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				It is mid-October 1914, and British artillery approaches Ypres through a still-tranquil Belgian landscape. The photographer was Paul Maze, the French post-Impressionist painter, who had volunteered to work as an interpreter for the British staff. (Imperial War Museum, London)
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				Remember the beginning of the war, those never-to-be-forgot days when something truly great had happened, which none thought still possible! We hadn’t believed in the war; our political thinking was incapable of recognizing the need for a European catastrophe. As moral beings, though, we had seen the affliction coming—more than that, we even longed for it in some way. Deep in our hearts we felt that the world, our world, could no longer go on as it had….

				War! It felt like a purification, a liberation, and a tremendous hope.

				—Thomas Mann,
“Thoughts in Wartime” (1914), translated by Mark Lilla and Cosima Mattner

				We arrived in Paris

				Just as the mobilisation posters were going up

				We understood my buddy and I

				That the little car had taken us into a New epoch

				And although we were both grown men

				We had just been born.

				—Guillaume Apollinaire,
“The Little Car,” from Zone: Selected Poems, translated by Ron Padgett

				We’d line up for the privilege of getting killed.

				—Louis-Ferdinand Céline,
Journey to the End of the Night, translated by Ralph Manheim

				Turning points do often originate…below historians’ radars. That only imagination evokes them doesn’t diminish their significance, for what documents could show a great army losing its confidence overnight?

				—John Lewis Gaddis,
On Grand Strategy

			

		

	
		
			
				Introduction

				 

				There is a good reason for the title of this book, The Killing Season. More men died in the first four months of the Great War on the Western Front than in any comparable interval in the four-year struggle. “The enormous losses in August and September 1914,” writes historian Alan Kramer, “were never equalled at any other time, not even by Verdun.” On a single day, August 22, 1914, the French attained the lethal summit of the war, with 27,000 killed, a figure that exceeded by 8,000 the number of Englishmen killed on a more famous date, July 1, 1916, the first day of the Battle of the Somme.

				During the four days of the Battle of the Frontiers, August 20–23, the French had 40,000 killed. (The Germans suffered a mere 15,000 deaths in the same brief interval.) The Great War had been going on for less than three weeks. That August the number of French dead approximated between 75,000 and 84,500. September, the month of the Marne, was worse: 99,000. The corpse fields diminished after that vast battle: 46,000 (October), a still-monstrous 38,300 (November), with a Christmas bonus of only 33,300. By the end of the year, French combat deaths totaled 301,100: roughly one Frenchman killed every forty-three seconds—2,007 per day.

				Let us take the number of Germans killed from the beginning of August to the end of November 1914. The most reliable compilation, undoubtedly, was that reported by the Sänitätsberichte, the German Army Medical Service, early in the 1930s: 18,662 (August); 25,894 (September); 17,720 (October); 14,265 (November)—a total of 76,541 killed in action. In The World Crisis, Winston Churchill raises the figure to 116,750 German Western Front deaths in the same period, a considerable difference. Were the losses of the attacking Germans that much less than those of the French? It seems improbable, but there you are.

				The truth is that we will never know to a certainty the ultimate arithmetic of annihilation for both sides. Even today, after more than a century has passed since the end of the Great War, the fields of crosses and headstones, the enclosures and the head-high marble boxes that conceal the prodigal boneheaps of the unidentified, or the thousands of names on memorial walls defy comprehension. Enough time has passed for the statistics of mass grief to turn into metaphor. But whatever estimates of mortality we accept, one circumstance is undeniable: The massacres of autumn produced the earliest chapter in the continuing saga of demographic catastrophe in the twentieth century. We can do no more than speculate on the damage done to our genetic heritage.

				“The casualties of the First World War,” writes the late George Steiner, one of our most perceptive public intellectuals, “were not only enormous, they were cruelly selective.” The butcheries that began with the Killing Season “gutted a generation of English moral and intellectual talent, and they eliminated many of the best from the European future.” As the historian Alan Kramer notes, as many as 29.3 percent of those men who entered Oxford between 1905 and 1914 and who served in the military perished, as compared to 12 percent of all men mobilized. Entire pages of magazines like the Tatler or L’Illustration would be thronged with handsome, mustached upper-class faces, those dance cards of the dead. They were the young men who normally would have been groomed to lead and innovate, to administer the colonies that made Europe powerful. In the short term, that would prove a disaster. The voices of division, discord, and revenge, the ham actors of tyranny, the thugocracy of fascism and communism, would before long take center stage.

				“We cannot think about the crises of Western culture,” Steiner continues, “about the origins and forms of totalitarian movements in the European heartland and the recurrence of world war, without bearing sharply in mind that Europe…was damaged in its centers of life…. The satiric conceits of Brecht and George Grosz, of children murdered because never to be born has its special genetic meaning.” Estimates have, in fact, been made. In France, writes Professor Alexandre Lafon of the University of Toulouse, “It is possible to calculate an approximate population deficit of about 1,500,000 births resulting from the premature death, and absence during the war, of young men who were of marrying and reproductive age.”

				

				—

				Why was the rate of killing for those early months of the Western Front so inordinately high? There is a simple answer. Open warfare is far more murderous than fighting from prepared defensive positions. The trenches actually saved lives. During much of that summer and fall, the opponents clashed aboveground in exposed and unprotected country, in one of the most domesticated, but for soldiers dangerously open, landscapes on Earth, amply patterned with fields and well-regulated woodlands, like lethal deer parks that too often offered unobstructed avenues of fire. They did so amid gunfire of all kinds and calibers that continued almost nonstop. Places to hide were scarce.

				Artillery, the greatest killer throughout the war, limited only by intermittent shell shortages and tube fatigue of cannon fired too often, thrived in the open. Rifles and machine guns did their share. A single battalion, supposed to number a thousand men but more likely to have been reduced to six or seven hundred, might even fire off a hundred thousand rounds per day—which meant that all up and down the line, millions of bullets were expended every twenty-four hours. In the open, the fraction that collided with flesh may have been small, but was sufficient to kill a few thousand daily.

				The killing was only accentuated by the enthusiasm of men going to war for the first time, primed with the bitterness and patriotic misconceptions that governments deliberately ramped up. Nor should we underestimate the effect of the close-order tactics favored early on in the war that, far from overwhelming defenders, more often resulted in close-order slaughters of the attackers. Generals on both sides believed that the defense could best be served by massing troops up front, even in the open. That might have increased firepower, but it also made them ready targets for enemy artillery. The vast numbers of men available asked for vast casualties. Density ruled, but did not always dominate.

