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			The Battle of the Marne

			Key information

			
					When: 6-12 September 1914

					Where: In the north-east of France, between Paris and Verdun (on both sides of the Marne)

					Context: The First World War (1914-1918)

					Belligerents: Britain and France against the German Empire

					Commanders and leaders:	John Denton Pinkstone French, British Marshal (1852-1925)

	Joseph Joffre, French General (1852-1931)

	Helmuth von Moltke, German General (1848-1916)




					Outcome: French victory

					Victims:	German camp: approximately 43 000 dead, 173 000 wounded and 40 000 missing

	French camp: approximately 21 000 dead, 122 000 wounded and 84 000 missing

	British camp: approximately 3 000 dead, 30 000 wounded and 4 000 missing




			

			Introduction

			The Battle of the Marne marked the first turning point in favor of the Allies on the Western Front during the First World War.

			Since the German invasion of Belgium on 4 August 1914, the Belgian and French armies and the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) had been constantly retreating in the face of the German army. However, the French general Joseph Joffre did not lose hope and launched a major counter-attack against the Germans. The opportunity for this arose when the German general Helmuth von Moltke did not stick to his original plan and allowed space to be created between his armies. From 6 September, a combined action from the British and French allowed soldiers to slip into the breach, threatening the German positions.

			The German army was stopped and, on 10 September, forced to begin a general retreat, when they were only 50 kilometers from Paris. They then dispersed north of the Aisne where they began to retreat, marking the Allied victory that was hailed as a miracle by the French public.

			The Battle of the Marne put an end to the war of movement and gave way to trench warfare, a symbol of the First World War. Contrary to popular belief, it was these operations in 1914 that caused the greatest losses of the war. The Battle of the Marne was therefore also a disappointment, as the major strategic plans failed and belief in a quick victory was gone.

		


		
			Political and social context

			Tensions between the European powers before 1914

			The Battle of the Marne took place at the beginning of the First World War. The outbreak of what quickly became known as the Great War was the culmination of a series of causes that date back to the 19th century.
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			Assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Hapsburg. 

			The spark that caused the conflict was the ultimatum launched by the Austro-Hungarian Empire to Serbia on 23 July 1914. This belligerent attitude resulted from the 28 June assassination in Sarajevo of the crown prince, Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Hapsburg (1863-1914), by a Serbian nationalist. This incident, of which the consequences could have remained regional, turned into a generalized conflict, largely due to the play of alliances. This diplomatic and military mechanism functioned like a domino effect: countries went to war with each other as a result of the agreements between them. At the time, two alliances brought together the biggest European powers and aimed in particular to ensure mutual support in the case of aggression:

			
					The Triple Alliance, created in 1882, included Germany, Austria and Italy;

					The Triple Entente, formed in 1907, brought together Britain, France and Russia.

			

			These alliances were set up gradually due to the political and social context and the tensions that existed between countries. Indeed, each country feared seeing their interests threatened by the others or entering into conflict with them. In the late 19th century, the following could be seen:

			
					A rise of nationalism. National feelings were exacerbated because countries felt assaulted by others:	France wished to take revenge on Prussia after its defeat in the Franco-Prussian War of 1870-1871, and thus to recover Alsace and Lorraine.

	Irredentism, an Italian nationalist movement demanding the land left to Austria-Hungary, was upset by the attitude and actions of Austria in the Balkans. Italy therefore felt frustrated in the Triple Alliance.

	In Germany, the rapprochement between France, Britain and Russia rose fears of encirclement. Conversely, Pangermanism (doctrine to unite all Germanic peoples and other countries under German domination) and its aspiration for a Greater Germany caused mistrust of Europe.




					The magnitude of the Eastern question (problem caused by the fragmentation of the Ottoman Empire and the resulting quarrel to dominate the Balkans). The Ottoman Empire was becoming weaker, causing not only the independence of the Balkan countries, but also competition between the European nations over the management of public services and the exploitation of natural resources, including oil.

			

			
				
					Good to know

					The Franco-Prussian war of 1870 resulted from the increasing tensions between the French Second Empire and Prussia, which carried out the unification of Germany by force from 1864. In 1869, following the candidacy of Leopold, Prince of Hohenzollern (1835-1905) for the throne of Spain, Paris called for the withdrawal of this application to the King of Prussia, Wilhelm I (1797-1888). Although he politely refused, German Chancellor Otto von Bismarck (1815-1898) gave a humiliating account of his response, known as the Ems Dispatch, which prompted the French declaration of war on 19 July. The French troops were much more numerous, but the German generals were more experienced and strategic, not to mention the superiority of their artillery as they were equipped with Krupp guns. The French fought successively and Napoleon III (French Emperor, 1808-1873) capitulated after the defeat at the Battle of Sedan on 2 September. The armistice was signed on 28 January 1871, and William I was proclaimed German Emperor ten days later at Versailles.

