The Schlieffen Plan - Fantasy or Catastrophe?

Terence Zuber argues that the German army’s rigid plan for a quick victory in France in 1914 was a postwar fabrication.

The history of German war planning prior to the First World War has been dominated by the so-called ‘Schlieffen Plan’, commonly said to have been developed in a study written in early 1906 by the recently retired Chief of the German General Staff, Count Alfred von Schlieffen (1833-1913). The concept was to deploy the entire German army in the west. No forces would be sent to protect East Prussia against the Russians. Seven-eighths of the German army was to be deployed between Metz and Aachen, on the right wing of the German front, leaving just one-eighth of the army to guard the left flank in Lorraine against a French attack. The right wing of the western army would sweep through Belgium and northern France, if necessary swinging to the west of Paris, continually turning the French left flank, eventually pushing the French army into Switzerland,  while seeking a single great  battle of annihilation. Following this quick and decisive victory,  the Germans could deal with the Russian threat.

When war broke out in 1914, the German commander Helmuth von Moltke (1848-1916) did indeed attack on the right by invading Belgium, but his force was not as strong as envisaged in the Plan; the attack was halted at the Marne in September, and a war of attrition ensued.

Indirectly it was the historian and publicist Hans Delbrück (1848-1929) who brought the Schlieffen Plan to the attention of the public, in early 1919. Delbrück wrote that Germany had used the wrong plan in 1914. It would have been wiser to attack in the east and defend in the west: this had been, Delbrück said, after all the plan of the great Field Marshal von Moltke (1800-91, uncle of the 1914 commander) between 1871 and 1888. An offensive in the east would have produced a quick victory over the Russian armies in Poland. Germany could have respected Belgian neutrality, which would have weakened British enthusiasm for the Entente. A German victory was in any case impossible. Germany should have conducted a war of attrition leading to a negotiated peace, rather than seeking a decisive victory.Delbrück’s accusations were a direct challenge to the professional officer corps. The General Staff’s counterattack was not long in coming. In 1920, Hermann von Kuhl provided the first detailed information about German war planning, and set out the General Staff party line: that Schlieffen had bequeathed a brilliant plan to Moltke, who had failed to understand it.

The second volley was provided in 1921 by Wolfgang Foerster, who made Schlieffen’s study the centrepiece of his defence of General Staff war planning, with particular emphasis on the idea of committing maximum force to the right wing to annihilate the French army. To illustrate this he published a map from Schlieffen’s papers which showed seven active army corps and six corps of replacement troops swinging to the west of Paris. Such an operation, in Foerster’s view, would surely have produced a decisive German victory. Foerster acknowledged that Schlieffen’s study was concerned only with a one-front war and that it required an army larger than the Germans actually had at the time. Nevertheless, what was important was the concept. This, he said, was Schlieffen’s legacy to Moltke, and it was Moltke’s job to turn it into reality. The Reichsarchiv in Potsdam now claimed that Schlieffen’s brilliant Plan had failed because of egregious mistakes made in 1914 by three officers – Moltke, Bülow (the 2nd Army commander) and Hentsch (Moltke’s liaison officer at the battle of the Marne) – all three dead by 1920.

From 1908 to 1912 Erich Ludendorff (1865-1937) was the head of the deployment section under Moltke, and knew the German war plan intimately. In Ludendorff’s opinion, Moltke followed the concept of the Schlieffen Plan, but failed to execute it properly. Ludendorff supported this contention by noting that in the real war plan  for 1905-06  Schlieffen deployed fifty-four infantry divisions to the right wing, just as did Moltke in 1914.  But the real problem is that the right wing in the Schlieffen Plan study of 1906 contained eighty-two divisions, not fifty-four. Ludendorff  acknowledged that the Schlieffen Plan employed divisions that did not actually exist. The Reichsarchiv official history, though, brushed the problem aside with the observation that Schlieffen was merely establishing a programme for the future.