				The leadership of those early months, which veered from the stolid and the timorous to the foolhardy and the blindly overoptimistic, bore a large share of the blame. Too many generals on both sides had made it to the top more through political deftness and a dogged determination to outlast their competitors than an innate gift for making war. Age, especially in the German Army, prevailed over imagination and energy. The generals of 1914 were still fighting the battles of the nineteenth century, the Franco-Prussian War especially. The double-envelopment of Sedan, echoing Cannae, Hannibal’s triumph over Rome in 216 BCE, was forever in the thoughts of German generals, as well as those of the majors and colonels who aspired to High Command.

				Though it soon became apparent that new ways and means of killing had overwhelmed the doctrines and fixations of the past, generals on all sides resisted change. Small minds were incapable of managing big human numbers. The German commander in chief, Erich von Falkenhayn, estimated that by the middle of October 1914, 4 million men, Allied and German, were arrayed against one another on the Western Front. The events of that autumn would take the combatants, in the words of that fine historian Robert T. Foley, “into poorly charted and largely unknown territory.”

				Operational brilliance, let alone strategic, was in short supply that season. Both sides were, however, blessed with exceptional soldiers in the middle ranges of command, most of whom are forgotten now. They shouldn’t be. Men like Rear Admiral Pierre Ronarc’h, who led the French marine brigade at Dixmude, or inspired commanders like the German Johann Zwehl, the British Edward Bulfin, or Brigadier Charles FitzClarence, V.C., are the real heroes of this narrative. Only three individuals in positions of influence—you will meet them in these pages—approached that standard of genuine excellence, a Frenchman, a Belgian, and a German: Ferdinand Foch, King Albert, and Fritz von Lossberg (whose most notable achievements as the defensive genius of the Western Front would come later). Besides their fine minds and their capacity to lead and motivate, they had one attribute in common. Before August 1914, not one of them had ever been under fire.

				Once stationary trench systems replaced the war of movement, the death rate leveled off. For all its miseries and lurking hazards, its clever expedients of extinction, trench warfare was measurably safer than naked brawling aboveground.

				

				—

				We tend to forget how fluid those first two and a half months of the Great War were. The opposing armies advanced or retreated over hundreds of miles before the lines finally congealed. The increasingly intricate trench systems left their mark almost as an afterthought. As the killing headed north (and south) that fall, the first trenches followed. I focus on their relentless spread as part of the story, largely untold, of the so-called Race to the Sea. In the words of Hew Strachan, in his masterful To Arms, the opening volume of his projected history of the First World War, trenches made it possible for “ground to be defended with fewer troops, so allowing tired men to recuperate and—above all—permitting the creation of new formations for mobile operations elsewhere. Bitterest of ironies, trench warfare was adopted to enable mobile warfare to take place.”

				The Race to the Sea could not have taken on the renewed strength and intensity, which it did, if the two sides had lacked open stretches to digest. As they ran out of open space in which to maneuver, the trenches caught up to them, becoming the dominant fact of the war in the west. We can even identify the days and the places on both sides of the line where they closed for good.

				The action of those first months of war was practically nonstop, a “perpetuity of crisis,” to borrow Steiner’s apt phrase. The Western world had experienced nothing like that frenzied interval since the French Revolution and the Napoleonic Wars—again to quote Steiner—that “literally quickened the pace of felt time.” (I would add the American Civil War.) It was a phenomenon that can happen only when events are in the saddle, as they were that summer and autumn. Time, like any other psychological essence, reacts to the stimulus of overload. The course of its fabled arrow may be direct and straight—the eminent French historian Marc Bloch, himself a Great War veteran, called historical time “a concrete and living reality with an irreversible onward rush”—but the speed of that flight is rarely constant. That may be one of its great puzzles. History, time’s servant, has a mind of its own.

				

				—

				In 1914, two truly consequential—I shy from the word “decisive”—land battles took place in the west.[*1] Both did fundamentally alter the historical landscape of the Great War on the Western Front, which was never the same after them. The first, undeniably, was the Marne, which saw German military expansion briefly reach its outermost limits. It lasted six days—nine if you count the final pursuit of the Germans to the heights of the Aisne—and spread over almost two hundred miles of northern France—roughly from Soissons to just beyond Nancy. What began as a seemingly unstoppable German advance ended with their armies retiring and reluctantly digging in. The battle saved Paris, and perhaps France itself. For the French, there would be no repetition of the humiliation of the Franco-Prussian War forty-three years earlier, no Sedan, with its capture of an emperor.

				Indeed, in just less than a week, the initiative on the Western Front passed from the Germans to the Allies (or from the Central Powers to the Entente, to use names that now seem unfamiliar, if not a bit musty). The scythelike sweep of the legendary Schlieffen Plan proved only as effective as the generals who orchestrated it. Not for the last time in that war, German nerve failed—the nerve of commanders, not that of the common soldiers.

				The other major land battle in the west took place around the old Belgian town of Ypres. I would argue, and it is the premise of this book, that its results were even more considerable, more far-reaching, than those of the Marne. That is not the accepted view. Indeed, before I started researching and writing The Killing Season, it wasn’t mine. I was once quoted as calling the Marne “the most important military event of the last century.” I now have reservations about my own assertion (though not about the superb book commented on). Momentous the Marne was, but it did not signal eventual defeat for Germany. Ypres did.[*2]

				The strategic stakes were high, and plainly in view. They were the Channel ports: Dunkirk, Calais, and Boulogne. For one side, their capture, or, for the other, their saving, remained the ever-present reason for the battle. Their loss would, at the very least, have compelled a wholesale Allied retreat, and a potential reopening of the way to the French capital. It might have interrupted the hitherto secure flow of men and armaments from England—or, worst-case scenario, knocked Great Britain out of the war. For a couple of days before the Marne, that seemed altogether possible. In late August or early September, moreover, the Germans could have walked into the Channel ports. They missed the opportunity. They were too preoccupied with Paris.

				A decision can have a ripple effect. So can the failure to make one.

				Ypres, a little under thirty miles from Dunkirk, was the key that could unlock the way to the Channel ports. The principal encounters—battles within the great battle—were scattered along a fifty-mile crescent that swept from the Lys River flatlands past Ypres, up to the market town of Dixmude, and then west along the tiny Yser River to the North Sea. The Germans attacked everywhere, practically without letup. The crises lasted close to a month. Each nation seemed to come up with a different day of termination.

				The geometry of movement from all directions, a collision of grosser arrows, representing four armies, French, British, Belgian, and German, assured the pivotal position of Ypres. This account traces that collision, and its outcome on a single October afternoon.

