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Foreword
Harry R. Borowski

Few events traumatize a nation more than losing a war. Defeat
can bring down an empire, alter national boundaries, end sovereign-
ty, and dramatically change a society’s social structure. Failures are
explained in many ways and are seldom of a singular nature. Their
roots, however, can be traced to the planning for war. For this
reason, no other peacetime activity should command more attention
from military leaders and scholars than the study of military
planning. In reality, commanders prefer to concentrate on more
immediate and understandable concerns—supplying, training, and
fighting. Military historians also prefer to study combat and the
battlefield where the results of all efforts are starkly evident.
Consequently, the Department of History decided to dedicate its
1984 Eleventh Military History Symposium to the too seldom
studied topic of military planning, the foundation for successful
warfare.

To even define planning invites problems; every scholar and
planner views the activity in light of his own special experiences and
interest. The 1984 Joint Chiefs of Staff Publication 1, Dictionary of
Military and Associated Terms, does not define planning but
carefully describes planned resupply, planned targets, planning
factor, planning force, and planning staff (pp 278-79) and tells us
that a strategic plan is, ““A plan for the overall conduct of a war” (p
350). Planning for such a broadly defined activity obviously suggests
a staggering number of considerations and a high frustration level for
military planners.

Because the complexity surrounding military planning is multi-
dimensional, students of the subject focus on one, two, or perhaps
three principal factors, trying to understand planning by reducing it
to its simplest terms. But choosing to observe only certain colors of a
brilliant mosaic gives an incomplete and hence distorted view of the
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entire work; scholars and officers who so restrict themselves in their
examination of military planning suffer the same fate. Time,
obviously, forced the scholars participating in this conference to
limit their focus, and while their works raise numerous key issues
that have beset military planners, they by no means encompass all
the major elements of this critical and complex activity. Their papers
do, however, offer special insights and provide an important basis for
further study.

No man has done more to establish a clear foundation for
understanding warfare and its planning than Carl von Clausewitz in
his 19th century work, On War. His most important concept argued
that war was an extension and tool of national policy. Because of
warfare’s grave nature and cost, a government must use it selectively,
with great care and thorough planning. Once engaged in conflict, all
military actions must work toward the established national goals or
else the activity would be, in his own word, “absurd.” Although a
simple concept, history records multiple examples where state policy
and the military action undertaken to achieve those objectives were
not congruent. In Clausewitz’s time and today, the planning process
and its environment usually bear the blame for poor combined effort.

Planners must respect several key elements and avoid numerous
pitfalls. Successful military planning within a state cannot be
completed in a vacuum. There is no purely military dimension to
planning for war—whatever action is taken must be consistent with
national goals, resources, and temper. Military planners who ignore
public opinion, values, or support in their work court disaster, as
history amply shows. As nations expand in population and bureau-
cracies grow, particularly in democratic societies, some dimensions
of planning increase in importance. For example, the ability to draw
up the plans and lobby them through levels of control can be as
critical as the soundness of the plan itself. To plan means to predict
the future or at least the likelihood of certain events happening. The
ability to do so is always threatened by the personal experiences,
prejudices and fears of planners, factors which may distort the basic
assumptions upon which plans are based. Consequently, choosing
planners, training them, and developing guidelines is basic to solid
planning. Planners who prefer to feel rather than to know about
events and who work with inappropriate doctrine can succeed only
with luck. More knowledge and reflection can reduce the chances of
planners moving in dangerous directions, but by no means can they
ensure correct planning. Invariably in war, plans seldom match
reality. A planner may have miscalculated his support requirements,
weather, the morale of the fighting troops, that of his adversary, etc.
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How well commanders can react and adapt to the unfolding of
unforeseen events is itself a dimension of good planning; flexibility
rests with clearly knowing the options for handling various eventual-
ities. Obviously the list of considerations is a long one.

Since military historians strive to understand their subject
better and military professionals constantly work to expand their
knowledge of military art, both struggle with the difficulties
surrounding military planning. It is natural, therefore, for them to
address the topic jointly in a professional meeting. The best way to
accomplish these aims, however, is not clear because the problems
inherent in military planning are many and involved. This volume
features one approach taken by those participating in the 1984
Eleventh Military History Symposium and makes no pretension to
exhaustive treatment. It does, however, strive to provide key insights
into recent military planning experiences that will be of value to
planners. If it serves to stimulate and inform those entrusted with the
difficult burden of planning, it will have succeeded in the real sense.

XV
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Introductions

Twenty-Seventh Harmon Memorial Lecture
Brigadier General E. J. Rokke
Dean of the Faculty
USAF Academy

Ladies, gentlemen, and fellow officers. I'm pleased to open this
Eleventh Military History Symposium. Indeed we at the Academy
consider this symposium to be something truly special. Since 1967 it
has made a vital contribution to the military profession by increasing
our knowledge and broadening our perspectives of military history.
It brings military officers together with civilian and military scholars
to share insights about both their interpretations of military history
and problems found in their respective careers. These contacts have
been invaluable to the continued maturation of the study of military
history, military policy, and doctrine. I also am pleased to open the
symposium because it gives us all a chance to participate in the
camaraderie of a unique event. We are a group bound by a common
interest in the military and a common belief that our studies and
activities are important both to scholarship and to the military
profession. Under such circumstances, it seems only natural that we
would also find opportunities for personally exchanging our views
and ideas. On behalf of the Superintendent, then, I wish to welcome
all of you, particularly our distinguished participants about whom
we will be learning more over the next two days. Before I ask
Colonel Reddel to introduce Dr. Deutsch, I want to say I personally
look forward to hearing from a fellow Minnesotan. Dr. Deutsch, our
1984 Harmon Lecturer, has an extraordinary depth of knowledge
about military history, but beyond that he has a love and enthusiasm
for his subject that I'm sure will make this evening’s lecture exciting,
entertaining, and informative. And now, Colonel Reddel.



Colonel Carl W. Reddel
Head, Department of History
USAF Academy

Beginning with World War I, but especially since World War
11, the United States has been increasingly drawn into the affairs of a
world which was dominated by Europe at the beginning of this
century. However, with the suicidal acts of World Wars I and 1I,
Europe lost much of its capability and most of its will to affect the
world’s future. European military professionals, especially German
military men, played a key role in the determination of these events.
Their conceptualization of the nature of modern war, the plans they
conceived and developed, and their execution of these plans were
significant in their effect on the nature and outcome of both World
Wars I and II. Given the irrevocable impact of both wars upon our
domestic affairs, foreign policy, and the American military profes-
sion, an accurate understanding of German military planning holds a
special fascination and interest for this particular audience, which
has gathered for the specific purpose during the next two days of
studying the more general topic of ‘Military Planning in the
Twentieth Century.”

Our lecturer tonight is extraordinarily, indeed uniquely, well
suited to assist us in understanding German military planners and
planning. Prior to World War II he interviewed more of the key
German military officers who served in World War I than any other
historian, German or American. No one else has interviewed such a
large number of the participants in the formulation and execution of
the Schlieffen Plan. And we can say emphatically that no other
scholar on either side of the Atlantic has had so much direct contact
with the German flag officers of World War II. His understanding of
the human dynamics between National Socialism and German
military professionals is unparalleled. In brief, he possesses extraor-
dinary knowledge and insight concerning the conditions under which
military men plan and make decisions.

The path taken by Dr. Harold Deutsch to these unusual
credentials and extraordinary experience was not direct, but in
retrospect, as with most significant historical contributions, the ways
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and byways he followed were pertinent to his achievements as a
historian.

Hailing from Milwaukee, Dr. Deutsch earned his bachelor’s
degree from the University of Wisconsin and both his master’s and
doctor’s degrees from Harvard. Before completing his doctorate at
Harvard in 1929, Dr. Deutsch began his frequent and numerous
travels to Europe, with study and research at the Universities of
Paris, Vienna, and Berlia before World War II. Since 1928 he has
spent well over a decade in Europe, which provides exceptional first-
hand experience and authority for his numerous publications on
Europe and American relations with Europe, especially with Germa-
ny.

In 1929 Dr. Deutsch joined the faculty of the University of
Minnesota, where he taught until his retirement in 1972, serving as
Chairman of the Department of History from 1960 to 1966 and also
chairing for ten years the University’s Program for International
Relations and Area Studies.

Subsequently, he was a member of the faculty at the National
War College until 1974, and since then he has been on the faculty of
the Army War College where he has held a number of positions,
currently holding the recently established John McAuley Palmer
Chair of Military History. Possibly less well known is Dr. Deutsch’s
record of extensive government service during World War II, which
includes war service with the Board of Economic Warfare from 1942
to 1943, with the Office of Strategic Services in France and
Germany, 1944 to 1945, and as a member of the State Department’s
Special Interrogation Mission in 1945. For his war services Dr.
Deutsch received the Medal of Freedom.

His long publications list, in both German and English, begins
with his doctoral thesis, The Genesis of Napoleonic Imperialism,
published by Harvard University Press in 1938 and reprinted in
1975. Of special note to us tonight are his books, The Conspiracy
Against Hitler in the Twilight War and Hitler and His Generals: The
Hidden Crisis January through June 1938. He has also had a long-
term interest in the Academy’s military history symposia, having
contributed in 1968 a paper on “The Rise of the Military Opposition
in the Nazi Reich” to the symposium on Command and
Commanders in Modern Military History. Ten years later he
provided a commentary on “Ultra and the Air War in Europe and
Africa,” for the symposium on Air Power and Warfare.




This lecture series, “The Harmon Memorial Lectures in Mili-
tary History,” is given in memory of the late Lieutenant General
Hubert R. Harmon, the first Superintendent of the Academy. The
complete commitment of Dr. Harold Deutsch to history is appropri-
ately commensurate with General Harmon’s lifelong interest in
military history. Among beginning graduate students, senior schol-
ars and military officers, Dr. Deutsch is known for his generosity of
spirit. He recognizes no hierarchy in his selfless willingness to help
others. Dr. Deutsch’s lecture tonight is entitled, ‘“Military Planning
and Foreign Policy: German Overtures to Two World Wars.”




The Twenty-Sixth Harmon
Memorial
Lecture
in
Military History

Military Planning and National Policy:
German Overtures to Two World Wars

Harold C. Deutsch

The celebrated dictum of Carl von Clausewitz that war is the
continuation of policy has bred variants which, although not
necessarily contradictory, approach the problem of war and peace
rather differently. Social revolutionists, notably Lenin, like to switch
emphasis by perceiving peace as a moderated form of conflict. Our
concern t 're, the interplay between military planning and prepara-
tion for war with the form and conduct of national policy, has less to
do with maxims than with actuality in human affairs.