In 1929 General Wilhelm Groener, who had been chief of the railway section in 1914, Ludendorff’s successor as de facto head of the German army in 1918, and from 1928 to 1932 sometimes War Minister and Minister of the Interior, employed an outright misrepresentation of Schlieffen’s still-unpublished 1906 study, to prove that the German army in 1914 had been strong enough to conduct the Plan. Groener’s intent was to show the mistakes that Moltke had made in 1914 and how the Schlieffen Plan should have been executed.The Reichsarchiv was destroyed by Bomber Command in April 1945. By pure luck, the original Schlieffen Plan documents survived, but they were only published by Gerhard Ritter in 1956. In Ritter’s opinion the Plan was inflexible, risky, and had little chance of succeeding. Indeed, he used it as the central evidence in his indictment of German militarism. To Ritter, the Plan was war planning run amok, ‘based on military theory rather than on the realities of history and politics’. The violation of Belgian neutrality was a catastrophe:

The entire world criticized Germany for being led and ruled by unscrupulous militarists – a reproach that attached itself to the name of the German nation like a curse ... seen from the perspective of later events, the Schlieffen plan appears to be the beginning of the German and European disaster.

This view has become canonical.

German reunification resulted in the merger of the East German military archives with the West German in Freiburg im Breisgau. The East German archive had in its possession Reichsarchiv documents which had escaped immolation.The most important of these is  Wilhelm Dieckmann’s Der Schlieffenplan.  Dieckmann was a wartime officer and economic historian, brought into the Reichsarchiv in 1920. During the Second World War he was recalled to active duty but he was arrested after  July 20th, 1944, as one of the Stauffenberg conspirators and executed. Dieckmann left a working manuscript which appears to have been written in the late 1930s. This manuscript is likely to remain the only source of information for most of Schlieffen’s war planning.

Dieckmann makes it clear that Schlieffen had two major concerns: war planning and force structure (that is, the size and composition of the army); and of these two, force structure was the more serious problem. Schlieffen maintained that the German army was numerically inferior to the French army alone; against a Franco-Russian alliance this numerical inferiority became alarming. Schlieffen argued in 1899 that a war with France by herself would be as much as the German army could handle. Germany conscripted only 55 per cent of her available manpower, while France conscripted about 80 per cent of hers. Since political and financial considerations blocked the implementation of universal conscription, Schlieffen decided to create a massive number of new units immediately upon mobilisation, when he could insist that his demands be met.

In 1894 Schlieffen gave his estimate of French military intentions. For years the French strategy had been defensive, and he saw no evidence to indicate that this had changed. He made one important observation: when the French decided to go for war, they would shift to an offensive military plan.Schlieffen himself had noted in 1892 that military writers were  speculating that the Germans would march through Belgium to avoid the French border fortifications. Nevertheless, according to Dieckmann, only in 1896 did Schlieffen begin to consider turning the French left by means of a march through the Ardennes.  His first study on the subject was not written until August 1897. Schlieffen explained that the German army had to find an avenue of approach for its attack that was not blocked by French fortifications, and there were only two such available: between Toul and Epinal, or to the north of Verdun. The first was unsuitable: the line of the Moselle was a naturally strong position, behind which the Germans would find the entire French army assembled. North of Verdun, however, there was plenty of room for the German main force. But Schlieffen was reluctant to outflank the French fortress line: when the two right flank armies advanced north and then to the west of Verdun, they would be isolated from the rest of the German army, and the French could mass against them. To support the right flank, Schlieffen had to attack the French fortress line in Lorraine to fix the French forces there in place.

This is the first time that Schlieffen planned an offensive to the north of Verdun, and the first time he considered placing the overwhelming majority of the German army in the west.  But he concluded that he did not have the troops required to conduct the operation, and found it necessary to plan for the use of three additional corps and a number of reserve divisions beyond what was available. And while the study considered the problem of a mass offensive in the west, the force in East Prussia was increased from fifteen divisions to twenty-two. There were forty-six divisions in the west, with the right flank deployed on the south border of Luxembourg, with no preparations to march into Belgium. The operational concept was probably the same as it had been since 1888: defence in Lorraine, spoiling attack from East Prussia.

In October 1898 Schlieffen stated that this standard German deployment, with one-third of her forces in the east and two-thirds in the west, left Germany numerically inferior on both fronts. He therefore decided to test the idea of employing the mass of the German army in the west in a counter-offensive. He argued that any French offensive would attack on both sides of Metz, with their right flank moving on the upper Saar and Strasbourg, while the left wing moved through Belgium and Luxembourg. The most promising German counterattack was with two armies through Belgium and Luxembourg against the French left in the Ardennes. However, he stated that the envelopment could not be too wide. At the same time, while the three middle armies stayed on the defensive, the German left flank army would counterattack against the French right in Alsace. Counter-offensive was Schlieffen’s preferred strategy – not first strike. 