				When the events recorded here occurred, the struggle for Flanders was thought of, simply, as the Battle of Ypres or the Defense of the Channel Ports. The notion that it might be just the First Ypres was unthinkable. Both sides still hoped, and were convinced, that the war, already too costly, would be settled before 1914 was done and there were still leaves left to fall.

				

				—

				You have to regard the Great War as one of the rare dividing lines of history: the dissolution of empires, fascism, communism, the worldwide Depression, the “American Century,” the loosening of the White Man’s grip on Asia, the never-ending turmoil in the Near East, the Second World War, the Cold War—all, and so much more, can be traced back to those four years.

				What would have happened if Germany had defeated the Allied armies, as it nearly did two times in 1914? Would its victory early on have forestalled, or at least delayed, such dramatic changes?

				In The Killing Season I examine—re-examine might be a more precise word—one of the neglected episodes of a struggle now more than a century behind us. The early months of the Western Front in France and Belgium have never really surrendered their full importance to historians. Except for events surrounding the Battle of the Marne—and even it has only produced a relative handful of substantial works—this interval is still overlooked and all but forgotten.

				The best-known text describing this period of the Great War, Barbara Tuchman’s The Guns of August, ends where the main part of my narrative begins. Combat in these months was totally unlike the abiding image we have of what followed, the stagnant siege warfare of the trenches. This was, rather, a time of constant movement, constant battle, and constant loss of life. Cavalry still mattered. So did the bayonet, a weapon that proved impractical in the narrow confines of the trench. The grenade, on the other hand, hardly used when the war broke out, soon found itself the infantryman’s weapon of choice. Another nuisance, the officer’s sword, disappeared, except for ceremonial occasions. Barbed wire, first popularized by American homesteaders, spread across no-man’s-land, another new feature of a war without motion.

				There is much about this early period of the Great War that has escaped notice. Facts can’t be changed, of course, but explanations, speculations, and deductions can. Certain events that I shall discuss in these pages have never been fully accounted for. Many records no longer exist. Air raids destroyed critical papers in the Second World War. Sons burned the papers of their fathers, leaders in that earlier war, afraid that they would fall into the not-indifferent hands of advancing Soviet legions. Though the total picture of those months will forever remain incomplete, a great deal can be surmised by what you might describe as historical triangulation. We can do a lot with what we do have.

				As I followed the relentless progress northward of the so-called Race to the Sea—those futile alternating attempts by the French and then by the Germans to turn a flank and break into the open in a potentially war-winning maneuver—I began to question long-held assumptions. They mainly concerned the primacy of the Battle of the Marne—that, and the rarely examined Race itself. I would suggest a reason for that month that has practically dropped out of the calendar of annihilation. The British were almost entirely absent until the end. Their normally tireless chroniclers chose to ignore an affair that was mainly French and German. The British prefer to read about themselves and their exploits. That changed early in October 1914, once British battalions, surreptitiously transferred from the Marne front, began to filter into Flanders, the area that straddles the border between France and Belgium. British troops occupied the big and venerable Belgian town called Ypres and began to dig rudimentary trenches around its outskirts. The French Channel ports, Dunkirk, Calais, Boulogne, and the Channel passage itself, were all plainly menaced. My estimation of the importance of events changed, too, as the battle grew in size and duration. I came to recognize that I was dealing with something bigger than what I had originally imagined. The four-nation brawl was as consequential as the Marne, perhaps more so. The final decision would matter. That became the central premise of this book.

				History can’t be changed. Interpretations can.

				

				—

				NOTE: I have attempted to follow the spellings of local place names that were standard on French and British military maps of the Great War. For example, I use “Eessen” and not the current Flemish “Esen,” or “Gheluvelt” and not “Gheluveld.” Such spelling changes can be minor. “Nieuport” for “Nieuwpoort,” “St. Eloi” for “Sint–Elooi,” or “Dixmude” for “Diksmuide” are more extreme, if not by much. But “Ypres,” and not the Flemish “Ieper,” has become practically embedded in our historical subconscious. The same is true of the ever-unreachable “Roulers” instead of the present “Roeselare.”

				I have made this choice not from lack of respect for the Flemish majority in the area but as a matter of historical convenience. I make one exception. In cases I have used names for geographical features that were not local designations but ones that British soldiers gave them: Black Watch Corner, Shrewsbury Forest, Sanctuary Wood, FitzClarence Farm, or Plugstreet.

				The Flemish population has many legitimate bones to pick with the French-speaking Walloon establishment that once dominated life in Belgium. This is not the proper forum to address issues that have long divided them, and indeed they play only a small part in this narrative of events now more than a century old.

			

			
				Skip Notes

				
					*1 I have come to regard the phrase “decisive battle” with a certain suspicion. Too rarely do “decisive battles” actually decide. I once heard that fine military historian, the late Russell F. Weigley, say that the only decisive battle in a war is the last battle. I will go with that.

				

				
					*2 The book in question is Holger H. Herwig’s The Marne 1914, Random House, New York, 2009.
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			The Shadow of Schlieffen
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					Alfred von Schlieffen, Chief of the German General Staff, masterminded the bold 1905 plan to sweep through Belgium and down into France. (Bridgeman Images)

				
			
		

	
		
			Prologue:

			 

			August 20, 1914

			Near Charleroi, Belgium

			“There was a moment in the experience of every man in the war, when he realized suddenly the magnitude of the forces he was pitted against. It might come soon or it might come late, it might be screamed out with the distraught voice of a frenzied imagination, or whispered with the ashen lips of fear, but inevitably the time came when a cold hand gripped each man’s heart.”

			For Edward L. Spears, a twenty-eight-year-old lieutenant in the 11th Hussars, that moment came early, on a summer evening in 1914. Spears was something of an exotic bird in his own army: He spoke fluent French. He had been born in France and had lived there until his Anglo-Irish parents divorced. He was then raised in Ireland; at sixteen and a half, he joined the British cavalry. Army intelligence made use of the young officer’s language skills. He devised and compiled an Anglo-French codebook and translated French tactical handbooks. His fellow officers regarded him as too brainy for his own good—and, indeed, as Max Egremont, his biographer, writes, Spears was “an outsider in both countries: not quite English and certainly not French.” Late in the spring of 1914, the British War Office sent him to Paris to work with the French in the Ministry of War, posing as a civilian; he also ran agents in Belgium. He packed a uniform, just in case.