				

			

			In the early 20th century, we can see:

			
					An opposition between Russia and Austria in the Balkan region. Both countries took advantage of the weakness of the Ottoman Empire to expand their areas of influence and gain sea access in the south. Indeed, Russia saw itself as a protector of the Slavic people, especially Serbia, while Austria did not like the Serbian nationalism which animated the Slavic minorities within the empire and threatened their stability.

					Tensions developed between Germany and France over colonial issues, particularly around those relating to Morocco. Germany tried to curb French expansion in this region. In addition, it provided support in 1902 to the Boers (descendants of Dutch settlers in South Africa) when Britain conquered their two states by force.

					The growing economic competition during the Second Industrial Revolution. The differences between the industrial nations were reduced and the search for new markets pitted Britain and Germany against each other in the Near and Middle East.

					An arms race. Germany launched a naval program in 1900 to compete with the Royal Navy, while France adopted the law of three years in 1913, increasing the length of military service in order to mobilize the same number of soldiers as Germany.

			

			
				
					Did you know?

					At the end of the 19th century, discoveries in chemistry and physics around electricity and oil gave rise to the second industrial revolution, which followed that of coal and steel. Technological advances were dazzling in the fields of lighting, internal combustion engines and shortwave. Inventions such as the automobile, the radio and synthetic products could be applied in the military field. Moreover, the war was being modernized with the use of aviation, armored vehicles and automatic and chemical weapons.

				

			

			Summer 1914: European powers enter the war

			The idea that a war could break out was not feared by the future belligerents as they kept in mind the Napoleonic Wars (1803-1815), which were relatively short and not very deadly. They had no idea of the magnitude of the destruction that a general conflict could generate in the early 20th century.

			All of these tensions led to the idea that a war was inevitable, and could even be beneficial, being rooted in public opinion and the ruling circles – particularly in Germany. Acceptance of an armed conflict was thereby facilitated when the July crisis was triggered. However, the war was not really expected: July 1914 was not a boiling point and nationalists calling for arms remained very few. Indeed, in the past, Europeans had managed to agree in order to prevent conflicts, such as during the Berlin Conference (1884-1885) on the colonization of Africa, or the Hague Conventions (1899 and 1907) that helped to regulate the right of war. Nevertheless, during the summer of 1914, the statesmen and diplomats proved quickly overwhelmed by the events and followed them without being able to influence them.

			
				
					Good to know

					The Hague Convention, or the International Peace Conference, met for the first time in 1899 at the invitation of Russian Tsar Nicolas II (1868-1918). They aimed to disarm and prevent conflict. Some weapons or warfare techniques – such as bombing, poison gas and exploding bullets – were prohibited. The Permanent Court of Arbitration (for resolving international disputes) was also created, but the national powers did not utilize it. A second conference was held in 1907 at the invitation of U.S. President Theodore Roosevelt (1858-1919), which established the obligation to issue an ultimatum before the outbreak of conflict. Humanitarian law, outlined in the Geneva Convention of 1864, was a basis for these conferences.

				

			

			After the Sarajevo assassination, the Austrian staff saw an opportunity to definitively subdue Serbia. However, Austria did not wish to act without the support of Germany. Germany agreed and encouraged Austria, as it aimed to consolidate it as a main ally, and feared its disintegration. In addition, William II (King of Prussia and Emperor of Germany, 1859-1941) firmly believed in the superiority of his army and in the absence of British intervention. He said that the war would be short and limited. Therefore, on 23 July, Austria issued an ultimatum to Serbia. The unacceptable conditions put forward could only have had one outcome: rejection.

			Three days later, Britain tried to set up an international conference to settle the Austro-Serbian dispute, but Belgrade was bombed on 28 July. The war had just begun. Russia, which could not leave Austria to control the Balkans, therefore urged the Tsar to mobilize the troops. After some hesitation, he agreed. The logic of the alliances was then brought into play. Germany requested that Russia turn back, but Russia refused: Berlin gave the order of mobilization in turn on 1 August and Germany declared war on Russia. Furthermore, the German Empire showed itself ready to expand its territory into the East. Immediately, Paris gave the order of general mobilization and awakened its ambition to free Alsace-Lorraine, which was then in the hands of Germany. In response, Germany declared war on France on 3 August. The following day, German troops attacked Belgium and the violation of its neutrality marked Britain’s entrance into the war, which could not accept such a disruption of the equilibrium of Europe. Italy, disappointed by the Triple Alliance, declared itself neutral and would re-join a year later, on the side of the Triple Entente.

