesting the lessons he had learned. “I lived for three to four months alone with a farmer’s family,” he wrote later. “I was taken away in one fell swoop from war to the peace of rustic life.” And, while staying with this family, in the county of Taklenberg, Clausewitz “looked for the first time into my soul.”21 The fourteen-year-old boy, the newly blooded soldier, had serious thoughts about his future. He began to read more books, riding to get them from nearby Osnabruck, and he soon realized how sketchy his schooling had been. As he also wrote some years later: “I went on my first campaign at the age of twelve after a very mediocre education . . . my teacher was experience. Before, I had had the shelter of a careful upbringing.”22 The books from Osnabruck lifted him from the restricted mental environment in which he had previously lived. “By sheer chance I obtained some political and religious tracts and other books about the perfectibility of man. There, with one stroke, the vanity of the young soldier became a great philosophical ambition. I was then, at that time and moment, so close to inspiration as the nature of the spirit will allow. If this glow had been maintained better in me and had been used better, I might have become a much more worthwhile person than I am.”23 Already, the young Clausewitz was developing thoughts and ambitions untypical of those held in the Prussian officer corps. But for the moment they did him no good.


On 5th March, 1795, still only in his fifteenth year, Carl was promoted to Second-Lieutenant. Meanwhile his King was losing interest in his army and abandoning himself to the pleasures of Berlin’s female society. Fearing that a continuation of hostilities might threaten the security of Prussia and chances of further gains in Poland, Friedrich Wilhelm was willing to discuss peace terms with the French. Besides, the war had never been a popular one in Berlin. So, one month after Carl’s promotion, the Peace of Basle was signed. It was a heavy blow to the tottering remains of the Holy Roman Empire. The separate treaty between Prussia and France, with war to be kept away from Prussian territory, meant a deepening of the fissure between north and south Germany. Deep resentment was felt against Prussia who seemed determined to stand aside while the rest of Europe suffered. An anti-Prussian attitude began which she would have cause to regret in just over a decade, when allies were urgently needed. With peace, the Regiment Prince Ferdinand went to Neu-Ruppin, an insignificant garrison town. Clausewitz’s inspiration, which the books at Osnabruck had given him, rapidly faded. “Soon, forced into a small garrison, surrounded by prosaic people and events, my existence was no better than that of my friends. In other words I was still a very common human being, with perhaps the only difference being a little more inclination to think, read, and with a little more military ambition.” Clausewitz added: “This was all that remained of my former impetus. However, even this was more of a hindrance than it was healthy, as long as there was no means of satisfying it.”24


Peace had made better schooling even more necessary: with the ending of hostilities Carl could no longer hope to gain promotion through abilities displayed in the field. He enrolled at the local school to learn mathematics, history and French. Not surprisingly, he was attracted to the history of Frederick the Great. Frederick’s exploits, and his works, were just the food for young Carl’s eager mind. But to improve this mind, he still had to rely upon his own efforts. The local school was unsatisfactory and the teaching poor. Carl stayed at Neu-Ruppin, bored with the military inactivity, reading all the books he could find, while in 1796 the young French General Napoleon Bonaparte conquered north and central Italy and advanced into Carinthia and Styria. A preliminary peace was signed between Austria and the French at Leoben, followed by the Peace of Campo Formio in October, 1797, on terms distinctly unfavourable to the Austrians.


The same year, Friedrich Wilhelm II of Prussia died of an excess of sensuality, according to his many critics. “Still his whole mind was only bent on procuring himself the means of indulging his lascivious appetites,” wrote a Berlin commentator. “Nature, which had been lavish in his favour, had long been exhausted; and the provocatives of art had been so liberally employed, that they now refused their wonted effect, until at length every nerve was thus robbed of its elasticity, and the whole system overthrown. Though formed by nature to last, perhaps, for a century, yet he fell a dreadful sacrifice to his own excesses.”25 His son, the twenty-seven year old Friedrich Wilhelm III, now took his seat on the Prussian throne. He was to rule for forty-three years; and he was to cause Carl von Clausewitz much anger and misery.