			By the beginning of August, Great Britain found itself swept up in a continental war, which soon became a world one. London chose Spears to serve as a liaison officer with Gen. Charles Lanrezac’s Fifth Army. Spears’s appointment was crucial because he would also act as the principal connection with the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) that would take up position to the left of the Fifth. Soon he was on his way to Rethel, Lanrezac’s headquarters in the forest of the Ardennes. Spears always claimed that he was the first British officer to reach the Western Front and to see action of any kind. During one of his first days at Rethel, German cavalry scouts chased, and nearly caught, the car in which he was riding. Only a chauffeur’s quick-thinking U-turn and a high-speed dash away from the galloping horsemen saved him from capture.

			On the evening of August 20, a Thursday, Spears sat with a French officer on a grassy hillside just below the River Sambre. The two looked north across the dark, polluted stream to the sprawling grid that defined the mining center of Charleroi. Streetlights were coming on. Beyond, the plain of Belgium widened into a gray distance in which mist and fumes from collieries and the home-fire smoke of miners’ rude villages seemed to merge in a featureless, darkening blemish. This was the region known locally as the “Borinage” (coal country) or “Le Pays Noir” (the black land). In his late twenties, Vincent van Gogh had spent time here as a Protestant missionary—miners seemed to belong to another race—and also worked in the mines.

			Spears and his companion speculated about “how great armies could possibly fight amid those streets, those endless houses,” as though the mazes of the Industrial Revolution could confound and defy the massed thousands of approaching invaders. By what sign could they recognize that the Germans had actually arrived? “We imagined the endless columns of grey-clad men with spiked helmets, rolling forward, flattening out poor little Belgium in their overwhelming advance.”

			The Germans were, in fact, already deploying their vaunted artillery siege train in the fields opposite Namur, that fortress on the long buttelike rock overlooking the confluence of the Sambre and the Meuse, just twenty-odd miles to the east. And that same evening, not many more miles away, up to 300,000 men of Generaloberst Alexander von Kluck’s German First Army had begun their passage down the broad avenues of Brussels, Belgium’s capital, bands playing martial anthems and marchers’ voices raised in patriotic song. The procession of conquerors would continue into that night and through the next two.

			Spears, meanwhile, would remember those last minutes of twilight as “still and wonderfully peaceful. The ominous rumble of guns from the direction of Namur, which had been going on all afternoon, had ceased. A dog was barking at some sheep. A girl was singing as she walked down the lane behind us. From a little farm away on the right came the voices and laughter of some soldiers cooking their evening meal.”

			How many of them would still be alive a couple of nights later?

			The light began to fail. Then it happened. They had their sign, their premonition.

			
				Without a moment’s warning, with a suddenness that made us start and strain our eyes to see what our minds could not realize, we saw the whole horizon burst into flames. To the north, outlined against the sky, countless fires were burning. It was as if hordes of fiends had suddenly been released, and dropping on the distant plain, were burning every town and every village. A chill of horror came over us.

			

			To Spears, the meaning of that aurora-like vision, sinister and man-made, was inescapable:

			
				It suddenly became clear that to survive it would be necessary to go on beyond exhaustion, to march when the body clamored to be allowed to drop and die, to shoot when eyes were too tired to see, to remain awake when a man would have given his salvation to sleep. And we realized also that to drive the body beyond physical powers, to force the mind to act long after it had surrendered its power of thought, only despair and the strength of despair could furnish the motive force.

			

			“The strength of despair.” That was the essence of what was to come. “It was quite dark now. The distant fires glowed red against a violet black sky.”

		

	
		
			1

			 

			“The Virtuosity of Sheer Audacity”

			December 1905—August 1914

			“No strategic plan goes with any certainty beyond the first encounter with the enemy’s main forces,” warned Helmuth von Moltke the Elder, Germany’s greatest military leader of the nineteenth century, victor over Denmark, Austria-Hungary, and France. “Only the layman believes he can see in the course of a campaign the carrying through of an initial idea, thought out in advance, considered in every detail, and adhered to right to the end.” Wars have a way of taking unlikely turns. Single seasons lengthen into years. Evasions don’t evade. Destinations come as a surprise; armies collide in the least convenient of places. Early losers mature into late winners. Beginnings may be predictable; endings are invariably unexpected. Lofty intentions sink into the mud.

			Despite Moltke’s epigrammatic caution, no group in Europe was more proficient at plan-making than the German military. The nation it served felt hemmed in and pressured by the competitors who surrounded it—by a surging Russia, which had, since 1894, a secret mutual defensive agreement with France, by Great Britain and its mighty fleet, and by France, still bitter from defeat in 1871 and a never-quenched desire to regain the lost provinces of Alsace and Lorraine. At the same time Germany’s strident push for supremacy on the Continent was beginning to frighten those same neighbors. And there were, of course, increasingly bitter rivalries over markets and colonies, the trophies that established a nation as a great power. The ingredients for a European civil war were brewing. The lid was ready to blow on the overheated boiler that was the Continent: the animosities, the frustrations, the pent-up rage, the societal dissatisfactions, the unresolved bondage of class, the ennui, and the suppressed longings of an entire century were about to explode beyond repair or peaceful resolution.

			Of all the German planning documents of the time, none is more legendary than the December 1905 Denkschrift—memorandum—of the retiring chief of the general staff, Count Alfred von Schlieffen, to his successor, Helmuth von Moltke the Younger. Those few pages would shape the course of the as-yet-unfought war and, indeed, of a century that was still young.

			Schlieffen had commanded the German Army for fourteen years. Almost from the beginning of his tenure, he had faced the prospect of a two-front war, the French menacing Germany from one direction, the Russians from the other. But by the time he set down his thoughts as he prepared to retire, the threat from Russia had, for the moment, diminished. The Japanese had defeated Russia on land in the Far East, had sunk most of its navy, and, to further neutralize its potential for war, revolution, barely suppressed, had swept the nation. For the first time in years, Germany would not have to watch its back. It could concentrate almost all of its army in the west, against France.

			Schlieffen dictated his Denkschrift to his devoted son-in-law, Maj. Wilhelm von Hahnke. It outlined his thoughts on how best to destroy France quickly and without an outrageous cost in German lives or wealth. Schlieffen’s plan had inherent political risks, which he dismissed. He proposed to take out France and its armies by means of a gigantic armed envelopment. “To accomplish this,” the count said, “the neutrality of Luxembourg, Belgium, and the Netherlands has to be violated.”