		


		
			Commanders and leaders

			John Denton Pinkstone French, British Marshal
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			Portrait of John Denton Pinkstone French.

			Sir John Denton Pinkstone French was a British marshal. Like his father, he enlisted in the Royal Navy, but he joined the cavalry soon after, in which he became a brilliant officer. He served mainly overseas: in Egypt, Sudan and India. He stood out particularly during the Boer War (1899-1902), where he participated in the capture of Pretoria (administrative capital of South Africa). In 1907, he was made inspector general of the army and became leader of the Imperial General Staff in 1912. The following year, he was promoted to the rank of field marshal.

			Before the First World War broke out, he promoted links between the Allied powers by participating in major French maneuvers (annual military exercises that involved numerous soldiers) and inviting French and Russian delegations to the British maneuvers in 1913.

			Appointed to command the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) early in the war, he received instructions aiming to maintain autonomy of action with regards to the French. During the retreat in August 1914, relations with the French general Charles Louis Marie Lanrezac (1852-1925) were strained, as the latter did not support his decision to move back. The BEF, deployed in the region of Mons (Belgium), had to contain the German advance alone and managed to delay it for a while. Doubting the abilities of the French leaders, he decided to repatriate the BEF, but the War Minister Lord Kitchener (1850-1916) refused and John Denton Pinkstone French was forced to take part in the counter-attack of Joseph Joffre on the Marne. In December 1915, he was asked to resign, partly due to differences of meaning with subordinates and with the government in London. He was knighted and made Viscount and Earl of Ypres in 1918 and was appointed Lord Lieutenant in Ireland two years later. He retired from office in 1921 and died four years later.

			Joseph Joffre, French General
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			Portrait of Joseph Joffre. 

			Joseph Joffre was a French general. A polytechnic student, he took part in the defense of Paris during the Franco-Prussian War of 1870-1871 before participating in several colonial campaigns. Appointed Chief of General Staff in 1911, he promoted the creation of permanent staffs and focused on the improvement of services behind the frontlines and mobilization plans.

			Commander of the armies in the north and north-east in August 1914, he avoided encirclement by making a strategic retreat and his counter-attack on the Marne allowed him to stabilize the front. To achieve this, he did not hesitate to frequently visit his subordinates and to fire those he considered incapable. Crowned with the title of “victor of the Marne”, he became commander-in-chief of the French armies at the end of 1915 and still believed in the success of an offensive breakthrough. However, his plans of attack failed in Artois and Champagne. In addition, he failed to anticipate the German response in Verdun in 1916. As his whole character earned him growing hostility, the human cost of the battle rested on his shoulders. His disgrace came at the end of 1916 after the failure of the offensive on the Somme. He was replaced by General Georges Robert Nivelle (1856-1924), but he was promoted to marshal of France. Then a military adviser to the French government, he led several missions overseas, including one in the United States to prepare for the arrival of the U.S. troops in France. On 14 July 1919, with Marshal Philippe Petain (1856-1951), the successor of Robert Nivelle, he opened the victory parade. He was elected to the French Academy in 1918 and died in 1931.

			Helmuth von Moltke, German General
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			Portrait of Helmuth von Moltke.

			Helmuth von Moltke, also known as Moltke the Younger, was a German general. His uncle, called Marshal Helmuth von Moltke the Elder, was the military architect of the German unification and the defeat of France in 1870.

			He joined the infantry and was moved to the General Staff in 1880. He became the aide-de-camp of William II and managed a division for some time before returning to the General Staff. In 1906, he took command and succeeded General Alfred von Schlieffen (1833-1913), from whom he largely took the plan for the invasion of France.

			In early 1914, he believed that the moment was favorable to start a war and pushed William II to militarily exploit the crisis resulting from the assassination of Franz Ferdinand of Hapsburg. However, as war chief, Helmuth von Moltke lacked assurance and his headquarters in Luxembourg were too far from the front for him to be properly informed. In addition, he transferred two armies to the Eastern Front before the attack on the Marne. Even worse, he did not actually direct operations, leaving considerable autonomy to subordinates who committed even more errors. In early September, the uncoordinated German generals left a breach open between their armies, thus allowing the attack from the French General Joseph Joffre.

			In fact, his command was withdrawn on 14 September 1914, even though General Erich von Falkenhayn (Prussian War Minister, 1861-1922) did not officially take office until November. He was then appointed head of the internal forces. He died of a heart attack in 1916.
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