The new King was basically good-natured and mild. He was also timid and lacking in imagination, and totally unsuited to rule in the crises which were soon to overtake his kingdom. He had been neglected by his father and brought up mainly by his tutor. The young boy had retired further into himself. Then he had been placed under the care of Count von Brühl, father of Marie von Brühl, the future Frau von Clausewitz. Brühl “possessed every accomplishment that could adorn the man, or the courtier;”26 and he was, said Stein, “honourable, honest, benevolent, and amiable; the social talents and accomplishments of a man of the world, he possessed in the most favourable degree.”27 But he came too late to help Friedrich Wilhelm’s development. The boy’s shyness increased. The Prince attended the campaigns on the Rhine and in Poland, and he conducted himself with courage. He even commanded the siege of Landau in person, but again his nervousness and hesitancy showed themselves—he lacked sufficient confidence to exploit any advantages his troops might gain. The one redeeming feature of the young King’s life was his vivacious and pretty Queen, Louise. “The delicacy of her mind, the gentleness of her character, added to the loveliness of her person, unite all the charms of her sex, and render their mutual love a happy example to their whole kingdom.”28 Clausewitz, who admired the Queen—she too hated the French—said Friedrich Wilhelm had “that Nordic, cold, sense of doubt.” This pessimism made the King reluctant to attempt important military innovations. He was more interested in his army than his father had been in his later years, but concerned himself with details of uniform rather than fundamental reforms.


Clausewitz became one of his strongest critics. One of the reasons for his condemnation of the King was Friedrich Wilhelm’s later refusal to alter the Prussian tactics and strategy which so fully occupied Clausewitz’s time now at Neu-Ruppin. He was depressed with the regular, dull routine of the garrison, which revolved round the endless drills and barrack-square manoeuvres. These manoeuvres laid heavy stress upon close-order and precision. Laid down by the Prussian tactics of the day, these procedures were meant to be easily transposed to the field of battle, with soldiers trained to advance in stiff straight lines, elbow to elbow, as if still on parade. This was the whole basis of the Prussian method of fighting war, and Clausewitz drilled it and drilled it until he was sick of it. Already he was finding fault with this tactical system—and already the French were developing methods which would make it outdated.


While the war with the allies had been continuing Lazare Carnot, the French War Minister, had recruited new military talents, such as Lazare Hoche, Charles Pichegru, Jean Baptiste Jourdan and Napoleon Bonaparte, and had laid the foundations for the victorious French mass armies of the future which were to teach Prussia such a bloody lesson. By the spring of 1794 this French citizen-soldier army had reached a massive strength of 800,000 men. The levée en masse—mass conscription—was in marked contrast to the current European practice of hiring mercenaries. Making use of the skirmisher or tirailleur, the new system was based upon new flexible tactics which involved open-order manoeuvres.


So, while the Prussians continued to stress the importance of inflexible linear formations, the French were partially abandoning the idea. Unlike the tirailleur, the Prussian infantryman was not expected to show independent judgement, not even to the extent of aiming his weapon. The most important points were considered to be the volume and rate of fire, not its accuracy. The massive, rolling, regular volleys from the steadily advancing rigid Prussian lines were thought to be all-powerful. Actually to aim the weapons would slow down this rate of fire and make the volley ragged. Prussian soldiers were therefore ordered to point their muskets waist-high. Claiming that men usually fired too high anyway in the heat and panic of battle, some officers ordered their troops to fire in the general direction of the enemy’s feet. This was the type of drill Clausewitz was engaged with at Neu-Ruppin. It needed long hours of practice. And, under Frederick the Great, the Prussian armies which had used this method had indeed done so with deadly effect.


Few could equal the Prussian speed in the intricate loading drill, involving up to twenty-two separate actions to load and fire a round. In the time of Frederick the Great, the line troops managed—at their best—to fire three rounds per minute. It mattered little if some of the Prussian troops shot wild in their haste, or if some of the weapons misfired. Nor did it matter if the Prussian muskets were almost impossible to fire accurately anyway. Thus, by 1782 the Infanteriegewehr infantry weapon was extremely difficult to hold on a target because of its imbalance and weight.29 Moreover, the precise Prussian drill called for strict discipline, which was best obtained through mercenaries. So, by 1804, the Prussian army at full strength was almost half composed of foreign troops;30 and, by 1806 according to Clausewitz, the men were armed with the worst musket in Europe, unsuited for anything except rapid firing.31 The effects of the new French troops, equipped with the fusil musket and new tactics, were not generally noticeable before the Peace of Basle. Clausewitz continued to perform intricate drills on the square at Neu-Ruppin, with the endless orders of “Load-Advance-Fire-Load-Advance.”