			A couple of his divisions could practically walk through the Grand Duchy of Luxembourg, but taking advantage of its small and efficient rail network was more to the point. The dangers of Schlieffen’s gamble mounted as his proposed invasion approached the Dutch border, in the form of an inconvenient geographical feature known as the Appendix of Maastricht—a narrow bit of national membrane that dangled down on either side of the Meuse (at this point the name changes to Maas) River. Here was the shortest route to Antwerp, Belgium’s great port, which he could not allow to remain in the hands of a potential adversary. Meanwhile his key drive would also cross the Appendix, heading over the plains of Belgium, passing through the capital, Brussels, and then wheeling southward in a scythelike sweep, to barge virtually unannounced into northern France.

			Here was the great political risk of Schlieffen’s proposal: when Belgium had gained independence in 1830, Great Britain had agreed to back it in the event of an attack. The identity of the invader didn’t matter. The real possibility of involving England, the count decided, could not be avoided. The British had refrained from getting involved in the Franco-Prussian War; perhaps they would do so again. How would Belgium react? The ailing king, Leopold II, was probably more preoccupied with pleasing his mistress, a former Parisian prostitute, and presiding over the wealth derived from his genocidal rule of his Congo colony, to care. Millions had died to enrich one of the genuine monsters of recent history. Leopold II commanded an army of six weak divisions. “It can be assumed,” Schlieffen reassured his successor, “that the deployment of the German Army will be completed undisturbed.”

			The benefits of Schlieffen’s plan seemed to outweigh its potential costs. Paris beckoned and would be reached by passing through the relatively unfortified country between Verdun and Lille. Schlieffen concentrated the principal weight of his drive on his right wing: the tip of the scythe always cuts the most hay. He calculated that the offensive right wing had to be seven times as strong as his defensive left—to begin with, that would be mainly a holding operation. The invasion of France would end in a battle of annihilation, though the German word for it, Vernichtung, meant not “extermination” in the sense of mass killing but the breaking of an opponent’s will to resist, a total psychological defeat.

			The main army of the right wing would circle Paris from the west, pass the underbelly of the city, and then turn upward. Other armies would advance from the north, resulting in a double envelopment and the final, and decisive, entrapment. (Schlieffen was obsessed with Cannae, for two millennia the signal example of the double envelopment.) Where would the battle that settled the fate of France have been fought? The maps drawn by the faithful Hahnke suggest that it might have taken place in the Seine Valley, perhaps in the gently wooded region around Fontainebleau, so favored by generations of French artists. The scenic oils this time would have been painted by Germans.

			Schlieffen did leave Moltke a warning: do not under any circumstances let the French retreat behind the Marne and the Seine. “If one allows them to proceed in this direction, it will lead to an endless war.”

			

			—

			The mythology surrounding Schlieffen overshadowed his slight but determined figure, a mustached man forever twisting his monocle on his index finger. Memorable sayings were attributed to him, as though he had the touch of a military poet: “If you march into France,” he supposedly said toward the end of his life, “see to it that the man on the utmost right brushes the Channel coast with his sleeve.” Much to the chagrin of his heirs of 1914, it never happened that way.

			He also had a touch of the unpoet about him. He belonged to an emerging breed of German army chief. They were, in the words of a historian of the German general staff, Gordon A. Craig, “apt to be professionals of a new kind, technicians of power, intent on the problems of their métier, but with little or no interest in anything that lay outside the confines of the garrison. As this kind of professionalism increased, political awareness and responsibility tended to shrivel and disappear.” These were men who had no “appreciation of the subtle inter-connection of war and politics.”

			This could be a perfect description of Alfred Graf von Schlieffen, an obsessed and lonely figure, as single-minded as he was joyless, as reticent as he was given to sarcasm, icy and damning. If a subject lay outside his immediate interest, he denied that it had importance. Once, on a staff journey in Prussia, his adjutant exclaimed about the lovely valley through which their train was passing. “An unimportant obstacle,” Schlieffen muttered, and returned to his characteristic silence.

			Though the German commander in chief had been around for years, he was almost invisible to the public. He was rarely photographed. There was no real mystery about his obscurity: This joyless man was neither colorful nor truly interesting. Workaholic obsessives rarely are. The graf (or “count”) courted obscurity. A widower, his only break from his ceaseless labor in his Berlin laboratory of war was the hour of each day he spent with his two daughters. He was laconic, aloof, and given to secrecy; his subordinates called him “the sphinx.” His shortsighted eyes were heavy-lidded; smiles rarely creased his dyspeptic countenance. His mantis-like frame was concealed in an elaborately braided uniform that seemed to wear him and not the other way round.

			

			—

			In its broad outlines, Schlieffen’s 1905 memorandum reached for the rafters, a trapeze act in armor that required a sure-handed sense of balance—and, most of all, nerve. Touched with brilliance, it was also a little mad. I am not the first writer to use that word. For all its reasonable arguments, the count’s grand design remained something of a fantasy, complete with dream outcome: total victory and the humbling of the French state. But then, the most plausible fantasies are founded on, and constructed with, realistic building blocks. Schlieffen’s scheme was bold, and not a little immoral, a formula for quick victory that exhibited what military historian B. H. Liddell Hart called “a gambler’s belief in the virtuosity of sheer audacity.” By way of emphasis, he added, “Its magic is a myth.”

			It was a myth that, before its course was run, had seduced a nation and its leaders. The flaws of this spider’s symphony, never resolved, go to the heart of why a short war was unlikely, if not impossible.

			Nothing, however, now seems more striking about the plan outlined in the Denkschrift than what Schlieffen overlooked or omitted. He devoted little time or serious thought to the unglamorous subject of logistics. The farther the German armies removed themselves from their original bases, the more difficult supplying them would become. It would be important to get any portions of the Belgian and French railway system that had been deliberately damaged working again as quickly as possible. Schlieffen barely concerned himself with such problems or with how to feed the legions that were to pour down on France. They could live off the land, he suggested, and in the late summer of 1914, many of the invaders had to do just that.

			There were surprising loose ends. Schlieffen gave too little thought to what Carl von Clausewitz, the military philosopher (and himself a Prussian) called “friction,” chance and contingency. He believed, for example, that Great Britain’s army was too small and too scattered over the globe to make a difference. He would beat France long before it arrived. He was only prepared to seize the Channel ports if the British started to land troops in their harbors. Should that happen—which he doubted—the Germans would “detach a sufficient number of corps to defeat the English, and then continue the operations against the French….” He actually paid scant attention to that dampened sleeve of the man on the farthest right, and it would turn out to be one of his worst misjudgments. Schlieffen assumed that he could make use of the efficient Belgian and French railway systems but ignored the possibility that his retreating enemies would tear up rails, dynamite bridges, and block tunnels. Though such deliberate destruction was not totally effective in August 1914, it did help to slow the German advance. By that time, Belgium was no longer the country of the dim, rapacious Leopold II but of Albert I, a different kind of monarch and military leader.