The backgrounds of the two world wars of our century tell us
much about this problem. They also indicate how greatly accidents
of circumstance and personality may play a role in the course of
events. This was notably true of Germany whose fate provides the
central thread for the epoch of the two world conflicts. At some
future time they may yet be known historically as *‘the German
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Wars.” This is not to infer that, had Germany not existed as a
nation, and, let us say, France and Russia had been geographic
neighbors, the first half of our century would have been an era of
peace. Some of the factors that led to international stress would have
been at work in any event. But the reality of Germany’s existence
largely determined the nature and sequence of affairs as they
appeared to march inexorably toward disaster.

Military Planning and the Coming of World War I

Much is unusual or even unique about the German security and
expansion problems during the Hohenzollern Empire. Germany’s
central position among powers weaker than herself bred among them
an inclination to combine against or even encircle her. So central was
this anxiety for Otto von Bismarck that he confessed to a sleep
troubled by the nightmare of coalitions. German soidiers shared this
concern and sense of professional responsibility.

Afier the 1870 triumph over France, there no longer were fears
of any single adversary. To all intents and purposes, the only war one
need apprehend would be with two or more opponents, most
probably France and Russia. This implied both the hazards and
advantages of fighting on geographically opposite fronts. Elementary
military logic forbade any equal allocation of forces east and west.
The only possible course was to stand defensively on one front and
launch an all-out effort on the other. This demanded an early and
decisive victory in the initial drive—a matter really of weeks—to
make possible a quick shift to the originally defensive front.

We cannot dwell here on the course of development that
followed this appreciation. Most vital was recognition that the
construction of a massive French fortification system after 1875 made
an 1870-type dash toward Paris illusionary. Relying heavily on
Austria-Hungary as an ally, the elder Moltke opted without
enthusiasm for a first offensive effort against the Russians. He had
few illusions about achieving a quick decision in Russia’s limitless
space but gradually reconciled himself with the idea of occupying
Poland and then moving to the negotiating table. But what if the
Russians should prefer to stick it out in an endless war of attrition?
In a farewell address to the German Reichstag in 1888, Moltke
showed how this weighed on his mind when he spoke of a next war
lasting as long as seven years-—perhaps even thirty!



Moltke’s successor one-removed was Count Alfred von Schlief-
fen, whose legendary figure has dominated German military thought
to and beyond Ludendorffs offensive in 1918. His prestige, indeed,
lasted into the thirties and World War II. American military
thinkers thought so highly of him that his principal literary legacy,
Cannae, was translated at Leavenworth and distributed at a nominal
charge within the U.S. Army and to the academic community. Since
the late forties, his reputation has been somewhat dimmed; and
among historical critics, he is now something of a controversial
figure.

Schlieffen combined extraordinary intellect and persuasive
powers with a simplicity and lack of pretension which dominated his
principal associates and won him legions of disciples in the younger
leadership corps. ‘“Mehr sein als scheinen” (be more than you appear
to be) was his principal motto. Single-mindedness that critics have at
times labeled obsessiveness characterized his thinking on strategic
problems, and the brilliance of his dialectic swept away opposition.
He may be counted among the prophets of the indirect approach so
much admired by Basil Liddell Hart. Insofar as planning was
concerned, he was assuredly its outstanding military practitioner.
The most famous product of his mind, of course, was the plan that
has been inseparably linked with his name.

In 1938, during the course of interviewing nearly a hundred
leading figures of the World War I era, the Schlieffen Plan and the
eventuating Marne campaign were major topics of discussion. I
spoke with five staff officers who had worked on the plan itself or
been associated with its execution. The most notable figure among
them was Wilhelm Groener who headed the field railways of the
prewar army, later succeeded Ludendorff as Supreme Quartermaster
General, and ended his career as Minister of Defense under the
Weimar Republic. On the political implications of military plans and
preparations, I consulted two wartime foreign ministers, Arthur
Zimmermann and Richard von Kuehlmann, the secretary and
principal man of confidence of Chancellor von Bethmann-Hollweg,
Kurt Rietzler, the Bavarian Minister to Berlin, Count Lerchenfeld,
and the German Crown Prince. The blocking of my road to the
Emperor and Erich Ludendorff, who should have been my principal
witnesses, was a great disappointment.'

Schlieffen, in contrast to the elder Moltke, lacked all faith in the
capacity of modern society to endure the strains of protracted war.
He further recognized the special vulnerabilities of Germany in any
contest of attrition. Such convictions could only strengthen his
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resolve to stake all on an early and decisive victory. Given this single
and apparently unalterable goal, most of the famous plan on which
he commenced work in the mid-nineties undoubtedly conformed
with the dictates of logic.?

Schlieffen shared fully the fear of many German military leaders
of becoming mired in Russian space if the east-first concept should
continue to prevail. A switch to the west, however, would only put
one back where Moltke had started. Unless, of course, some way
around the French fortifications could be discovered. This could
only be accomplished by infringing on the territory of small western
neighbors. Notably Belgium, once its narrow eastern gateway had
been forced, offered flat space in which one could stretch out.
Historically it was the favored east-west invasion route. The trouble
lay in the tight squeeze of the cramped German-Belgian frontier—a
scant fifty miles as the crow flies. Of this a good portion is taken up
by the difficult Ardennes. The passage toward Liege in the north
features defiles that funnel ea<t-west movement.

Schlieffen could see nothing for it but to include Luxembourg
and that extension of the Dutch province of Limburg known as the
Maastricht appendix. The railway bridges over the Meuse at
Maastricht and Roermond were a particular attraction as they
carried most of the traffic from Germany.

As planning proceeded during the 1890s, Schlieffen gave scant
attention to the obvious political implications. In 1899 he did inform
Foreign Secretary and later Chancellor Bernhard von Buelow who as
yet took a complacent view of things. If the Chief of Staff and such a
strategic authority as Schlieffen thought this necessary, said Buelow,
it was the duty of diplomacy to adjust to it. A year later another
army communication on the subject to the Foreign Office elicited a
reply in almost the same words from its principal motor, Counsellor
Baron von Holstein.

The Emperor also was probably apprised about the same time.
Certainly he knew things by 1904 when he sought to intimidate King
Leopold 11 o1 Belgium and let the cat out of the bag. Buelow himself
seems to have had some second thoughts, for in the same year he
ventured to argue with Schlieffen about going through Belgium. He
recalled Bismarck saying that it went against plain common sense to
add an extra enemy to an opposing lineup. Schlieffen insisted that
Belgium would confine itself to protesting. In 1912 Foreign Secretary
von Jagow did raise doubts about going through Belgium but was
fobbed off by a memo from Moltke.
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It is noteworthy and leaves one somewhat staggered that no one
then or later seems to have urged the convocation of a crown council
or lesser gathering of civil and military leaders to deal with a
problem of such moment to the German fate. Bismarck, who had
scant awe of the military, would assuredly have taken a hand. Yet no
council dealing with war plans was convoked by his feebler
successors before the ultimate crisis of July 1914.

At least equally strange is the failure of the last two prewar
Chancellors, Buelow and Theobald von Bethmann-Hollweg, to
attack the problein of armament necessary for a three-front war. For,
though the European scene might conceivably produce a future
situation in which Britain would accommodate herself to a German
march through Belgium, nothing remotely portending such a change
was then in evidence.’

The second Helmut von Moltke, nephew of the first, owed a
position he did not covet to William II's envisaging him as a kind of
good luck piece; always mindful of his grandfather, he toc wanted to
be served by a Moltke. But this modest, rather retiring figure was
plagued by lack of self-confidence, particularly in regard to any
ability to act decisively at times of crisis. It was only with a heavy
heart that he steeled himself to carry on with his predecessor’s daring
project. Despite somewhat limp efforts in recent years to rehabilitate
him as a commander, he remains the chief whipping boy for the
disaster of the Marne. Criticisms of Moltke's generalship focus about
equally on his alterations in military dispositions in the period
1906-1914 and his conduct of operations in August-early September
1914.

One step for which Moitke is never faulted is elimination of the
Netherlands from the sweep westward. In part this derived from
Moltke being more sensitive politically than Schlieffen had been.
Thus he reckoned the costs of having Britain as an enemy
considerably higher. Adding the Netherlands to the list of victims of
military necessity doubled the risk of having Britain to deal with.
Belgium was enough to give him sleepless hours. *‘Many hounds are
the hare’s death,” was an old German proverb his dismayed staff
would hear him mutter in anxious moments. In fact, Moltke
probably put as much thought as anyone in ‘he civil government on
how to keep out the British. It was he who tirst suggested what later
became a feeble effort toward that end: a guarantee to Belgium of her
sovereignty and boundaries if she permitted the march through.



Aside from hoping to reduce somewhat the certainty of British
intervention, Moltke was influenced on the Netherlands by signs that
the Dutch were alert to the threat. Extra track and railway sidings
on the German side of the frontier screamed danger to them. They
announced to all and sundry that they were prepared to protect their
neutrality with arms. Perhaps most persuasive was their placement
of mine chambers and heavy steel gates on the railway bridges at
Maastricht and Roermond.

An additional factor in the decision to give up the dash through
Limberg was the rebuilding after 1905 of the British Army into an
expeditionary force. With the Netherlands in the war, the possible
employment of these troops to threaten the flank and rear of the
German rush westward had to be reckoned with. Finally, Moltke’s
second thought focused on what the Netherlands had to offer as a
neutral: a windpipe through the anticipated British blockade by
which Germany could draw food and raw materials.

Where Moltke really parted company with Schlieffen before the
latter’s death in 1913 was on the forces assigned to the east. In a
swansong memorandum of 1912 Schlieffen had advocated the virtual
denuding of that front, placing there no more than three divisions. In
the end, Moltke allocated nine.

Though all of Moltke’s eggs were thus no longer in the western
basket, its capacity had been shrunk alarmingly by confining the
passageway to Belgium and Luxembourg. It was a problem that
gained in seriousness and complexity as the German Army grew
larger. Though most of the extra troops were stationed farther south,
the First and Second Armies, which had to force their way through a
bottleneck at Liege were also slightly beefed up. Well over half a
million men were to be crowded together at this point.

Liege was one of Brialmont’s celebrated fortresses. It was
surrounded on a fifty-kilometer perimeter by twelve forts, great
masses of concrete and steel, that guarded the vital crossing over the
Meuse. The principal problem for the Germans was to get through
before the Belgian field army could deploy in the spaces between the
forts and erect field fortifications to block these passages.