Clausewitz continued to be dejected. The more he read, the more he became aware of his lack of education. Self-tuition was soon clearly insufficient. The answer would be entry to The Institution for the Young Officers in Berlin, one of the military schools founded by Frederick the Great in 1763. There, Carl would receive formal education in science, tactics and strategy. In the autumn of 1801, he managed to pass the entrance examination, which was not of a high standard. Clausewitz took leave of his regiment and travelled to the Prussian capital to begin the initial two-year course. But his depression soon returned. With his meagre education, Clausewitz rapidly found difficulty even in following the lectures and in keeping up with the other officer students. Once again he was an outsider. At Neu-Ruppin this had been so because he wanted to educate himself and not be limited to routine garrison activities; in Berlin it was again, this time because his education was lacking, as was his money. He could not afford to take part in all the student activities, even if he had wished to do so. Clausewitz felt painfully misplaced and lonely. He was even on the verge of leaving the army in despair.32


Then began his friendship with a man who was also shy and reserved, Gerhard von Scharnhorst. This relatively unknown Hanoverian, twenty-five years older than Carl, was to become his closest companion, and probably the greatest influence upon him. To Clausewitz he was “the father and mother and friend of my soul.”33 Without Scharnhorst, Clausewitz might well have left the army in 1802. Although he stayed, it is unlikely that On War could ever have been written in the way it was without the influence of the older man. Scharnhorst was to provide the young officer with encouragement, patronage and opportunity—all of which he very much needed—in a relationship which was both fatherly and comradely. Above all, Scharnhorst was someone to lean upon. Nor was the relationship one-sided. Scharnhorst was heard to say on numerous occasions that apart from his children no human being on earth had been so close to him, and no-one had understood him as well as Clausewitz.34 Scharnhorst was soon to be involved at the very centre of Prussia’s great military debate. At his side would be Carl.





TWO


Scharnhorst


“In these feints, parades, half and
quarter thrusts of former Wars, they
find the aim of all theory, the
supremacy of mind over matter, and
modern Wars appear to them mere
savage fisticuffs.”


(On War, bk. iii, ch. xvi.)





SCHARNHORST’S CLAIM TO nobility was even weaker than that of his pupil and friend and he had to endure many a slight because of his common background. He was born at Bordenau, not far from Hanover, in 1755, the son of a soldier. His father had risen to the rank of Quartermaster, but, seeing little chance of further promotion because of his low birth, had left the army. The Kingdom of Hanover at that time had an even stronger caste system than the Kingdom of Prussia. Scharnhorst’s father wished to marry a girl in his village who belonged four ranks higher up the local hierarchy. Permission was refused until the matter was forced in the traditional manner by the birth of a baby.


Gerhard was the Scharnhorsts’ second child. He decided to join the army after meeting an acquaintance of his father, Count Lippe-Bückeburg, then one of the most distinguished soldiers and military writers in Germany, and an extremely forward thinker in some strategical subjects.1 In 1773 Gerhard entered the military school founded by the Count at Wilhelmstein and stayed with his patron until the Count’s death in 1777. He then entered Hanoverian military service, joining a unit to which a regimental school had recently been attached, and he began to distinguish himself as a lecturer on military subjects. He moved to Hanover itself in 1782, as an ensign in the artillery, and began to write a number of technical books, including An Officer’s Handbook and A History of the Siege of Gibraltar. He married Clara Scmalz in 1785, whom he met when her brother, Dr. Theodor Scmalz, was writing a life of Count Lippe-Bückeburg.


Three years later Scharnhorst was editing the New Military Journal. Then came the French Revolution and his first practical experience of war. King George III of England and Hanover ordered his Hanoverian army to join the British operation in the Netherlands in March, 1793. Scharnhorst distinguished himself with his bravery and skill, rising to the rank of Major, and Assistant Quartermaster-General. By 1801 he had become Quartermaster-General, and was offered a post in the Prussian army by the Duke of Brunswick. At first he refused. Then, probably feeling that his lack of noble birth would deny him further promotion in Hanover, especially in the cavalry, he agreed. He was commissioned as Lieutenant-Colonel in the Third Cavalry Regiment based in Berlin. At the same time, Scharnhorst was offered a post at the military school, to superintend the artillery department under the nominal command of the Director, Lieutenant-General von Geusau. He took up the appointment, and in the following year, 1802, King Friedrich Wilhelm III granted him noble status.