			The war that Schlieffen imagined was mainly a war fought on foot, as would still be the case in 1914, nine years later. The army on the far right, the one that would have to swing around Paris, could not avoid traveling four hundred miles, or more, with predictable intermissions to fight and recover. Let us say that the average march per day would be up to fifteen miles, each man carrying a load of more than fifty pounds, including rifles and knapsacks—in, most likely, the heat of midsummer. No one seemed to have contemplated the movement of troops by motorized transport. Schlieffen apparently didn’t (though he did spend as many as nine hours a day in the saddle). By 1906, the year Schlieffen retired, the army was beginning to use lorries to carry supplies and ammunition—but not men. Men marched. Lorries could average an unimpeded seventy-five miles a day, five times the average rate of infantry on foot. Even with the inevitable traffic jams, think of how many unturnable flanks might have been turned.

			Schlieffen, that frail technician of military might, apparently never considered what would happen if his plan miscarried, or fell short of its objectives. Failure was not an option.

			

			—

			To replace the aging and increasingly infirm Schlieffen, the kaiser chose Helmuth von Moltke, nephew and namesake of the legendary warlord who, reinforced by the Iron Chancellor, Bismarck, had unified Germany. The elder Moltke was not an easy act to follow, and Helmuth the Younger was the first to admit that. When he learned that the kaiser was about to offer him Schlieffen’s position, he expressed immediate, and barely disguised, doubts. Early one morning in January 1905, he was out riding in the Tiergarten in Berlin with Prince Bernhard von Bülow, the imperial chancellor. Bülow brought up the possibility of Moltke’s elevation. Moltke’s answer, which Bülow recorded in his journal, was a lacerating moment of self-perception.

			“I lack the power of rapid decision,” the general said. “I am too reflective, too scrupulous, and, if you like, too conscientious for such a post. I lack the capacity for risking all on a single throw, that capacity which made the greatness of such born commanders as Napoleon, or our own Frederick II, or my uncle.”

			Word of Moltke’s reluctance got back to the kaiser, who made light of his qualms. Moltke had been his aide-de-camp; the two were close. The kaiser had nicknamed him “Julius” and addressed Moltke with the familiar “Du.” In the end, at a dinner meeting, “Julius” gave in.

			The kaiser and Moltke may have had an easy relationship, but not Moltke and Schlieffen. They were never close. They argued. On one matter they agreed: the inevitability of a war—specifically, a war with France. They agreed, too, on the way it should be fought. Schlieffen may have offered his not-so-casual plan as a suggestion; Moltke did not hesitate to appropriate his vision. He would spend the next years giving operational flesh to its strategic bones. Schlieffen’s envelopment scheme became his, a fixation that possessed German military thinking in those years before the war.

			There is no tyranny like the tyranny of an idea.

			Helmuth von Moltke—“the nervous nephew,” as he has been characterized—is one of the overlooked movers of history. Few have done so much to change our world. No person in charge was more responsible for starting the Great War. Someone had to give the order to begin, and on a total scale, involving the manipulation of hundreds of thousands in a crusade of annihilation. That man was Moltke. He did so for what he saw as the best and most noble of reasons: to save his country. He helped to bring its downfall instead, unleashing furies that would undermine his once-secure world forever. Surely Schlieffen, too, deserves a share of the blame. But the good fortune of mortality allowed his reputation to ascend to the realm of legend and remain there unblemished.[*1]

			Moltke had everything going for him, perhaps too much. Tall and lithe as a young man, and sporting a small, dapper mustache that emphasized his sharp good looks, he had distinguished himself under fire and as his uncle’s adjutant. He had inherited his great relative’s bent for Humanism, though he gave it his own special mystical twist. He translated poetry and carried Goethe on his travels. He was a tolerable cellist and spoke several languages. His inclinations stood out among the parochial technocrats who surrounded him. Under the urging of his wife, he dabbled in theosophy and was an intimate of that secular religion’s self-appointed pope, Rudolf Steiner. He believed in the afterlife and in reincarnation. His friend the All Highest, Wilhelm, advised him to put his beliefs on hold.

			Forty years of peace had exacted a toll. Moltke had partaken too liberally from the tables of Wilhelmine plenty. The dashing young officer of the 1870s had grown into a mountain of a man, an Alp of flesh, with loose skin and a blotchy complexion. He took repeated cures. He developed an embarrassing tendency to fall off his horse during public occasions. He could be a deep pessimist. Picking up on the nickname bestowed on him by the kaiser, his officers referred to him behind his back as “Gloomy Julius.”

			Moltke was fifty-eight when he took over, rather on the young side for men in his position. (German generals tended to be in their sixties: to have reached the top of the ladder was often evidence less of wisdom, imagination, or energy than of venerable sharp elbows.) In the early years of his ascendancy, Moltke made hardly a change in Schlieffen’s scheme. But by 1909, Moltke and his chief aide, Erich Ludendorff, were beginning to consider improvements that would make the plan his as much as Schlieffen’s.
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					Kaiser Wilhelm II, foreground, observes the 1911 army maneuvers with Schlieffen’s successor, Helmuth von Moltke, nephew of the man with the same name and victor in the 1870–71 war with France. Moltke, “the Younger,” was never easy in the saddle or in command. (Alamy Stock Photo)

				
			
			The first came a couple of years later when the nephew elected to forgo the invasion of Netherlands territory that the original plan advocated. As Moltke wrote in a memorandum that year, “It will be very important to have in Holland a country whose neutrality allows us to have imports and supplies. She must be the windpipe that enables us to breathe.”

			To avoid violating the neutrality of the Netherlands presented a hitherto unforeseen problem: Between a fortress-ringed Belgian city of Liège and the Dutch frontier, the corridor was a mere twelve miles wide, a potential bottleneck. How could upward of 300,000 men of the far-right wing, the First Army, along with its bulky garland of cavalry, artillery, and wagons and lorries, thread the eye of that needle? That had to be accomplished before the First could burst into the open country beyond and head for Brussels. The answer, which Moltke’s staff had been working on since 1908, was a coup de main, a lightning surprise attack on Liège and its forts that would be mounted at the same moment Germany was declaring war on Belgium, if not before. Moltke came to regard the gap to be opened not as an obstacle but as his ace in a meager hole. His developing coup de main was a secret that only a chosen few were privy to. He did not inform the loose-lipped kaiser until German troops were actually storming the easternmost forts of Liège. This had to be the single truly major departure from the original Schlieffen proposal, a gamble within a gamble, and a bit of unaccustomed daring on Moltke’s part.