There is a good deal of irony in that Moltke, who lacked so
much of the courage of Schlieffen’s convictions on the larger aspects
of the campaign, should here be obliged to embark on the greatest
adventure of all. For if there was a military gamble in the Schlieffen
Plan as it was in 1914, it assuredly lay in the coup de main projected
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for Liege. Five approaches led from the frontier through the spaces
between the easternmost forts into the city itself. To exploit these,
five brigades were stationed close to the border. Once a state of war
existed, their function was to dash across the border and penetrate
the ring of forts. The project faced stupendous risks: if the major
railway tunnel and/or the bridge over the Meuse were destroyed, the
logistics of the German First and Second Armies would be fatally
affected. Politically the consequences of the enterprise could be
equally serious, for as will be seen, a straightjacket was put on
diplomacy in July 1914.

Both Schlieffen and the younger Moltke considered from time
to time being anticipated by the French in Belgium. Much was
bound to be alluring for them in the thought of the French relieving
them of the onus of violating Belgian neutrality. Both the elder
Moltke and his successor, Count Waldersee, rather liked the idea
militarily. From heavily fortified Alsace-Lorraine they might then
attack the Freach in flank.

The French had thought much about the Belgian problem since
the 1870s. A book written by Eugene Tenot (1882), at the instigation
of General Sere de Rivieres, stressed that with the building of the
French fortifications, Belgium was “"henceforth inseparable from any
rational German offensive plan.”* For the time being the problem
was considered only from a defensive standpoint. But as the French
Army expanded and the Russian alliance promised to divert large
German forces, speculation about offensive opportunities grew. In
1911, when the replacement of General Michel by General Joffre as
Chief of Staff unleashed a veritable mania for offensive action, the
issue of moving through Belgium and Luxembourg came into the
foreground. Joffre’s importunities led to the convocation of the
Superior Council of National Defense on 9 January 1912. The
minutes of this meeting and other documents vital to our problem
were released only in the early 1970s. They show that the only
argument countering Joffre's plea was fear of damaging the military
ties with Britain which just then were in process of being greatly
expanded.® Neither legal nor moral scruples concerning a violation
of Belgian territory were mentioned. How little they counted may be
adduced from the fact that Joffre was given the free hand on
Luxembourg denied him on Belgium.

Vital to any discussion of the Schlieffen Plan in relation to the
Empire’s security problem is a search for logical alternatives. As Sir
John Hackett has cogently formulated it, the soldier's duty is to
come up with as many options for his government as it is willing to
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pay for. Neither Schlieffen nor the younger Moltke ever responded
to this challenge. For them, as for all who try to second guess them,
the stumbling block is that no one has yet advanced a tenable
solution that fits the prescription of a swift and decisive victory.
Also, no civilian leader appears ever to have taken issue with this
approach of the two generals. Even the far-from-bellicose Bethmann
went along with them on a German need for expansion (in his case
colonial) as against Bismarck’s famous delineation of Germany as a
saturated state.

Of course the option which conforms with the wisdom of our
current hindsight would have been a defensive posture, in effect a
rejection of the total victory formula. Ironically, this might most
nearly have met the generals’ victory dream through, so to speak, the
back door. In view of the superior strength of the defensive and the
continually more lethal power of weaponry, not to speak of the
compelling French craze for “attack, attack, attack,” this assump-
tion is not unreasonable.® But in fairness to the generals, it should be
noted that neither the civil government nor the nation would have
understood such a course, should they have somehow summoned up
sufficient spirit of self self-denial to adopt it. It would certainly have
been rejected by their military contemporaries in all the powers of
Europe who were almost unanimously fostering the offensive spint
and doctrine. It should also be borne in mind that at this period the
defensive carried with it the odor of a long war which everyone
wanted to avoid.

One is on safer ground in charging Schlieffen and Moltke with
never having given the defensive alternative a fair hearing. From the
mid-nineties on, alternative options that contemplated defensive or
limited war got short shrift. “When such alternatives were evaluat-
ed,” says a recent study, “they were designed to fail, and they were
held to a tougher standard than was the Schlieffen Plan.”’

In some mitigation of the indictment that frequently is levied
against the German military leaders of the period, one should not
ignore the calculation that there is not too much to distinguish their
approach to the problem from that of soldiers elsewhere. Even those
captains who are prepared to recognize the primacy of policy both in
peace and war seem instinctively to lean to the assumption that
policy is best served by total military victory. There is little
difference in their approach both in situations of prewar planning
and in the conduct of war.?
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The seekers of total victory through battles of annihilation tend,
of course, to include among themselves the proponents of preventive
wars. In the case of Germany, Schlieffen inclined to one during the
First Morocco Crisis and Moltke had similar thoughts in the spring
of 1914.° It follows that military leaders are usually more inclined
than their civilian counterparts to doubt in times of crisis the
likelihood or possibility of a diplomatic solution. It is natural that
this inclination should be the more pronounced when immediate
sharp action appears required if war does eventuate.

Despite Schlieffen’s one-sided approach to Germany’s military
problems, his sterner critics go overboard when they picture him as a
gambler who staked the fate of Germany on a roll of the dice. It
would be grossly unfair, for example, to compare him and his plan to
Ludendorff and the sink-or-swim offensive of 1918. It should not be
passed over, as is nearly always done, that he was fully determined to
cut his losses if things did not turn out as he hoped and expected. In
that event, he proposed an immediate peace overture before the grip
of the armies was irrevocably set on each other’s throats.

Inevitably, indictments drawn against the Schlieffen Plan stress
the plain fact that in the end it did fail; in the view of the more severe
critics it was bound to fail. All of these arguments underline logistics.
Undoubtedly Schlieffen was remiss, some say slack, in this area. This
is not the place for a full analysis, but it must be pointed out that the
issue is not yet settled. The proof of any pudding, to be sure, is in the
eating. The failure at the Marne is unquestioned, and the logistic
situation undoubtedly played some part. But there is impressive
evidence that the latter was by no means catastrophic.

General Groener, who was in charge of railway communication,
gave eloquent testimony on the strained but far from desperate state
of affairs. As a disinterested party, the General Staff’s later strategic
specialist, Wilhelm Wetzell, was perhaps more impressive. The proof
of the pudding, as he described it, lies not in the failure of the plan
itself. He points out how the Schleswig-Holstein Army Corps, in his
view the second or third best in the German Army, in recrossing the
Marne and lining up against the French on the Ourcq, marched
seventy-five miles in three days, and, in fighting with the relatively
fresh French troops from Paris, had definitely the best of things.
“Bone weary? Yes,” said Wetzell in effect; ‘““Exhausted to the point
of prostration? Emphaticaily, no”'

German soldiers did not have as much to say as one might have
expected during the July crisis of 1914. There was occasional
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interference as when Moltke, terrified that Conrad von Hoetzendorff
would botch the Austro-Hungarian mobilization facing Russia, in
effect urged him to ignore the advice Bethmann was giving the
Vienna government. But in critical ways prewar military plans and
arrangements cut down the diplomats’ elbow-room. In this regard
statesmen and soldiers equally should note the lesson of how
rigidities of military planning may breed fatal political consequences.
In question, particularly, is the project of the coup de main at Liege.

Although civilian authorities had long been au courant about
the intended moves through Belgium, Luxembourg, and, initially,
the Netherlands, no one seems to have told them of Liege. Groener
and more humbly placed officers who worked on the Schlieffen Plan
and its implementation knew nothing of such a communication.
Zimmermann, then deputy to the Secretary of State for Foreign
Affairs, was sure no such information had reached the Foreign
Office. Kurt Rietzler, who was privy to most of Bethmann’s official
secrets, testified to the consternation of his chief when the political
implications of the project were brought home to him. The Crown
Prince in his turn was sure that his father was unaware of it.

Yet in the crisis that led to war, the Liege coup de main may
well have wrecked the last faint hope of peace. As the troops could
move only after a state of war with someone existed, it had to be
brought on as soon as war was virtually, though perhaps not quite,
certain. That stage was reached when Tsar Nicholas decreed
Russia’s general mobilization. The other concerned powers would
then follow almost automatically. But the key feature was that while
France and Germany had a ten-day mobilization period, that of
Russia was about twice as long. Once her own mobilization was
completed, Germany would have to go to war. It would be near fatal
to lose her time advantage over Russia. But for about ten days the
diplomats could have had their final innings. Liege robbed Europe of
these last ten days of grace during which by some miracle peace
might yet have been preserved. One could hardly move into Belgium
without previously being at war with France, and the 1914 situation
demanded that this should follow war with Russia.

When was Bethmann apprised of this by Moltke? We do not
know exactly, but it must have been sometime after his conversation
with the British Ambassador, Sir Edward Goschen, on 29 July.
During this exchange Bethmann let the cat out of the bag on the
intention to march through Belgium. Pure luck was on his side here,
for in their preoccupation with their own problem, the British did
not think of immediately warning Belgium. If they had done so, the
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Belgian government would certainly not have ordered the
commander at Liege, General Leman, not to construct field-works
between his forts because of German sensitiveness. The order was
dispatched at midnight 31 July and would scarcely have been sent if
Brussels had known what the Germans had in store for Belgium.

Moltke, however reluctantly, here called the tune, and the
civilian authorities, represented by Bethmann, paid the piper. For
many years he had to bear the historical burden of the strange
German rush into war; it was declared on Russia at 6 p.m. on |
August, just one hour after the announcement of mobilization.

A further feature of rigidity in the diplomatic scene of July 1914
that was created by military planning concerned Russia. Despite
nearly half a century of assumption that only a war on two fronts
was possible, Schlieffen and the younger Moltke wished to play it
safe and niaintained standby plans for Russia and France singly.
When Russia was preoccupied with Japan in 1905, Schlieffen would
have liked to use the First Morocco Crisis to strike preventively at
France. After 1909 Russia made gigantic strides toward military
recovery. Her army jumped from 750,000 to twice that in 1914 and
was scheduled to reach two million by 1916. Troops were piling up
in Poland raising German prospects for a quicker decision in the
east. But a war game reviewing the Schliieffen Plan in 1912 showed
that by the time one got to Minsk the French would be on the
Rhine."

Despite the growing Russian threat Moltke continued to think
only in terms of a two-front war. In 1913 he actually cast aside
contingency plans for war with Russia alone. This error of commit-
ting himself to a single assumption was brought home to him i the
July crisis when William 11, in a momentary fancy that France nught
stay neutral, proposed to mobilize against Russiu alone. When
Moltke in his consternation insisted that military dispositions would
not permit so drastic a switch, he got the deeply wounding, “That 1s
not the answer your uncle would have given me.”