The explanation of the extremely close friendship which was to develop between Scharnhorst and Clausewitz lies in the similarity between the two men. Like Clausewitz, Scharnhorst was often misunderstood and underestimated. “He seemed,” said Clausewitz, “to the people of the outside world, and even to the intelligent part of it, a dull savant and pedant, while military men took him for an irresolute, unpractical, unsoldierly book writer.”2 Shy, unassuming, like a quiet scholar—but brave in battle—he lived apart from the military society of which he was a member. So too did Clausewitz. Scharnhorst was a good deal older than Clausewitz, and was already many of the things Clausewitz wished to be. Clausewitz was unlike his “General” in some ways. He was more impetuous, more emotional when pushed too far, more sensitive. He needed protection and encouragement. Recognizing in Clausewitz the ability and potential which no-one else quite saw, Scharnhorst believed he could help him. So, because of their similarities, and also because of their dissimilarities—especially in age—a partnership of master and pupil, leader and disciple, man and assistant, was formed. It would last throughout the next crucial decade of Prussia’s history.


Meanwhile, Scharnhorst believed—like Clausewitz—that there could not be an intelligently officered army, nor any great development in military skill, unless military literature and education was soundly based. In 1804 Scharnhorst was to propose to the King that the Berlin war school should be elevated to the status of War Academy; this was done immediately, and Scharnhorst was appointed its Director. The Academy closed with the war of 1806, but was reconstituted in 1810. Improvements in army education were long overdue; a very low educational standard prevailed throughout the officer corps, as it had done for many years. An observer in the time of Friedrich Wilhelm I had noted: “A general was not regarded as uneducated, even though he could barely write down his own name. Whoever could do more was styled a pedant, inksplasher and scribbler.”3 Over sixty years later, in 1802, very little improvement had been made. The situation was made worse by the entry of Junker sons into the officer corps at an extremely early age. Even Frederick the Great described these officers’ sons as “snatched from their mothers’ breasts,” but he did little about it.4


Closely guided by Scharnhorst, Clausewitz was rapidly expanding his own slim education. At the school, he studied tactics and strategy, the effects of field artillery, military history, mathematics, engineering, and the work of the General Staff. But he went much further than this. He eagerly attended the philosophical lectures of Professor Kiesewetter at the College of Medicine. The Professor, nicknamed by Berlin society “the national philosopher,” explained the work of Kant. These lectures and Clausewitz’s study of the Professor’s writings and of Kant himself, have been held responsible for the logical methods and dialectic sharpness in Clausewitz’s own work.5 Especially at this time, Clausewitz was forever attempting to reason out the thoughts in his impressionable mind. It was not always an easy task. He had great enthusiasms, and always would have, following these with a serious and almost obsessive passion, flinging himself after them in a way which could be extremely tiresome for others. He tried to exercise strict discipline upon himself, saying “I have always tried to adopt a rational view, broad and practical, of the life and beliefs of others.” But he sometimes failed.


While attending the war school Clausewitz worked his way with evident enjoyment through the writings of political philosophers—Dupan on the French Revolution, Voltaire, Montesquieu, and above all Machiavelli. “No reading is more necessary than the writing of Machiavelli,” he said. “Those who pretend to be revolted by his principles are nothing but dandies who take humanist airs.”6 Upon his bedside table lay works on travel and on people, both of which always fascinated him. For lighter reading he had Laurence Sterne’s Tristram Shandy, one of his favourites.7 Clausewitz was happy at the school. He now felt he belonged. Although he still kept much to himself he did form at least one strong friendship with an officer of his own age, Carl Ludwig Heinrich von Tiedemann. This friendship continued as the two officers moved along remarkably parallel paths, until it was abruptly and sadly ended a decade later.


Scharnhoist considered Clausewitz and Tiedemann to be his best students. “They were distinguished in talent, judgement and industry, and by their altogether exceptional knowledge,” he said. In an early assessment of Clausewitz he commented: “The character of Lieutenant von Clausewitz is distinguished by being modest and pleasant. Moreover he possesses a thorough knowledge of mathematics and military scholarship.”8 Clausewitz, his tutor added, could rapidly digest a large and complex topic, and then give a sound opinion on it: he had “an unusually rare judgement of the whole.”9 All this marked Clausewitz as excellent staff officer material. It also led to him being placed by Scharnhorst at the top of his class. The effect of this distinction upon the young man, who only a few months before had thought himself well below the school’s standard, was long-lasting. He wrote to his fiancée in 1807 that two events in his life had made him so happy as to make him forget everything else for the time being. One, naturally, was meeting her; and the other “was the mark which was conferred upon me when I was placed at the top of forty young men who had all attributes of intellect and hard-earned military knowledge.” Clausewitz continued: “I would never have believed this preference could have happened to me, that I could come out before the others in intellectual qualities, but he (Scharnhorst) convinced me he had thought me the most able in the school, and when I believed myself capable of this, I went ahead with confidence.”10


