More Guns of August

By Richard Sale

A reader responded to my first ramble on Barbara Tuchman’s Guns of August by saying, with a sense of defiant assertion, that the book is a masterpiece of the first class.   But I wholeheartedly agree. It is historical writing of the first order. Please remember that what occasioned my remarks was a reader who said the book rendered a first class account of the crisis of 1914, and that is the one thing the book does not do, masterpiece that it is. In any case, what it lacks is a power of historical analysis.

There is something further to notice.

Tuchman’s power of military analysis is quite amateurish compared to a master like John Keegan, or compared to the best writer on the war, Hew Strachan, a Scot.  Anyone who desires a first class treatment of the battles of 1914 should first go to John Keegan or, even better, to Strachan.

Tuchman does not understand what advancing in echelon means or what an interior line is. The French had a plan that, if the Germans made a great eastward sweep towards the English Channel, they could strike from Lorraine into the German center and right, and plunge a dagger straight into Germany. Tuchman writes with a kind of sneering hindsight about some of the early battles. She fails to realize that in war, as the initial battles unfold, the value of all facts is the same in weight and size and meaning. It takes time for the effective or sound action or plan to be separated from the unsound ones, and this is only done through the atrociously painful process of suffering consequences over time.

She is very praising of the secret and dishonest diplomacy conducted by Gen. Henry Wilson on the part of the British in pledging British aid to France in the event of the attack, which baffles me. But British policy had always been to act independently, and the secret arrangements made the British army an adjunct to the right flank of the French Army. British Gen. John French actually preferred to land forces in Belgium to help it defend its forts, and also because a Belgian position would better threaten the German sweep coming down right from the north.

Tuchman ridicules and belittles the French plan (Plan 17), and yet Keegan notes that had not the German offensive deployments been so brilliantly done, Plan 17 was actually a good plan that took advantage of geography, interior lines, and other factors. In any case, it has to be emphasized that in the Battle of the Marne and the Battle of the Frontiers, Germany was defeated on the battlefield, and the mawkish chant after the war by the German military that Germany had been stabbed in the back by social unrest is the rankest rubbish.

Tuchman makes too much of the Schlieffen Plan, the massive wheeling to the right of the vast German army whose sleeve was to brush the English Channel, etc. Moltke, the younger, had already screwed up that plan beyond repair. Schlieffen had really wanted a very weak left German wing, so that, if the French attacked towards the Rhine and Germany territory and drove the German left into retreat, its shrinking back would act to increase the momentum of the right down-driving envelopment. But Moltke weakened the crucial right wing drive by transferring six divisions to strengthen the left wing in Lorraine. Worse, instead of allowing the left wing to be driven back to increase the right wings momentum, Moltke sought military victory in Lorraine. The right wing drive was further weakened when Moltke detached seven divisions to hold the forts in Belgium. So the plan was skewed to start with because Moltke diffused its focus. Also the withdrawal of divisions to strengthen the Eastern front in Prussia  didnt help either.

But real disaster was the gap that developed between the German First and Second Armies during the drive on Paris. Joffre, the French commander, was able to shift troops from the east to the west, and the British forces drove into the gap. Joffre put together a 6th Army that was outside the German envelopment force. This allowed the German force to be counterattacked from Paris. It is not emphasized enough in accounts that the battle of the Marne decided the fate of World War I. By September, the Germans lost any chance of winning the war, period. They were fighting on two fronts and didnt have the resources for a long war. The British blockade would actually prove to be the deciding factor in defeating Germany, starving the German population for a year after the fighting ended, another fact hardly ever emphasized. Strachan makes this a lot clearer than does Keegan. 

It should also be remembered that the First World War was, in its first stage, a Great European War, not a World War, until American entry into the war in April of 1917.

Tuchman is revolted by the German atrocities in Belgium, and they are extremely heartless, swinish and morally disgusting. Their heartlessness is hard to believe because of their viciousness and their disregard of decency. But it should be mentioned that when the Hague Conventions of 1899 and 1907 tried to codify the laws of war, recognizing the rights of the civilian population of a country at war to defend itself, the Germans never agreed to this interpretation. Whether this is right or not is not as importance as recognizing this refusal as a factor in German military thought and its wartime conduct. War was, in their eyes, to be carried only by trained armies. They had had grisly experiences in the aftermath of the 1870 war with France (see Maupassant’s great five part story, Boule de Suif, etc) and did not recognize the right of civilians to resist invasion. This is to me absurd, and I don’t condone anything the Germans did. But one should take into account the lens through which the Germans viewed civilian attempts to kill them. Also once can see in the atrocities a certain anti-Catholic bias on the part of the Germans, not mentioned by Tuchman  Tuchman makes no mention of the Austrian atrocities against the Serbs, which were equally cruel, (the hanging of women and young children at a horrific rate, for example) at the war’s start, nor does she ever mention the incredible severities the French exercised against their own people at the beginning of the war, shooting farmers and other suspected of being traitors, officers executing soldiers and vice versa -- 600 men army men executed in all, most during the first year of the war by summary justice, etc. Everyone seemed a bit edgy and lacking in mercy at the beginning. War, of course, like greed always summons forth the beast in people. The point is that Tuchman paints German atrocities as symptomatic of the Germans’ basically evil and barbarous nature and while Keegan is also disgusted by the German atrocities in Belgium, he does not heighten them to the point of demonizing the German national race and culture. 

In any case, I think the way to study World War I is to first master the diplomacy, as William Cummings said, then go on to study the Battle of the Frontiers and the Battle of the Marne. (To master the diplomacy, AJP Taylor’s Hapsburg Monarchy is  Also Edmund Taylor’s Fall of the Dynasties – both indispensable, the latter  hardly ever mentioned by anyone. Also stay with Albertini.)

It is clear that the incredible sight of armies deployed for four years opposite each other and slaughtering each other by the bushel (I think Germany lost 465,000 men every year of the war) was due to the fact that neither side understood its own destructive technology. They did not understand that huge artillery barrages were impotent, and that once out of defensive trenches and attempting to advance, the advent of machine guns meant the slaughter of your forces and defeat or stalemate. No one understood the impact of the machine gun. There were additional defects of function and structure in the way battles were waged. At Neuf Chappelle, following an artillery barrage, the British surged forward and made gains, but they were forced to stop and wait for 15 minutes, because there was no way of telling the chief command in the rear that they had gained their objective ahead of time, and this allowed their avenue of advance to be shut in their face. Leaving aside the breech-loading rifle, machine gun and reliance on artillery, the lack of effective communications in the war is a key element, I think, to its ghastly and seemingly inexhaustible slaughters.

A point I always wanted to study was the military units in the Balkans. The Balkans were not industrialized which takes man power and that allowed them to raise huge armies.

Another intriguing point is that it was the falling birth rate in France, and its inability to field a large army, made it turn to Russia because of its manpower.

As Cummings has pointed out so intelligently, untangling the diplomacy is the work of years.  Germany’s weltepolik had no idea of any expansion on the European continent. Its competition with England and France was to be in terms of colonies, naval power, and economic growth. The Kaiser’s disastrous behavior in the two crises in Morocco, the last in 1911, when he sent the gunboat Panther into the fray, a move that challenged the supremacy of British sea power, which guarded the sea life line to its Empire in the East, especially all important India, was a fatal mistake.

I want to thank those readers who pointed out that it was Archduke Franz Ferdinand was assassinated and not the Emperor Franz Josef, who had died earlier.  Every school boy is taught that, but it is botching up the bedrock facts like that that makes you sound like an idiot.


     