Not only did the German soldiers in 1914 find themselves in
one sense or another the prisoners of their own too-rigid plans. I'he
French discovered the Belgians were putting up a far <tiffes
resistance than had been expected. On Joffre’s staff there arose an
impulse to alter dispositions and to strike northward into the flank of
the massive German advance. Such inclinaiions were curbed by
Joffre’s adamant mental commitment to Plan 17 on which, inciden-
tally, the civilian leadership had never been consulted. The same may
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be said of British generals who three years before the war promised
the French to dispatch immediately an expeditionary corps, this too
without consulting civilian authorities.

Since 1897 William II and his closest advisers had geared up
German foreign policy to a world-embracing level that was marked
by expansionistic coloring. The status quo posture that had charac-
terized Bismarck’s policy after unification was left more and more
behind. Such aims and moods were bound to be reflected in the
military arena, so that some critics voice the claim that Germany’s
civilian leaders in the end got only what they had bargained for. The
military chiefs are occasionally portrayed as having merely adapted
themselves to the political aims of the Imperial Government or even
as exercising restraint on a venturesome foreign policy. A grain of
truth may be found in this: the military was more responsible than
any other quarter in Germany for keeping down the size of the
Army. Because of anxiety about the social composition of the officer
corps, it dragged its feet on expansion and was dragged along by the
government, public opinion, and the Reichstag."

Jehuda Wallach, in a volume soon to be published in transla-
tion, brilliantly demonstrates how the Schlieffen Plan violated the
dictum of Clausewitz, quoted at the start of this discussion,
upholding the supremacy of the political imperative over military
strategy. Policy and diplomacy became to a large extent the prisoners
of military dispositions. But the civilian leadership of Germany in
multifarious and, in the end, fatal ways, permitted itself to become
the handmaiden of a self-imposed military necessity.

It may appear strange that nothing has been said here about the
role of the German Navy in relation to policy and war preparation.
It goes without saying that Grand Admiral von Tirpitz did much to
exacerbate relations with Britain, and that the growth of the German
Navy, so ardently backed by William 11, was the principal feature in
the estrangement of the two countries. But it is noteworthy that
Tirpitz, who perforce had to beat the drums on rivalry with Britain if
naval expansion was to continue, straightway sang a different tune
whenever war with Britain loomed as a conceivability. In every crisis
from 1897 to July 1914 he lay back, protesting that the fleet was not
ready. For him, as for the Emperor, it was largely an end in itself.
After the war he addressed bitter reproaches to those who had
permitted it to come about and destroy his life’s work.

As for Buelow and Bethmann, they had little faith in the Navy
as a genuine factor in the balance of power. But like the Army
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leaders who bitterly resented the gigantic slice the Navy cut out of
the defense pie, they saw nothing for it but to humor the Emperor.

Dictator and Army in the Coming of World War I

The interwar political and military scenes in Germany
(1871-1914; 1918-1939) diverge so diametrically that it is a chal-
lenge to discern parallel lines of development. The German Empire
founded amidst the victory over France could boast such prestige
and power that it stood militarily unrivaled by any single antagonist.
Only coalitions could hope to deal with it with any prospect of
victory or survival. Its military and external policies were governed
by this stark fact.

In bitter contrast, the Germany slowly emerging after 1918 from
the ashes of defeat was for a foreseeable time eliminated as a positive
factor in European and world affairs. Its armed forces were
restricted so severely that they had meaning only for internal order
or, conceivably, domestic turnover. The condition and imbalance of
the national economy discouraged hope in substantial military
recovery even if the Versailles Treaty restrictions should be lifted or
dramatically amended. Yet there always loomed in the background
an unquestionable prospect for the restoration of Germany as a
major power. The obvious potential of population, location, martial
tradition, militarily trained manpower, and the conflicting policies of
other states had a fixed place in the awareness of all concerned.

The relations of the Army with the political regimes which
governed Germany in the twenties and thirties was in large part
determined by its social composition. During the Empire, it has been
noted, most of its leaders resisted expansion because of hesitation
about accepting lower-middle-class officers and working class re-
cruits. The rigorous contraction to a 100,000-man level imposed on
Germany by the victorious Allies, though deeply resented, made
possible reversing directions, sloughing off border-line elements
among the socially suspect. By the time Hitler took office one-fourth
of the officers and half the generals were noblemen; the rank-and-file
could now be recruited entirely from reliable social strata, mostly
country boys.

The Republic for most members of the Reichswehr (armed
forces) was the creature of defeat and revolution, and its leading
party, the Social Democrats, was a collection of pacifists and
internationalists. In effect the political and social horizons of soldiers
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of all ranks were likely to be limited. As Nazi influence grew in
Germany, some split in the officer corps did develop between age
groups. The older and higher in rank tended to regard Hitler and his
ilk as vulgar upstarts; many also were deeply disturbed by the
growing attack on traditional religion. All officers of whatever rank
and age found appeal in the national and martial flavor of Nazi
ideology, were delighted with the agitation for rearmament, and
applauded demands for a vigorous foreign policy aimed at revising
the Versailles Treaty.

Younger officers were intrigued by Nazi dynamism, were
impressed by Hitler’s knack for enlisting national enthusiasm, and
found inspiration in the pleas for social solidarity and comradeship.
Their generals and colonels were regarded as somewhat stuffy, as too
wedded to old ways, and somewhat behind the times. As yet this did
not portend any rejection of prestigious leaders, all of them veterans
from the First World War and most of them a highly positive
selection among the survivors of that conflict. There is little doubt
that in 1933 the vast majority of young officers would have obeyed
any order from their superiors.

At that time it would have been at least conceivable that the
Army could have been thrown into the scale against Hitler’s
assumption of power. Its Commander in Chief, Kurt von Hammer-
stein-Equord, was bitterly anti-Nazi;'* if assured of sufficient support
and at least the acquiescence of President von Hindenburg, he might
well have acted. His Chief of Staff, the crusty Bavarian Wilhelm
Adam, would certainly have gone along. In fact, there was sufficient
apprehension among those whose maneuvers and deals made Hitler
Chancellor that the new, compliant Defense Minister, Werner von
Blomberg, was virtually smuggled into office from his post as
disarmament negotiator at Geneva.

Hammerstein and Adam were so suspect to the parties who had
brought in Hitler that within a year they were replaced by generals
regarded as more amenable to working with the regime. Thus began
a process that was to come to a climax only after the attempted coup
of 20 July 1944: the systematic though intermittent weeding out of
politically suspect or overly independent figures. It is all too often
forgotten in looking at the collection of yes-men, careerists, just-
soldier types (nur-Soldaten), and dyed-in-the-wool Nazis who made
up much of the higher Generalitaet in the final stage of the regime
that they were no longer representative of what it had been in 1933.
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There is much irony in the fact that Werner von Fritsch and
Ludwig Beck, the men chosen to take the places of Hammerstein and
Adam, were later to be counted among the chief military victims of
the regime: Fritsch to become the target of the dirtiest of Nazi
intrigues, Beck to emerge as the chief of the military conspiracy that
grew largely from this episode.

The period 1933-1936 was one of comparative restraint in both
domestic and external affairs. Hitler was not yet the uncompromis-
ing egomaniac who emerged in the war period. Circumstances also
prohibited excessive risk-taking. Though occasionally he dropped the
mask sufficiently to hint at more extreme goals than those he
publicly professed, the military were not alone in seeing therein
flights of fancy that need not be taken too seriously.'

Except for a single reckless fling on Austria in July 1934,
Hitler’s first three years demonstrated tolerable restraint and the
enunciation of aims that would be faulted by few Germans. On
Poland, the one area where popular feeling would have supported a
relatively strong policy, Hitler astonished the world by a non-
aggression pact that would have elicited a storm of outrage against
anyone who was less a nationalist.

Certainly the Wehrmacht did not object to the clandestine
rearmament of these years and down to the repudiation of the
Versailles restrictions in the spring of 1935. There was some regret in
the Army on the petering out of collaboration with the Red Army by
which the Germans had trained Soviet staff officers in return for
permission to experiment and train with forbidden weapons on
Soviet territory. But as one could now proceed more freely within
the Reich itself, this was no lasting setback for the rearmament
program. For professionals who for fourteen years had been forced
to exercise their craft strictly under wraps, the free hand Hitler gave
them must have been felt as a deliverance.

How did Adolf Hitler view the Army and its leadership? At one
time he had for them a respect that approached awe. Bridging the
psychological gap between the private soldier and an army's chief is
no easy task. But in Hitler's case this state of mind in time was
translated into an inferiority complex that he seems to have resented.
Perhaps his derogation and fault-finding with the generals were
meant to compensate for this.

Probably he resented most the lack of commitment of the
Army’s leaders to the type of armament program and expansionist
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ideas he was pushing. He could not get over their lack of bellicosity.
He once said that he had expected to find them straining at the leash
like a butcher’s dog. Instead he was continually forced to whip them
on. In two 1931 conversations with Richard Breiting, a prominent
newspaper editor, he launched into the kind of compulsive self-
revelatory perorations that seem the best guideposts to his innermost
thoughts. He dwelt bitterly on his lack of confidence in the
Generalitaet and expressed his intention to fight the big war he
expected “with a new Army and a new General Staff.””'®

It is entirely conceivable that even then he had in mind the ideal
of an army that was a military branch of the party. The generals
would then simply join his other paladins, or conversely, the
paladins would be made generals. In principle he can have found
little wrong with Ernst Roehm’s aspiration to elevate his Brown
Shirts into the official defenders of the nation. It might indeed have
been after his own heart if he had felt able as yet to dispense with the
professionals and the Sturmabteilung (SA) had looked more like a
manageable instrument. When he later transformed the Schutzstaffel
(SS) into a branch of the armed forces, with the probable intention of
going all the way after the war had been won, it accorded with the
desired pattern.

Basically of course, the dictator and the military had irreconcil-
able positions on rearmament and expansion. It must suffice to
enumerate here the more fundamental aspects of his outlook and
intentions.

1. Hitler was unalterably wedded to a dream of vast eastern
expansion such as was conceivable only on the basis of
aggressive war.

2. More nebulous, but only slightly less fundamental, was the
concept of a German hegemonial position vis-a-vis the Eurasian
land mass.

3. Given French and British acquiescence in German eastern
expansion, he was prepared to leave them to vegetate, in power-
political terms, in the West. At least until 1936 he had at the
back of his mind the ideal of a working relationship with the
British, for whose empire he had an enduring admiration. Of
course if the western powers were obstreperous, he was
prepared to shove them aside once and for all.
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4. He suffered from the normal ultra-Fascist addiction to the
idea that war is the ultimate test of a nation’s vitality. Though
willing enough to accept what he could get free in response to
political or military pressures, to him such gains were only way-
stations to what would be in the end a trial of arms.

5. His timetables were vague and depended on circumstance.
Though growing more impatient with the years, he was a
complete opportunist as to means. He planned and expected to
reach top striking power in the period 1943-1945.