Clausewitz did not confine himself to the study of past and present military theory. He also took part in the important discussion over strategical and tactical reform. Again with Scharnhorst’s help, he became a member of the Military Society (Militärische Gesellschaft) founded by Scharnhorst in 1802 and which, starting with a group of nine, rose to a membership of 188 by 1805, when it broke up with the general mobilization. The society, which functioned like a club, held discussions and presentations which were attended by officers of all ranks, by two royal Princes, and by influential civilians such as Baron Stein who were interested in military subjects. The club was of considerable importance. For the three years of its existence it was a meeting point for new ideas from some of the most active military minds in Berlin at that time. As an unknown junior officer, Clausewitz was very fortunate to be a part of it. Notably, the club debated fundamental changes to the whole structure of Prussian tactics, including the prospects of moving away from the Frederickian rigid lines of attack and the stress on massive volleys, towards a greater use of light troops and flexible tactics as the French had adopted.


So far the issue had only been relevant to Clausewitz on the tactical level, through his experiences on the Neu-Ruppin parade ground. Now he realized the full and far-reaching significance of any change. If any alteration to the Prussian tactics were carried out, it would amount to nothing less than a revolution in the Prussian army, and one which would have an impact far beyond the tactics employed on the battlefield and even beyond the army itself. Rigid linear tactics meant that as far as possible all should be planned before the engagement with the enemy. There had to be precise execution, to enable the precise Prussian lines to deploy exactly to pattern. The approach march to the battlefield had to be as carefully planned as the battle itself, so that the army could arrive in the form required. Once set in motion, the intricate manoeuvre machinery could not change gear without the risk of disastrous confusion. Tactics therefore influenced the wider realm of strategy. Ideally, there should be an element of inevitability about the whole affair, with well-drilled regiments arriving after a complicated and well-planned approach, then moving forward at the required pace in the required direction, each component well-ordered and linked with the others, and the whole advancing, engaging, and defeating the enemy with minimum confusion and interruption. It was, Clausewitz wrote when condemning this system in On War, “a kind of algebraic action.”11 Making war in this fashion was artificial and often extremely inflexible. But it worked, at least under Frederick the Great, and at least until the French tirailleurs swarmed across the European battlefields.


Until the French threw grit into the complex military machine, the decisive factor in battle was the concentrated weight of metal fired. Thus at the battle of Crefeld in 1758 the first Prussian volley slaughtered 75 per cent of the enemy front line.12 At the Battle of Prague on 6th May, 1757, Frederick the Great’s soldiers themselves came out the worst in one of these mass executions: the Prussian battalions were ripped to pieces, and in one shattering volley several units lost over 50 per cent of their men—over 350 troops out of 700. But even before the French tactical changes, a number of disadvantages and adverse implications could be seen in the Prussian method. Drill had to be as near perfect as possible; in turn, discipline had to be harsh. There was always a fear of confusion, of the unexpected, which might throw the tight formations into a rabble of panicked men. Because of this inflexibility, the lines of battle had to be organized before the battle opened, rather than after fighting had started, one side could more easily be manoeuvred into defeat: if the opposing army had stolen the advantage of the approach march, and was organized for battle before the other, then the battle was lost before it had begun. And in fact, battles sometimes were counted as defeats even though they never actually took place. This added to the artificiality, and gave disproportionate importance to manoeuvre. As a result, it was difficult to snatch the sudden opportunity; and it was hard to follow up a victory once it had been gained. Beaten enemy forces could not be easily routed, because the exact Prussian formations could not pursue them quickly enough without losing cohesion themselves. Armies were often allowed to regroup and fight another day.


Virtually the only flexibility came from the small number of Prussian light infantry troops, designed for secondary use in patrols and ambushes. But instead of having ordinary infantrymen trained in these tasks as well as in linear drill, the light troops were provided by a few units hired for the campaign, and by the Jäger. The latter, organized by Frederick the Great soon after he ascended the throne, were originally formed from foresters and huntsmen. But by 1806 this regiment only numbered about 2,000 men. In addition, Friedrich Wilhelm II had agreed, in 1787, to ten sharpshooters—Schützen—for each line company. But ten per company only amounted to about forty in a battalion of 700. More important was the formation, also in 1787, of twenty fusilier battalions, which were used in two ranks instead of the more common three, and were therefore easier to deploy into extended order for skirmishing.