			In response to the French buildup in the sectors facing Alsace and Lorraine, the provinces lost in the Franco-Prussian War—they were now called Oberlsass, Unterelsass, and Lothringen—Moltke shifted divisions from the right to the far left, opposite Nancy. The final big change that he made had to do with his second, and mostly ignored, front, the eastern. No longer beleaguered by defeat and revolution, Russia had developed into the threat it had not been when Schlieffen formulated his plan. Moltke took an educated risk. The chances were that Russia’s armies would need weeks or more to mobilize, allowing him to dispense with France before his foes to the east got it together. Better simply to leave one 200,000-man army in East Prussia, charged with the difficult, but not impossible, task of “securing our eastern provinces against a Russian invasion.” Let Austria-Hungary deal with the major threats in that quarter. In April 1913, Moltke dropped an elaborate, multi-army deployment plan that had been in the unenthusiastic works for years. Before long, he would regret this absence of an Eastern Front alternative. For the moment, though, most of his as-yet-unscrambled eggs were in the Western Front basket. He was determined to keep them there.

			Moltke’s critics have roasted him endlessly for those changes, blaming him for nothing less than the loss of the war. The true wonder is how little of Schlieffen’s scenario he did revise. In the eight years of his command, balances beyond Germany’s borders were constantly shifting, new threats and new doctrines emerging. The fast-developing technology of war was elbowing its way into the driver’s seat. The new emphasis of the French Army on the all-out attack—the vogue for offense à outrance, attack to the limits—would have to be dealt with. So would Russia’s unexpectedly swift bounce back from the disasters of the early 1900s.

			One question resists explanation—and since the bulk of Moltke’s papers have not survived, it may never be answered: Why, in spite of a relationship that was at best strained, did Moltke cling to Schlieffen’s rough blueprint for so long, until it was too late to substitute one of his own? To conceive anything as original—or as unhinged in its high hopes—was beyond him. Flights of fancy were not in his makeup. The plan that he adopted and made his own had been the creation of a solitary and sardonic neurotic, a man who had spent too much time in a martial vacuum. His words were a command posing as a suggestion. That may be the answer. Schlieffen was a man who could not be refused, and Moltke lacked both the nerve and the energy to take him on. He was, by instinct, an obeyer, whether it was his uncle or the kaiser giving the orders, or Schlieffen.

			Schlieffen’s final memorandum, dated December 28, 1912, reiterated the need to send troops through Belgium. “It will be adviseable,” said the old soldier, by now a field marshal, “to confront the Belgian Government with the choice of a bombardment of its fortified towns…as well as a considerable levy—or of handing over all fortresses, railways, and troops.” To the end of his life Alfred von Schlieffen remained a near-sighted visionary, forever twisting his monocle on his index finger.

			Hours after he finished dictating to his son-in-law, the count lapsed into a terminal coma. He died a week later. His last words were reputed to be: “It must come to a fight. Only make the right wing strong.” The sentences have a made-up feel. Still, he probably would have agreed with them. You have to give the Impresario of Envelopment his due.

			

			—

			It is tempting to compare the German and French war plans in terms of their originators. They couldn’t have been more different. The two Germans were both aristocrats who shared a single dark vision—what could be described as a panzer thrust without the panzers. And then there was Joseph Jacques Césaire Joffre, a commander who came from the solid middle class. His greatest military talent was a sense of when—and where—to react. An initiator of bold schemes he was not.

			In the summer of 1914, Joffre had been chief of the general staff for just three years. Edward L. Spears described his first sight of him. Joffre, Spears wrote, was “a bulky, slow-moving, loosely-built man, in clothes that would have been the despair of Savile Row, yet unmistakably a soldier.” Spears was struck by how “the whiteness of his hair, the lightness of his almost colorless blue eyes, which looked out from under big eyebrows the color of salt and pepper, white predominating, and the tonelessness of his voice coming through the sieve of his big whitish mustache, all gave the impression of an albino.” He had few friends and numerous enemies. Joffre would have made “a perfectly good stationmaster,” one of his detractors said. Among his most tenacious critics was the British military historian B. H. Liddell Hart, who called him “the modern Delphic Oracle,” whose “qualifications outwardly seemed to be that he had none.”

			Joffre came from a town in the foothills of the Pyrenees close to the Mediterranean; his father was a barrel maker—a cooper—and a wine merchant. The boy was something of a math prodigy, the youngest in his class at the École Polytechnique, France’s most prestigious scientific and engineering school, and an accepted stepping-stone to an army commission. During the Franco-Prussian War, he had served as a junior officer in a Paris fort but apparently never came under fire. Joffre discovered a talent for military engineering. He spent much of his career in Asia and Africa, and made a name for himself as a builder of railroads and the enormous harbor forts of Madagascar. In 1894, he led a relief expedition to Timbuktu. Joffre related how volleys from a lead platoon stopped a rush by local tribesmen, his one experience of combat: “In less than a quarter of an hour the enemy was in flight, leaving a hundred dead on the field.” Even in describing a moment of peril, he could not shake his monotone.

			Joffre returned to France. A career that had seemed stalled suddenly took flight. He made general, commanding first a division and then a corps. He had never led infantry before. For most of those years the French Army was in a deplorable state. The Dreyfus affair, with its trumped-up conviction of a Jewish officer based on the testimony of a man who was secretly dealing with the Germans, had left wounds that were still not closed. Fear of military coups d’état had long prevented the appointment of one person to head the army, even if war broke out. Command was divided between a chief of staff, who dealt mainly with administrative matters, and the so-called commander in chief, who would take charge in the field in combat emergencies but had no permanent staff.

			It took the Moroccan crisis of 1911 to produce reform of the army, from top to bottom. After the French occupied Morocco that year, a German gunboat appeared in the harbor of Agadir to challenge them. What began as an exercise in saber rattling nearly got out of hand. Britain supported France, an unwelcome surprise to the Germans—who backed away, humiliated. They never forgave the British. The French, meanwhile, were becoming steadily more frightened of the menace of Germany and took measures to strengthen their army.

			Adolphe Messimy, then the minister of war, decided that the army must at last have a single commander, one with absolute control. A compromise choice emerged on top: Joffre. He was relatively young, fifty-nine. He was a card-carrying Republican. Military and political leaders were still fighting the French Revolution. Joffre openly admitted that he had no experience in strategic planning. For the moment he left that to his right-hand man, the Catholic aristocrat Édouard de Castelnau.