6. Getting away with major power plays in the mid-thirties
(repudiating the Versailles armaments restrictions and remili-
tarizing the Rhineland) and profiting hugely from Anglo-
French preoccupations in the Mediterranean (Ethiopia and the
Spanish Civil War), his growing confidence and impatience
spurred his craving to move in bigger ways. They increased his
inclination toward risk-taking and made him push harder in
armament and aggressive military planning.

7. Arguments on German economic vulnerabilities for a long
and even for a short war left him rather cold. He counted on
early blitzkrieg victories that would give him control of other
nations’ resources.

The leading figures in the Generalitaet saw things differently on
almost every point. None of them shared his racial fantasies or
dreams of wholesale eastern expansion. They could not but agree
with him on detesting the territorial provisions of the Treaty of
Versailles but differed greatly, even among themselves, on the
urgency and desirability of particular revisions. The composition of
Czechoslovakia and Poland looked to them to be both acts of
injustice and a serious check to reattainment of the power position to
which they aspired for Germany. Probably most of them had little or
no objection in principle to war as a justifiable instrument for the
attainment of such ends.

Though like general staffs everywhere they perforce had in their
files plans for every imaginable contingency, there was little disposi-
tion to focus on any of them for the immediate future. The dreary
years of crushing military inferiority had bred a tendency to overrate
the forces of other countries, notably France. They were keenly
aware of their own continuing shortcomings, especially economic
gaps and vulnerabilities. These, they figured, would detract seriously
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from the punch of offensive war and make the long-pull type
unthinkable.

In its economic anxieties, the Generalitaet was constantly
prodded by General Georg Thomas, its economic and armament
specialist, as well as by Hjalmar Schacht, Minister of Economics and
President of the Reichsbank, almost the only individual who
regularly dared to speak up to Hitler.!” Schacht’s alarm about
Hitler’s growing bellicosity first came to a head about 1936, the year
in which he became what may be called a charter member of the
anti-Hitler conspiracy. He and Thomas carried on a systematic
agitation among Army and business leaders against arguments that a
blitzkrieg might lead to a quick victory; in their view any next war
was more likely to be another competition in exhaustion. Their
record as prophets was to prove a somewhat mixed one. Many
postwar interpretations of the German prewar economy have held
that it coasted too much and could have made Germany far more
formidable militarily had it been ready to produce at full steam.
Recent studies have raised doubts about this thesis, holding that,
except for woman-power, production was much closer 10 capacity
than here assumed.'®

In some measure, economic considerations did play some sort of
role in the Army command’s reluctance to force the pace of
rearmament—a rare if not unique occurrence in the history of
modern states. Quite apart from costs, the Armv command, notably
Chief of Staff Beck, was uneasy about calling so many men to the
colors. Beck was upset when Hitler, in denouncing the Versailles
limitations, declared his intention immediately to build the Army up
to 550,000 men in thirty-six divisions. His own proposal was to limit
growth during the next two or three years to 300,000 men and to
reach 500,000 only in the early forties. Here the quality standards of
the professional clashed with those of the amateur for whom
quantity was most impressive. Hitler, as so often, insisted on the
almost limitless power of the human will, holding that the patriotic
zeal of a Nazi combat leader was worth as much as training and
experience.

The upshot was that both quality and quantity were allowed
some innings. Beck had to yield on force goals but, backed by Fritsch
and Blomberg, won on officer training. Hitler, needless to say, gave
way with ill grace and kept nagging for speed.

There was a further hassle on the sequence in which age groups
would be called up for service. Hitler, champing at the bit for
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maximum early readiness, wanted to start with World War I
veterans who, he argued, would only need an intensive refresher
course. Beck urged the wisdom of making haste slowly, holding that
the soundest policy was to concentrate on basic training for the
younger age groups. In largest part he had his way, adding
materially to the score which Hitler was tallying up against him and
the Army command generally.

Hitler’s tone in such disputes became more strident as his
domestic and international elbow room widened and he felt the more
ready to take chances. Issues were sharpened the more one got away
from the first years; then there had been no purpose arguing about
maximums when the minimums of a respectable military establish-
ment still seemed far away. As long as there was a large pool of
industrial and manpower resources to draw upon, each service had
been allowed to launch its own rearmament program. Nothing like a
coherent defense policy or systematic planning in the armament field
had thus been allowed to develop. The services simply grabbed what
they could get away with. Hitler contributed to the confusion by
sudden and often inordinate demands. In 1938, for example, he
proposed without preliminary warning a fivefold increase in air force
front-line strength.

Toward the end of 1937 the Fuehrer’s impatience and frustra-
tion approached a point where something had to give. He found
intolerable a situation in which he felt his style in external affairs
cramped. Here lies his basic motivation in calling the historic
Hossbach Conference on 5 November.'® It was the sole occasion that
something that looked like the empire’s crown council was convoked
during the Third Reich. But there was no real discussion. Hitler
began a prolonged monologue with the flat statement that his mind
was fixed on the matters at issue. This was followed by extensive
comment from other participants and that was it! The meeting had
been initiated by Blomberg to deal with disarmament problems and,
especially, to put a spoke in the wheel of the careening Luftwaffe
which grabbed any resource on which it could lay hands. Hitler
broadened the subject enormously by relating armament decisions
and military planning to broad national policy and by adding the
Foreign Minister, Baron von Neurath, to the group.

The course of the meeting has been delineated in scores of
studies on the period. It climaxed with Blomberg, Fritsch, and
Neurath taking vehement issue with what Hitler hac said. The
Fuehrer, in effect, had demanded every imaginable speedup in
armament and had stated that 1938 might offer fruitful opportunities
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to do something about Austria and/or Czechoslovakia. He left no
doubt about his intentions to wage aggressive war when the
appropriate time came, in any event no later than 1943-1945,

To all intents and purposes the fate of the three footdraggers
was now determined, and none survived the next three months in
office. Surprise is sometimes expressed that Hitler was so ready to
part with Blomberg, especially as he now knuckled down and
provided the ordered revision of Case Green, the basic plan for war
with Czechoslovakia, giving it a flavor of urgency. Blomberg had
done much to bring the Wehrmacht closer to the party and had
rejected importunities of outraged generals to use his office as a
moderating influence on Nazi excesses. On the debit side from
Hitler’s standpoint, Blomberg had frequently sided with the Army
on armament questions or refrained from using his authority to bring
it into line with the Fuehrer's wishes. At times of international
tension he was always a brake, inducing Hitler to refer to him as an
“hysterical old maid.”%®

That had been notably the case in 1936 when diplomats and
soldiers had been united in opposing the projected gamble of the
remilitarization of the Rhineland. Indeed their unanimous advice
might have swayed Hitler if, unknown to them, he had not received a
personal message from the French government that it was willing to
yield on the basic issue if Germany did not injure French prestige or
undermine the European treaty structure.’! Having learned that the
French were ready to give way on substance, Hitler rightly decided
that they would not go to war on a matter of form. In the end the
dictator was able to make it appear that his intuition outweighed the
united judgment of the services and the Foreign and Defense
Ministries. It proved a ten-strike in the psychological game of
intimidation that Hitler systematically pursued with the generals.

The removal of the three saboteurs in the so-called B'omberg-
Fritsch crisis of January-February 1938 was only the central feature
of the power play that can appropriately be called a coup d'etat. The
ongoing crisis had revealed much about how major figures of the
Generalitaet stood in relation to their own leaders and to the regime
generally. Hitler, therefore, determined to make as clean a sweep as
possible of those who stood in his way; the consequent purge was the
largest and most drastic of the Nazi period. Sixteen generals were
retired or transferred, subservient figures like Generals Keitel and
von Brauchitsch took over key positions, and, most portentous,
Hitler abolished the War Ministry and put in its place an Armed
Forces High Command (OKW) of which he was commander in
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chief. Dozens of other changes were made at critical spots of the
Defense and Foreign Ministries and Army high command. The
worshipful Colonel Schmundt took the place of the ultra-indepen-
dent Colonel Hossbach as the Chancellor’'s Wehrmacht adjutant.

Hitler sailed full speed ahead to take over Austria in March and
almost immediately shifted to pile pressures on Czechoslovakia
concerning its German-speaking territories, usually called the Sud-
etenland. Only a summary statement can be made about the
September crisis which bears that name and the conspiratorial
activity that is associated with it,

The decapitation of the former Wehrmacht and Army leader-
ship gave Hitler control of their command apparatus. But he had not
yet seized the final bastion of resistance in the post of Chief of the
General Staff occupied by Beck. For no one else had the Blomberg-
Fritsch crisis been so much of an eyeopener as for him. Beck was
now the key figure among those who joined hands to resist Hitler’s
drive toward war with Czechoslovakia. Any final doubts where the
Fuehrer was heading were removed by himself in a high level
meeting in the Reich Chancellery on 23 May.

There was scant prospect of mobilizing the Generalitaet against
a conflict with that state alone. But the likelihood of attaching
thereto a European war featuring French and British intervention
was quite another thing.

Though to outward appearances the dictator’'s mastery of the
military sector was now complete, what did not seem to occur to him
was that, in slamming the door on protest and persuasion, he left
those who were convinced that he was leading Germany to disaster
only the resort of conspiracy. No other course is open when a
tyrannical regime has reached its nadir by eradicating sources of
restraint. In removing Fritsch, whom Beck and many others had
regarded as a final refuge against tyranny, the only course left open
was to purge the state by toppling the regime itself.

Beck was Germany's most prestigious soldier after the depar-
ture of Fritsch; in the summer of 1938 and thereafter to 20 July 1944
he was the center of military opposition. His conviction that the
General Staff was “‘the conscience of the Army” gave him a sense of
mission that guided his course at this critical juncture.’?

What Beck planned in the first instance was a kind of general
strike of the generals in which they would address an ultimatum on
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the war issue to Hitler. The climax of the campaign for the support
of the Generalitaet came on 4 August when Beck presented the case
to the assembled army and army group commanders by reading a
memorandum he had prepared for Hitler which argued that an
attack on Czechoslovakia meant war with the western powers and
disaster for German arms. In the end, with two exceptions (Busch
and von Reichanau), the assembled commanders endorsed Beck’s
position and asked Brauchitsch to convey this to Hitler. But the
Army’s commander in chief, who was under heavy personal
obligation to Hitler, contented himself with merely forwarding the
memorandum to the Fuehrer through the army adjutant. This left
Beck no choice but to resign, and he left office on 28 August.
Unfortunately, he obeyed Hitler’s order to keep this quiet, and his
departure was not announced until October.

There was, however, another arrow in Beck’s quiver—a military
coup if Hitler stuck to his war plans. Beck’s successor, Franz Halder,
was also in the conspiracy, so that the General Staff remained its
official, though not its motor center.”