Generally, however, Prussia stayed apart from the main shifts in emphasis in military tactics during the last years of the eighteenth century. These changes covered the merging of irregular light infantry troops with the line regiments, the increasing use of open order and aimed fire—as opposed to tight formations firing unaimed volleys—and the application of light infantry tactics to the battle. All were important elements in the transition of the old form of war to the new, which was itself to form the foundation of Clausewitz’s On War. It was in the context of these changes that the book was written.


Gradually other European armies were training infantrymen who could either fight in the line or as skirmishers, acting individually or in small detached units. The French were the first to experiment. Even before the Seven Years’ War, the French soldier and strategist Maurice de Saxe considered it feasible to have up to one-tenth of a standard infantry battalion fighting as skirmishers. And in the last decade before the Revolution there were twelve battalions of chasseurs à pied (light foot soldiers) in the French army, also termed tirailleurs en grande bande, or massed skirmishers. These troops were ready for use and expansion when the French Revolution let loose new sources of energy. But the Prussian leaders refused to follow the French example; nor was this example easily recognized for what it was.


Moreover, after the Peace of Basle, Prussia was a bystander to events in south Germany and Italy, which was yet another reason why her leaders failed to see that military reforms were urgently needed. There was no test of war. It was believed that the army was still that of Frederick the Great; General Rüchel said on parade at Potsdam: “His Majesty’s army can produce several generals equal to M. de Bonaparte.”13 There was no way of showing the opposite until it was too late. Prussia could even have looked abroad for valuable hints: to the American War of Independence (1775–83). Again the opportunity was missed, as it was by other European nations. When the young Gneisenau, who had spent some months in the British army fighting the colonists, applied to join the Prussian army, the King said: “People who come back from America imagine they know all there is to know about war, and yet have to start learning all over again in Europe.”14


One of the main drawbacks to change was the problem of timing. Alterations would mean a transitional period in which the Prussian army would be confused, less effective, and vulnerable. But the implications spread even further. If skirmishing and open order tactics were to be adopted on a large scale, training would have to be quite different. Men would have to be allowed greater initiative; and this meant greater freedom. Discipline would consequently be affected. Mercenaries, liable to desert, would be unsafe, and more nationals would have to be recruited; but it would be difficult, dangerous and a contradiction to give those peasants who enjoyed little liberty at home, wider freedom in the army. A change to open order battle tactics meant nothing less than a modification of the whole Prussian social system, of the existing and accepted relationship between officer and man, soldier and citizen, master and servant, and even between soldier and sovereign, all of which were basic to the structure of the Prussian state. Yet it was becoming apparent to a number of Prussians that important alterations were long overdue. And these thinkers met and talked throughout the medium of Scharnhorst’s Militärische Gesellschaft.


Scharnhorst himself had given his opinions of French tirailleur tactics a number of years before. In his Basic Reason for the French Success, written when he was still in Hanoverian service, he had said: “The physical agility and excellent intelligence of the ordinary man allows the French tirailleurs to profit from all the advantages offered by the terrain and overall situation, while the phlegmatic Germans, Bohemians and Dutch deploy on open ground and do nothing but what their officer tells them to do.”15


The use of light troops and the integration of open and close order tactics formed an increasingly high proportion of the subjects discussed in the Militärische Gesellschaft, and articles on these topics appeared in the privately circulated proceedings of the club, the Denkwürdingkeiten der Militärischen Gesellschaft. One such article was written by Hermann von Boyen, the future War Minister, and won a competition organized by the club in 1804 which asked the question: “Should line infantry be taught the light service and how to fight à la débande (in open order)?” Boyen suggested that the third rank of the line battalion should be trained to fight in this way. This idea had already been put forward by Scharnhorst in his lectures at the Berlin war school, attended by Clausewitz and Tiedemann, and he had recommended the suggestion to Friedrich Wilhelm in a memorandum of 1800 or 1801.16 Several units had experimented with the system; but once again it was on an insufficient scale.