			The announcement of his appointment came on July 28, 1911. Generals are mostly remembered for their battles, but many of Joffre’s major contributions to an eventual victory were made before the war began. In his three years as commander in chief, he took an army that was all but broken and repaired it. He may not have been a fighting general, but he was a superb organizer, a natural-born facilitator. He was a leader of what you might call the military branch of the Age of Efficiency, years that saw the emergence of what became known as “scientific management.” Stopwatches and diagrams in hand, men measured industrial processes long taken for granted, shaving seconds or minutes from their manufacture. “Scientific management” was in the air. Joffre translated the new techniques of production to the systematic organization of armed men. He was the ultimate pragmatist of his trade. The onetime fort builder saw that the great defensive chain that fronted the border with Germany was already obsolete, unable to withstand the pounding of the newest heavy artillery. There was a simple and efficient answer: let offense replace defense.

			Joffre soon came to wield, in the words of Robert A. Doughty, “more power over the French Army than anyone had possessed since the time of Napoleon.” A man who had the figure of a sugar beet, he was too bulky to go unnoticed in a roomful of ordinarily diminutive types, a bit ponderous of thought as of body, but his few words had the power to overawe and convince. At that moment, the French Army needed nothing so much as an efficiency expert, and efficiency was the vision that the engineer Joffre imposed.

			Joffre had much to do, and little time, less even than anyone imagined. The stinginess and suspicion of politicians never let up. But he was surprisingly effective at pressing his case. Largely through his unflappable prodding, the Chamber of Deputies took up a bill upping mandatory military service from two to three years. The debate lasted five months through the spring and summer of 1913. Protest riots broke out. The bill passed in July, adding as many as 200,000 men to the French Army, at a time when the German Army was also expanding. Joffre used the passage of the law to increase the number of junior officers and NCOs; he raised their pay. He established officer training schools. He promoted training manuals, which spelled out the way the French Army should wage war—what we now call “doctrine.” The essence of that doctrine was offensive à outrance. As one of the manuals explained, “Only the offensive yields positive results.” The new regulations were a warning to Joffre’s generals: “An energetic commander-in-chief” will, at the beginning of a war, “launch operations of such violence and fury that the enemy, weakened in its morale and paralyzed in its action, will be reduced, perhaps, to remaining on the defensive.”

			Such words may have offered bracing medicine for an army in reform, although their longer-term consequences would prove less than a magic cure.

			Joffre’s remedial prescriptions weren’t always successful. The army lacked the barracks to accommodate the influx of new men, and training facilities remained primitive and antiquated. Many camps were too small for artillery practice. Indeed, artillery played a secondary role—an order of importance that would soon be reversed. For the common soldier, life was brutish and unpleasant. No wonder so many men had protested the extra year of service. His woolen uniform was hot in summer, itchy in all seasons. His red pantaloons made ideal targets. He carried a pack that was too heavy. Food was atrocious, the wine sour. Medical services were rudimentary. Joffre observed that, in too many cases, “our officers were not prepared to meet the conditions of modern war.”
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					Bulky in body and plodding of mind, the French commander in chief, Joseph Joffre, was an organizer and engineer who had only been under fire once, during a skirmish in Africa. But his prewar reforms of the Army may have contributed as much to his country as any battle won. (Getty Images)

				
			
			Still, what Joffre’s reforms of the army accomplished in the three years before the war, imperfect as the results were, may have done as much to save France as the Battle of the Marne.

			

			—

			As able a builder, organizer, and logistician as he was, Joffre had never led men in battle. Few continental generals, except those with the experience of colonial dustups, knew the need for improvisation, instant decision, or, indeed, the terror of being under fire. Some, French and German, had served in the Franco-Prussian War, but they were in their sixties now, and that experience had dimmed with the passing of more than four decades. It would take time for leaders with a genuine gift for making war to emerge. For the time being nations had no choice but to put their trust in men like Joffre or Helmuth von Moltke.

			Joffre did eventually devise a plan of his own, one that has been ridiculed as the “notorious” or the “infamous” Plan XVII. If the grandiose Schlieffen/Moltke Plan had something of a Wagnerian opera about it, Plan XVII was more a simple variation on a theme for an orchestra, a mere prelude, and a tentative one at that. It was plainly its master’s handiwork, methodical and solid, but lacking flash or inspiration, constrained by the limits of geography, political oversight, and its originator’s imagination.

			The basic idea of Plan XVII was to concentrate five armies, from the Swiss border to just opposite the southeastern corner of Belgium. The four forward armies would be held back ten meters—about six miles—from the German and Belgian frontiers. That was to prevent an accidental clash of arms or unplanned violation of neutrality. Even at this late date, there was still a fear that the ever-touchy Belgians might veer to the German side, which would leave the French left flank largely uncovered. A fifth army, “the army of maneuver,” was stationed in the rear, ready to move in whatever direction seemed most threatened, or where an advance seemed promising. Joffre kept his intentions to himself, judging it “dangerous to disclose in advance the various movements I had in mind.” He was determined to prevent politicians from meddling in military matters. Orders were verbal, not written. If he didn’t reveal his offensive scheme, there was a simple reason. He hadn’t decided where to attack. He would wait until the Germans committed themselves. Then he would pounce.

			Plan XVII was his plan, and his alone; it has long been misunderstood. To call it the “virtual incarnation of the offensive à outrance” is wrong. Some excellent military historians have been misled about its true function, which was mainly the concentration of the armies of France. Offensive action would only come as the fighting took shape and German intentions became clear.

			Plan XVII was actually a plan within a plan. The French worked in concert with the Russian military, the object being to squeeze Germany from two directions, preferably at once. The two nations had begun talks on a general alliance to be secret in 1891, and had added a military convention the following year, also secret. But, after numerous delays and revisions, the agreement only came into formal being on January 4, 1894.[*2]

			The French poured money into the Russian rail network, building new lines and converting single tracks into double ones. They paid particular attention to the so-called Polish Salient, which thrust itself forward like a thumb gouging the eye of Berlin, less than two hundred miles away, too close for German comfort. A wireless telegraph connected the two Allies, its main line running directly from northwestern Russia to Paris, and a backup one through the Black Sea to Tunisia, and then north to the French capital. Messages passed back and forth daily. Military and political leaders made regular inspection trips, usually on alternating summers. Joffre sailed for St. Petersburg in August 1913, to confer with his Russian counterparts. He observed maneuvers and was not always pleased with what he saw. “The realities of war,” he said, “were not sufficiently taken into account.” Of the Russian Minister of War, he commented, “He promised everything
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