Clear proof that Britain and France would actually go to war
with Germany in defense of Czechoslovakia was vital to launching a
coup with any prospect of success. To assure this a string of
messages had been addressed to London and Paris since spring
which pleaded for clarification on this issue. They climaxed in the
first days of September in meetings between the German charge
d’affaires, Theo Kordt, and the British Foreign Minister, Lord
Halifax, and between Beck himself and a French representative in a
Basel hotel.2*

As is only too well known London and Paris could not be
persuaded to act in the desired sense, and the process of appeasement
continued on its fatal course. Twice, at what seemed encouraging
moments in September, Halder pressed the button that summoned
action for the following day, only to have to cancel each call when
Britain swept the ground from under the conspirators by Chamber-
lain’s trips to Germany.

Hitler, contrary to world-wide assumption, was more infuriated
than enchanted by the Munich agreement. He bitterly resented
Anglo-French concessions that took the wind out of his diplomatic
sails and forced him to hold his hand militarily with regard to
Czechoslovakia. The military leadership in turn was bowled over by
what looked like new proof of an uncanny instir zt for what foreign
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opponents could be made to swallow. Thereafter it ceased to struggle
against the drift to war.

Hitler savagely struck out at what he labeled the Beck complex:
the thesis that the Army could legitimately object to or even exercise
a veto on its employment for war.”® There was no one left in his
military entourage to gainsay him; confidence and self-esteem had
suffered too severely. A string of generals who had stood closest to
Beck but had somehow survived the February purge went the same
way. Small wonder that the shrunken Brauchitsch, and more and
more Halder, were cowed.

When Hitler summoned army group and army commanders to
Berchtesgaden on 22 August 1939 to reveal his coming attack on
Poland, he did not permit comment and none dared protest. Though
not wholly believing his claim that his deal with Stalin eliminated
any chance of the western powers going to war with Germany, there
was no getting around his extraordinary past record as a prophet in
such matters. It is noteworthy, however, that until the guns began to
shoot, the intimidated army leaders remained unconverted to
Hitler’s policy and continued to drag their feet as much as their
cowed spirits would permit.

The relation of military planning and preparation to the
development and conduct of national policy in Germany of the two
prewar periods offers few parallels and almost inexhaustible con-
trasts. In fact, in the most basic problem areas, the determination of
which was the cart and which the horse terminates in exactly
opposite solutions. Before World War I military pianning, except
perhaps in some aspects of armament, seemed essentially indepen-
dent of political guidance or decision. At the most critical juncture
of all—the crisis of July 1914—plans devised without consultation or
advisement of the civilian authorities proved a straightjacket for
diplomacy.

In the thirties it was the political leadership which took the bit
in its teeth and dragged along a reluctant Generalitaet. The latter was
always at least one step behind where the dictator wanted it to be,
had no sympathy whatever for his larger foreign policy aims, and
surrendered to him only after it had been repeatedly chastened and
drained by successive purges of its most independent and politically
and morally aware constituents.

Why such great contrasts and differences? The answer lies
mainly in completely altered military and political realities of the
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Third Reich but also in the dawn of a new age in which the role of
political leaders assumed forms novel to our century. Notably,
totalitarian really means total and permits no exceptions. A dictator
with considerably less high flying ambitions of conquest than those
of Adolf Hilter was bound to move in sooner or later on the miltiary
leadership. The unique situation of Germany with its heavy psycho-
logical burdens derived from a disastrous war and catastrophic peace
tells much of the rest of the story. Looking at the problem from the
standpoint of a democratic society, one can perhaps glean insights
from the fate of Wilhelmian Germany. Except in broad human terms
there seems little we can gain from that of Adolf Hitler.
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Notes

1. The necessary intermediaries confessed to being fearful of the notorious
indiscretion of both parties and of the touchy subjects that would have been among
the topics of conversation. Especially the former G-2 of the Army High Command,
Colonel Walter Nicolai, clearly sought to protect Ludendorff from himself.

2. This is also the view of the most recent and excellent work on the guiding
military doctrines o the 1914 belligerents: “Once the necessity of a rapid, decisive
victory is accepted, Schlieffen’s doctrine follows with inexorable logic.” Jack Snyder,
The Ideology of the Offensive: Military Decision Making and the Disasters of 1914
(Ithaca, N.Y., 1984), p 132.

3. The state of British relations with France could be decisive here. In 1887, for
example, The Evening Standard, the ministerial newspaper, at a time when British
dissatisfactions with France ran high, commented that if it came to a Franco-German
war Britain might not object to a German march through Belgium. In the meeting of
the French Superior Council of National Defense in 1912, the discussion concerned a
General Staff request for approval of marching through Belgium. On that occasion
one of the ministers, no less a personage than Declasse, argued that the British would
not object if they were sufficiently eager to see Germany defeated.

4. Eugene Tenot, Les Nouvelles-defenses de la France: Les Frontiere 18701882
(Paris, 1882), p 313. The importance of Tenot's book is heavily underlined by G.
Pedroncini, “L'influence de neutralite belge et luxembourgeoise sur la strategie
francaise.” Paper presented at The International Colloquium on Military History,
Teheran, 6~16 July, 1976, p 1.

5. In 1911 the two General Staffs had agreed on the transfer to France of a
British Expeditionary Force in the event of war with Germany. In 1912 a naval
convention was to follow. The development of French planning on the basis of newly
available French documents is dealt with at length in the Teheran paper of
Pedroncini, pp 2~16.

6. The French suffered over 300,000 casualties during a single week (19-25
August), most of them as the result of futile attacks in Lorraine. The result of an
overall defensive posture by Germany ought to have been correspondingly more
devastating.

7. Snyder, p 122.

8. On the Geiman side during the First World War the sole exceptions that
spring to mind are such exceptionally insightful figures as Max Hoffmann and
Wilhelm Groener.

9. Bethmann-Hollweg related this to Count Lerchenfeld in May 1914, saying
that for Germany the time for preventive wars had passed, and that the Emperor
would never agree to one anyway. Lerchenfeld interview, July 1938.
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10. Conversations with Groener and Wetzell, July- August 1938

11. General Dmitri Gourko, G-2 of the Russian Impenal Army, related how he
purchased a copy of this war game from a German officer in 1913. This induced the
Russians to switch to an offensive strategy against Germany instead of throwing
almost everything against Austria-Hungary. The revised plan was ready in Apnl 1914,
virtually on the eve of war.

12. Helmut Johannes Ludwig von Moltke, Erinnerungen. Briefe. Dokumente,
1866-1916 (Stuttgart, 1922), p 19.

13. In 1912 Germany drafted 52 percent of her manpower of military age
against 72-82 percent by France (estimates differ sharply on France). In view of the
disproportion in the two populations (sixty-five million against thirty-nine million),
the size of the two standing armies was about the same after the French had added an
extra year of service.

14. Hammerstein stood out among top army figures for wider political and
social horizons. He was one of the few generals who did not share in the bitter
prejudice against the Republic. In a milieu so ultra conservative or starkly reactionary
this looked close to radicalism, and in some quarters he was known as the red general.

15. Five days after he became Chancellor. Hitler told assembled generals that
his foreign policy would go far beyond mere revisions of the Versailles Treaty. His
aim, he averred, was to destroy the very framework of the treaty itself as well as the
existing balance in Central Europe.

16. Edouard Calic, ed., Ohne Maske: Hitler-Breiting Geheimgespraeche 1931
(Frankfurt, 1968). English edition, Unmasked. Two Confidential Interviews with Hitler
in 1931 (London, 1971), pp 44, 109.

17. Among other pieces of evidence it is so reported in a dispatch of the British
Embassy in Berlin.

18. Much light is thrown upon this aspect of the German rearmament problem
by two recent studies. R. J. Overy, “Hitler's War and the German Economy: A
Reinterpretation,” in The Economic History Review XXXV No 2 (May 1982), pp
272-91, argues that labor resources were fully employed and that the real brakes on
industrial expansion were lack of raw materials, skilled labor, and foreign exchange. A
big windfall that came just on time for the war that began in September 1939 was the
takeover of rump-Czechoslovakia in March of that year. It yielded the Germans half a
billion RM in gold, a huge stock of arms, and nearly two billion RM worth of raw
materials. Williamson Murray, in his superb The Change in the European Balance of
Power, 1938-1939 (Princeton, 1984), devotes most of his first chapter (pp 3—49) to a
penetrating analysis of the German economic and armament problems that arrives at
the same general conclusion.

19. Called thus because the Fuehrer's Wehrmacht adjutant, Colonel Friedrich
Hossbach, took notes and later reconstructed the course of the meeting.

20. Interview with General Gerhard Engel, Hitler's army adjutant, 11 March
1970. Also his then still unpublished diary entry of 20 April 1938.

21. As related in 1945 by Richard von Kuehlmann, World War I Foreign
Minister and in the thirties confidant of Neurath. Kuehlmann was selected by the
French to carry the message to Neurath and through him to Hitler.
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22. Quoted by Gerhard Ritter, “Deutsche Widerstand: Betrachtungen zum 10
Jahrestag des 20. Juli 1944,” in Zeitwende—Die Neue Furche, V25N7 (Jul 1954), no
pagination.

23. The motor center lay in the command of of the Abwehr (armed forces
intelligence) under its Chief of Staff, Colonel Hans Oster, with the tacit support of the
commander, Admiral Canaris.

24. The latter episode has not yet been discussed in print but will be dealt with
at length in the writer's forthcoming book on this phase of the military conspiracy.

25. Engel interview, 11 March 1970.
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Introduction

Clausewitz gives us two perplexing principles in his magisterial
work, On War. When weak nations face stronger adversaries, when
the prospect for war is likely, and when the passage of time promises
greater strength for the enemy, he argued, the weaker nation should
take some action; to wait only places it in danger of potentially
greater loss. While implying an offensive operation in such cases,
Clausewitz also argued convincingly that defense was the stronger
form of warfare and the hope of the weaker. Offensive operations
(the only avenue for decisive outcomes) demanded greater strength
for launching and sustaining a successful campaign. Seemingly the
paradox was resolved in his mind with a limited offensive operation
followed by a consolidation of gains and a defensive posture. While
Clausewitz’s logic was sound, he gave little guidance as to how a
weaker state first determines the inevitability of a war before
instigating armed conflict and when success would rest on execution
and not superior strength. France, Japan, and the Soviet Union all
grappled with these problems in some form after World War L.
Clemenceau’s prophetic description of the Versailles Treaty after
1919 as a twenty-year armistice suggests that careful planning,
planning upon which state security rested, had to be in progress.
How that planning developed will serve as a measure to what
Clausewitz tells us about undertaking war against a superior
adversary.