Other Prussians advocated even more radical changes; among them Henrich Dietrich von Bülow, a retired Lieutenant and the brother of the successful general. He wrote a succession of volatile books between 1799 and 1806, savagely attacking all aspects of Frederick the Great’s army, and even “Old Fritz” himself. Bülow believed close order tactics were “servile.” Skirmishing “restores to the individual his courage, his effectiveness, his intelligence, in a word his human dignity.” But even Bülow still retained the geometric framework of close order strategy, with his “points of domination” and “angles of approach.”17 This, then, was the debate to which the young Clausewitz listened and in which he took part; a debate which on the surface was concerned with technical military matters, but which in reality was concerned with the very basis of Prussian existence, and with the fundamental difference between the old and new forms of war.


Clausewitz, the disciple of Scharnhorst, agreed with the views of his teacher during those Military Society discussions. His first article appeared at this time, a critique of Bülow’s scientific laws of strategy, printed in the journal Neue Bellona edited by Heinrich Philip von Porbeck. In this article, Clausewitz strongly disagreed with the retired Lieutenant’s combination of geometric analysis and almost romantic notions of skirmishing. But he agreed with Bülow upon the advantages of large armies operating in open formations. He believed that the élite professional force fighting in strict close order was to some extent outdated, but he nevertheless believed it could not entirely be abolished. Instead, the two systems should be merged. But Clausewitz, as always, listened more than he talked. He absorbed the to-and-fro of the debate. And he was to make use of it in On War. Yet in those years the debate could achieve little. As Clausewitz said, the thinkers and advocates of radical change were unable to make more than a slight scratch upon the “rare conceit” of Prussia’s monarchy and military class.18 Clausewitz was an especially harsh critic of the King. And although Friedrich Wilhelm scrapped certain nonsensical regulations, such as loosening screws on musket-butts to make a better noise during parades, he still supported the existing ideas of complex linear drill. “I don’t understand why the most beautiful troops shouldn’t also be the best,” said the King.19 In a very short time understanding would be forced upon him by the points of French bayonets.


Meanwhile, Clausewitz now entered the heady atmosphere of Friedrich Wilhelm’s elegant court. In 1803, on Scharnhorst’s recommendation, Carl was made aide-de-camp to Prince August of Prussia, soon to be his friend, commanding officer—and fellow prisoner of war.





THREE


The Plaything of Princes


“But war’s a game which, were their
subjects wise, Kings would not play
at.”


(William Cowper, The Task.)





MADAME GERMAINE DE STÄEL, who visited Berlin for the first time during the same months as Clausewitz entered the proud Berlin court society, said: “The two classes of society—the scholars and the courtiers—are completely divorced from each other. As a result, the scholars do not cultivate conversation and mundane society is absolutely incapable of thought.” She added, in another letter home: “The thinkers are soaring in the empyrean; on earth you find only grenadiers.” Madame de Stäel, a French lady who disliked Berlin, observed that the thinkers themselves accepted the social rigidity without question. In their thoughts and conversation they were more radical than their counterparts in France; on earth they bowed to rank, title and authority.1


Clausewitz could only be out of place in this society. He was helped through the friendship which developed with Prince August. The Prince, younger brother of Prince Louis Ferdinand, cousin of the King, and son of Frederick the Great’s youngest brother, Prince August Ferdinand, was about the same age as Carl. The two were different in character: August was sociable and an excellent conversationalist. But apart from Tiedemann the Prince became the closest friend Clausewitz had of his own generation. As aide to the Prince, Clausewitz had to escort him on numerous public and semi-private occasions, attending balls and banquets, army manoeuvres and ceremonial functions at the glittering court. Apart from being an entirely new life for Clausewitz, it was one he could scarcely afford. He was without a private income and as always he was short of money. But for the moment Clausewitz was absorbed by his surroundings. Gerhard von Scharnhorst was a frequent visitor to the court and the two men maintained close contact. Clausewitz was also befriended by Princess Louise, sister of August and Louis Ferdinand, who had married the Elector Anton von Radzivill in 1796, and who had a small circle within the court of those whose company she preferred. Belonging to this group, although initially on the fringe, Clausewitz was able to make contact with many of the most influential men of his time, including Baron von Stein, Chancellor Hardenberg, the leading politician Neibuhr, and later Gneisenau. Scharnhorst was also part of the intimate circle. Clausewitz took up his appointment at the court in spring 1803, but his appointment was not formally confirmed until 26th June, 1804. At the same time he was promoted to full Lieutenant.
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