Treaty guarantees backed by allies provided the foundation for
French security after World War I, when its alliances showed
declining strength in the 1930s, France had to alter the foundation’s
structure. Professor Cairns aptly describes a host of contradictions
that entered into this process. Although France did not launch an
attack, she prepared for aggression. In the end the author notes,
“The men who went to war in 1939 were far from clear about what
they intended to achieve and how they might achieve it,” and when
war was about to come, five civilian and military leaders would
decide to go to war with confidence, but at the same time, with the
acknowledgment that France had no choice. Without good civil-
military relationships, planning fell to the military. Still devastated
by the Great War, the nation would only permit a defense strategy;
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the lessons of that war flowered into the Maginot Line. The
advantages inherent in the defense would evaporate through the heat
of blitzkrieg.

The Japanese dealt with similar problems. During the 1930s,
they became convinced that the United States was their greatest
adversary and understood, although not completely, the strength of
this potential enemy. Professor Coox tells us that they too had a
history lesson they could not forget, the decisive victories at Port
Arthur (1904) and Tsushima (1905). Feeling that U.S. interests
would conflict with their national goals in East Asia and the Pacific,
they came to believe that war was inevitable. Unlike the French, they
took Clausewitz’s advice and elected to strike, hoping for a decisive
outcome, but prepared to draw behind a defensive line running
through the central Pacific. More than the French, Japanese
planning fell to the military, and with no effective counterposition,
they came to adopt the notion that Japan had no choice but to go to
war in 1941,

Less is known about Soviet prewar planning. Stalin’s motives in
1939 for a nonaggression pact were perhaps born out of his feeling of
military inferiority at the time. When blitzkrieg hit that vast nation,
the Soviet military had the space to retreat and eventually estab-
lished defenses that worked at Leningrad, Moscow, and Stalingrad.
The success of their efforts, Mr. Vigor suggests, lay not with
excellent planning, but in large measure to grave mistakes by Hitler.
When the Wehrmacht offensive wore down, the Soviets concentrated
their growing strength and resources and used deep operations and
encirclement to win their war.

In these three examples, planning errors became major causes

for defeat and victory. The costs of these mistakes to the vanquished
should not be lost upon the planner.
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Planning For la guerre des masses: Constraints and
Contradictions in France Before 1940

John C. Cairns

L'offensive seule assure la manifestation de la volonté
Maurice Gamelin'

“War plans cover every aspect of a war,” Clausewitz observed,
“and weave them all into a single operation that must have a single,
ultimate objective in which all particular aims are reconciled. No
one starts a war—or rather. no one in his senses ought to do so—
without first being clear in his mind what he intends to achieve by
that war and how he intends to conduct it.”’> A counsel of perfection,
of course, from a long time ago when war and much else was a great
deal simpler than it seems to be today. Still, Clausewitz's dictum
stands as a warning, the repeated flouting of which has littered this
century with military disasters. Of these, perhaps none was more
electrifying in its day than the defeat of the French Army and Air
Force forty-four years ago. It is all but forgotten now, an episode
that the expanding war of 1941 swept into limbo. But the defeated
leaders, banished to Dante’s lower realms, still wait down there to
answer our questions. The French of course did not declare war in
September 1939, but they deliberately went to war (with the British)
against Germany. Why did they do so? What did they intend? How
did they hope to put it through? No one ever suggested they did this
with alacrity, but equally no one ever suggested they stumbled into
war.’ To put it succinctly, the government was divided, parliament
was largely silent, the nation was uncertain, even resigned, both
fearful and disciplined. In the end, a handful of men made the
decision: the prime minister and minister of national defense and of
war, Edouard Daladier, and the chiefs of the army and navy general
staffs, Maurice Gamelin, and Frangois Darlan. There were others,
on stage, off stage, influences, pressures; that is obvious. But at a
hurriedly called meeting late in the afternoon of Tuesday, 23 August,
the day Hitler and Stalin signed their non-aggression pact, the
essential military assurance was given by the general and the admiral
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(the air force chief, General Joseph Vuillemin was silent)* which
permitted Daladier to follow the British lead eleven days later.

In the dock at Riom, before his judges and until the end of his
life, Gamelin continued to explain his words that afternoon.® The
handwritten minutes (reproduced many times) may still be read in
Daladier’s papers.® Following the plea by the foreign minister,
Georges Bonnet, that the German threat to Danzig not be met by
arms and that they should play for time to continue rearming,
Gamelin argued against waiting; delay might only worsen the
situation for France. “*‘Consequent'y, France has no choice: the only
thinkable solution is to keep our undertakings to Poland, commit-
ments, moreover, that were given prior to the opening of our (failed)
negotiations with Russia.” A few minutes later, both he and Darlan
declared the army and navy were “‘ready.” That was the fatal phrase.
Hence the long exegesis of what had been meant: not materially fully
outfitted, but “ready to start mobilizing and concentrating.™’
Beyond that, the overall import of Gamelin's statements was a clear
recommendation not to abandon Poland because such a course
would be harmful to France. Still on 3 September, when he sought
unsuccessfully to gain twelve more hours for mobilization before the
ultimatum expired, he remained “calm, smiling.” *‘Ah, what a pity,”
he said to a cabinet minister, “‘that the Russians betrayed us. We had
the Germans by the throat. All we had to do was tighten the noose.”
Was he confident just the same? He thought for a moment. “Yes.
But it will take longer.”*

Eight months later, on the eve of his dismissal, when the Allied
armies were divided and the best part of them was being driven back
on the Channel, Gamelin responded to Daladier’s request for an
explanation of what had gone wrong by both hoiding his ground on
the 23 August recommendation and distributing the blame. First, he
singled out *“our very conception of war which ruled out of our
studies the idea of ourselves precipitating operations (our political
outlook permitted only an imposed, hence a defensive, war),” and,
last, he blamed “The French soldier, yesterday’s citizen, (who) did
not believe in war.... If for many the old national spirit was
rekindled, it was not enough.”® As these phrases were being readied
for dispatch to the minister, Gamelin, fighting to make his case and
retain his job, was bluntly disavowed in his optimism by Philippe
Pétain. With Daladier and the new prime minister, Paul Reynaud,
the old marshal (deputy prime minister) visited the general at his
headquarters in the Chateau de Vincennes. For an hour Gamelin
gave them a sparkling map analysis of the situation and of what was
being done to rally and regroup the troops who had broken and run.
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“Believe me, Gamelin,” Pétain cut in, “those men will never fight
again.”” The general fell silent. “*All in all,” the marshal added, “you
have been pitting bodies against machines.”'® On the way out, he
shook the general's hand. “I feel sorry for you from the bottom of
my heart.”"

Is it possible to reconcile so much apparent contradiction of
thought, to comprehend such cautious but real optimism before the
event in light of the disastrous outcome? What could the French
have had in mind when they went to war? What were their plans?

One starts with a simple assumption. And though it was the
alibi of the defeated generals, it is not less true. Military planning is a
function of society, its composition, its dynamics, its goals. Specifi-
cally, it reflects the state of society; more accurately, it reflects the
perception of that society by the governing elite. Obviously an
inquiry into the social foundations of French military planning
would take us far afield. At best, we can consider some of the
circumstances in the final years. A welter of judgments strew the
accounts and commentaries, everything from the verdict that the
calamitous outcome was the wrath of God to clever demonstrations
that it was the result of technical error. Our purpose is to try to see
what existed, how it came about, what was intended.

What the French used to call le probleme militaire frangais
poses the question, Where to begin? Even historians, prone to regress
to the point where the question in view fades like the smile of the
Cheshire cat, must make a stand, sans esprit de recul. Ours, like that
of some generals, will be some distance back—in 1871, /‘année
terrible. Then, the French military problem was compounded: two
new nation states, Germany and ltaly, were henceforth on French
borders; the industrialisation of war was becoming a reality: France
was demonstrating a comparatively low rate of urbanisation and a
marked demographic sluggishness;'? it was judged necessary to
adopt conscription, one of the lessons of the defeat.'’ In short, in
addition to ongoing and expanding military commitment in North
Africa and the colonies, the new republic assumed the burden of
training its youth in the belief (strengthened after 1904, and still
more after 1911) that salvation would be found only as a strong
partner in an anti-German coalition.'* Notoriously, prewar planning
everywhere failed to foresee the nature of the struggle on the western
front. Like other belligerents, France survived her own costly
offensives and initial reverses. By the autumn of 1918, she had the
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largest army in the field. And thereafter she assumed the principal
responsibility for policing an imperfect settlement imposed by the
threat of force on the German Reich.

All this compounded the problem revealed in 1871. The French
had manoeuvred, adapted, found allies, and bled greatly to emerge
victorious. The effort was so huge that the question was posed:
Could it ever be done again? Demographically, the situation was
absolutely worse; it would worsen still miore for another twenty
years.'" French industry had been strained to the breaking point
when not simply overrun or wrecked by the invader. Socially, the
national rift, clear well before 1914, had not been eliminated in the
union sacrée; bringing the country to the verge of seeking terms in
1917, 1t was disregarded only by a display of extraordinary military
discipline, political will, and as a result of the eruption of the enemy
almost to the outskirts of Paris. Militarily, the glaring fact was that,
despite mobilisation of almost eight million (out of a total male
population of only nineteen million), the French Army had held only
as a result of assistance, principally from Great Britain and its
empire, and from Imperial Russia, Italy, the United States, and other
lesser belligerents.'® Not surprisingly, the ambassador Jules Cambon
had remarked at the end of the Paris Peace Conference, “‘And now
France is going to have to get used to being a second class power.”"
Something like that proved to be the agenda for the next twenty
years.

The protective mask of the old Triple Entente had fallen away;
with 10.5 percent of the active male population dead or missing, the
nation was almost traumatized. What remained, as it seemed to the
French, were the guarantees in the treaty. Casting themselves in the
role of intended victim of an unrepentant German imperialism, they
resisted, but slowly gave way over the fourteen years, seeking to
uphold against Germany and some others the clauses on which their
security seemed to depend. The record is familiar: a stubborn
German refusal to fulfill the terms; a growing British support for
revision; an Italian drifting away into fascist adventure; an American
refusal of political responsibility while working ‘‘to reconstruct and
stabilize Western Europe.”'"® The result was German defiance and
French entry into the Ruhr which deepened the crisis of responsible
government in Europe; the loss of control of Germany by 1930; the
steady demand in France that the defense burden be reduced.'® Thus,
with the German settlement unraveling, and the public mood at
home troubled and restive, the French Army tried to find a solution
to the immediate problems.
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The solution adopted was: to erect a line of fortresses along the
eastern frontier, the immediate manning of which would provide
couverture against an attaque brusquée while the reserves were
mobilized; to reduce military service to a period of 12 months, thus
making the professional army (scarcely more numerous than Germa-
ny’s lawful force) a training school, almost a skeleton for a wartime
militia;” and to seek political and military relations with Belgium,
Czechoslovakia, Rumania, Yugoslavia, and Poland (however un
friendly they might be to each other). And while all this was
accomplished, the European situation grew less stable. France
plunged into a belated depression.

Hitler arrived in office with a program to tear up the treatv and
a hidden agenda scarcely to be conceived outside a mental institu-
tion.*' The ground shifted steadily. Germany left the Disarmament
Conference and the League of Nations in 1933, proclaimed conscrip-
tion and the existence of an air force in 1935, remilitarized the
Rhineland in 1936, contracted the Axis with Italy, and by early 1637
was on the path to the Anschluss of March 1938, the dismember-
ment of Czechoslovakia in October 1938, and the final moves into
Prague in March 1939, and against Poland on 1 September.”

I

French planning in these circumstances was difficult, to say the
least. But plans there were, for the army, navy. and air force, the
most vital perhaps being those of the land army, variously lettered A,
Abis, et cetera, down through Dbis, E, and a draft F. Put together by
the army staff with the collaboration of the Ministry of War (and
later National Defense), the military districts (régions). the corps of
engineers, the Ministry of the Interior and national police, and the
railroads, these compendia succeeded one another as perceptions and
conditions changed. With a worst-case premise of German and
Italian belligerence, they also took account of possible German
attack on the Low Countries and/or Switzerland and/or against one
or more of France's eastern European clients. They were modified by
directives to reflect changing political facts, the availability of new
weapons, the anticipated moves of the enemy, the shifting attitudes
of vulnerable third parties, and the dubious intentions and capacities
of France's allies.”

But though they took account of possible assault on France
through Belgium or Switzerland and of the possibility of moving
forward into Belgium to defend France, essentially they were plans
for the mobilization of the French Army and for repelling an
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invasion of France. Where an offensive into enemy territory was
envisaged (as in Plan E, before the Anschluss, providing for the
seizure of cities in central Italy while a curiously passive Germany
was apparently failing to react), the conception did not survive the
brutal facts of Hitler's seizure of territory in 1938. That summer,
well before the Czech crisis, the French high command had
prescribed preliminary operations on the eastern frontier, to be
followed by methodical attacks on the unfinished Siegfried Line, and
the ultimate occupation of Trier and Mainz, but only in the event of
the Germans being solidly engaged on their eastern front.

With Czechoslovakia eliminated in March 1939 and the pros-
pect of Poland being attacked, more narrowly circumscribed opera-
tions were laid down, along with a vaguely conceived eventual
breakthrough.?* Very largely, then, the military plans amounted to
the detailed assembling and disposition of French forces in the initial
phase of a war. The rest was very nearly silence. Why was this so?
Who made these decisions?

The Constitution of 1875 declared that the president of the
republic disposed of the armed forces. In fact, control of them and of
their use devolved to the cabinet, with the three service ministers
having direct responsibility in a formal way, and with very real
authority in the hands of the civil and military functionaries of the
ministries and the serving military chiefs and their collaborators. In
theory there was close cooperation between the government and the
military. From 1906, an interministerial Conseil Supérieur de la
Défense Nationale (CSDN) grouped president and cabinet with the
principal military chiefs as advisors. This clumsy body lost control of
strategy to the military, and a new Haut Comité Militaire (HCM) in
1935 brought together the service ministers and their principal
military advisors. In turn, this body handed over to a Comité
Permanent de la Défense Nationale (CPDN) in 1936, presided over
by the newly created minister of national defense. This CPDN had a
still broader authority, encroaching on the old CSDN.?* But the
principal reality of the interwar years was the steady concentration
of authority in the military advisors.

Though the 1938 Loi sur I'Organisation de la Nation en Temps
de Guerre formally instituted overall civil direction of war, the
military being consulted, with the mixed civil-military direction of
events being assured by the CPDN in the guise of a wartime Comité
de Guerre, the fact was that the civilian service ministers were not
masters of the forces for which they nominally assumed responsibili-
ty. This had been clear during the struggles at the disarmament
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conference, where the French technicians had very much had their
way and yielded little of substance. Inevitably, the growing complex-
ity of armed forces worked against the politicians.”® Though each of
the services had a Conseil Supérieur, the minister in question did not
enjoy an authority in it, though he made appointments to it.
Moreover, the chiefs of each service were themselves considerably
independent of it. (More important and more limiting to any one of
them, from the planning point of view, was the informal meeting of
service chiefs together with a high functionary from the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs.)?’ In broad terms, then, it may be said that, despite
the Constitution and subsequent legislation, a relatively small group
of professionals, for whom their ministers took responsibility before
parliamentary committees, determined much of the work of the
preparation and the strategy of war.

m

They were by no means free agents. The limitations they had to
reckon with were immense. These constraints were of a general, a
military, a financial and industrial, a foreign policy, and a domestic
and personal nature.

Among general limitations one may arbitrarily propose the
trauma of 1914-18 and the postwar tides of pacifism and antimilitar-
ism, and the socialism that often embodied aspects of both. The
1914-18 trauma followed from the extremely high loss of life,
poignantly reflected in the drastically reduced numbers of the annual
contingent during the années creuses, beginning in 1935.% The army
had survived its difficulties with the republic before 1914; it was
bitterly assailed for its wartime failures. Joffre had been given
enough rope to hang himself; Nivelle committed professional suicide;
Pétain and Foch more happily found a powerful master in the
partnership with Clemenceau. But the losses and the opprobrium
lived on with the glory: the army as hero and villain.” A wave of
critical literature flowed through the 1920s; it was universal, but in
France, with its demographic decline and its ruins, the reception was
marked. Geneva was the symbolic home of the new pacifism and a
revived antimilitarism.”® Through the postwar years sounded the
terrible expression, *‘we have been bled white.” The implication was
that no such effort could be mounted again. The sentiment
eventually infused all parts of the political spectrum. “For us, war is
the shedding of scarce and precious blood; it’s the long martyrdom
of French soil; and it’s also the futile defense by fire and steel of
human values that can be saved only by peace.”' Politicians and
politically sensitive soldiers could not afford to be impatient of such
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expressions. They were part of the prevailing climate of opinion,
manifest everywhere in the village memorials. They sustained a kind
of cult of the defensive.

From the first days of the peace, the high command had
considered how best to protect the country again. In the debate that
opened up, a decision emerged to do so with a line of permanent
fortifications on the northeast frontier. The plans and purposes of
what eventually became the Maginot Line changed many times, but
the basic premise was that the next war would be much like the last,
that the whole nation would again be mobilized. The object of the
fortified regions was ultimately to permit that couverture behind
which mobilisation in all its forms could be securely completed.*? By
1927, the strategic conception squared with the perceived necessity
to reduce military service to a period of one year.” The financial
liability of permanent fortifications, becoming almost an end in itself
and draining the professional army, did not square well with the
need to train conscripts and modernize a vast aging complement of
weapons. This contradiction had the effect of reinforcing the
supposed lessons of the 1914-18 war. At best, it permitted the
uncertain conception of a mass army sustaining the enemy’s blows
along the frontier, until, powerfully supported by artillery and
armour, it could move out and forward in a methodically prepared
battlefield.”* But clearly, this mass army could not a/l be provided by
France and her empire. General Eugeéne Debeney had laid it down
that France should not risk decadence by entrusting her defense to
others (he meant the increased use of North African and black
troops), and Gamelin after him, refused a contest of effectives with
Germany. The proposed solution was to meet quantity with
quality.” The unspoken assumption was that without powerful allies
France could not see it through.

It would be absurd to insist upon the purely defensive thought
and capacities of the French Army before 1939. Motorisation and
experiments with armour had their prophets and proponents (of
whom Colonel de Gaulle was only one).*® But armoured experiments
seemed inconclusive if not discouraging. The lessons of Spain were
read ambiguously; many believed that every tank generated a
superior antitank weapon, and the preponderance of high command
opinion was skeptical.’” Above all, the psychological and historical
burden of the initial defensive period of war, the long preparation
following the breaking of some attaque brusquée, and the fear of
being caught with substantial stocks of obsolete materiel—all
deepened the cautious attitude, and reinforced the tendency to defer
decisions about what might have to be done thereafter. Those more
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imaginative spirits, for instance, General Pierre Hering or General
Pol Velpry (even, at moments, Gamelin himself) who emphasized
the offensive phase, could not or would not prevail against the
weight of opinion in the Conseil Supérieur and elsewhere.™ “For us,"
Gamelin remarked, “it is not a matter of jousting but of well and
truly winning the first battle without running risks, and in fighting
with all our forces properly grouped.”* That was in 1936. Over the
next three years, no substantial change of outlook took place. Not
surprisingly, but perhaps unfairly, the British, when they realized at
last that Foch was dead, were taken aback. “The French,” General
Sir Edmund Ironside noted one month before war broke out, “have
their Maginot Line and are absolutely cynical about other
countries. . . .They intend to look after their own hides.”*

A third area of limitations was economic, financial, and
industrial. The cost of the line had been high. Though the great
fortifications were in place on the northeast frontier, still in the 1930s
more credits were requested for additional works and modernisation
of the system.*' France had moved through the 1920s with much
outmoded materiel.*> Whether Foch, Pétain, Debeney, or Weygand,
the soldiers had clung to the expensive conscript system for a
potential mass army which, in any event, republican ideology
demanded. Budgetary deflation, 1931-32 and 1934, affected the
forces. But thereafter large increases were voted, especially by the
government of Léon Blum. By 1939, the military budget had almost
quintupled since 1935 (in constant 1930 francs).*’ Wotoriously,
though the credits granted were less than the armed forces would
have liked (as a consequence of pressure from the Ministry o.
Finance), still it was not always possible to spend what was
provided.* Thus was created the apparent paradox of finance crying
ruin, the soldiers crying penury, and the flow of materiel not
matching the funds available.*’

In part, this situation was owing to the almost inconceivably
complicated procedures for design, testing, and adoption of weap-
ons—the bureaucratic maze, the incessant search for improvement,
the endless delays in placing orders.*® In part, it was also owing to
the lack of industrial capacity. French industrialists had not seized
the opportunities opened to them by the return of the Lorraine ore
fields. If the army was liable to the charge of losing its instinct for
the offensive, heavy industry was also. The armaments industry had
withered. Lacking domestic orders, it had not sought foreign
markets aggressively. Perhaps it felt threatened, as apologists s