The Germans could not wait if a French attack was delayed, as they would have to deploy troops in the east to meet the Russian threat. If the Germans launched a general offensive against France, the two right-wing armies would cross the Meuse between Sedan and Stenay. The 4th and 5th armies would move forward against Nancy; the 6th army would cover their left flank.

In October 1899 Schlieffen modified this plan for a situation in which Germany was at war with the Franco-Russian alliance, but in which Russia was not attacking in strength, which he called Plan I. Even so, he could not afford to strip East Prussia bare of troops and still assigned a force of ten divisions to East Prussia, with fifty-eight divisions deployed in the west. For a two-front war with the Russians attacking in force, twenty-three divisions would be kept in the east. This was Plan II.

An operational study written by General Hans Hartwig Beseler on January 18th, 1900, is the first document in which the concept of Plan I is given fully. Beseler wrote that the decisive operation would be conducted by the right wing, between Liège-Namur and Verdun, which therefore had to be made as strong as possible. The mission of the centre armies, south-east of Metz, was to support the right wing by fixing as many French forces in Lorraine as possible. The right wing would attack between Reims and Verdun. When the right wing had defeated the forces opposing it, and had advanced until it was behind the French fortresses, it would attack the fortresses in the rear while the armies in Lorraine broke through their front. The chief difficulty in the scheme was that it would be impossible to keep secret such a concentration of strength as that of the right- wing forces, and the French would surely take counter-measures.

Schlieffen’s studies of 1897 and 1898, and Beseler’s of 1900, were the basis of Schlieffen’s true strategy in the west. His goal was not to sweep around to the west of Paris but to defeat the French army in battles near the frontier and then to break the French fortress line.

Between 1900 and 1903, Schlieffen also planned for a massive attack to the east, proposing to send forty-four divisions to the east and only twenty-four to the west. Most likely he wanted to force the French to attack and fight in the open to relieve the pressure on their Russian allies. He determined that, because Germany was caught between two strong opponents, she had to use her interior position to win a decisive victory against one before turning against the other. It was the decisive victory that was essential: which front it was fought on was to be left up to the circumstances at the time.

Dieckmann’s manuscript ends in 1904. Nevertheless, he shows that Schlieffen always sent a strong army to the east. On both fronts he clearly preferred counter-offensives to first strikes. At no time did he commit himself to one perfect plan. He was always concerned about the inadequate strength of the German army. There is practically nothing here to support the contention that the 1906 Schlieffen Plan study was the culmination of his strategic thought. In fact, Dieckmann demonstrates that this was an isolated aberration.

The Bundesarchiv-Militärarchiv in Freiburg recently obtained the original exercise critiques for the two General Staff strategic map exercises held in 1904. These give the first direct evidence for Schlieffen’s concept of the western operation.

In the first exercise, the German army was initially deployed in a formation which seems similar to that of the Schlieffen Plan. The three rightwing armies contained no fewer than seventeen corps and large numbers of imaginary units. Like all German deployments in this period, it extended from Aachen to Strasbourg; this was a function of available deployment space and efficient use of rail capacity. Of course, imaginary units can be used in an exercise, but not in a real war plan. Schlieffen did expressly mention a full-scale attack by the right wing, but his description of the obstacles was hardly reassuring. By taking the offensive in strength in Lorraine, the French seized the initiative and forced the Germans to fight the decisive battle there between Metz and Strasbourg. The mission of the three right-wing armies became one of protecting the rear of the main battle, and they spent most of the exercise marching south (not west) through Belgium.

In the second strategic map exercise of 1904, the French invasion of south Germany succeeded and the German army was annihilated.

Schlieffen’s exercise of 1905 has been described as that in which he  revealed his concept for the Plan. Schlieffen played the German side himself, with the French side played by three General Staff officers in separate war games.  In the first, Lieutenant-Colonel Freytag-Loringhoven decided to meet the German right flank head-on with a French offensive on a line Luxembourg-Namur-Brussels. Schlieffen approved of the concept but faulted the execution. The French offensive was defeated by an attack out of Metz to the north against the French right, as well as by an attack against the French left. How the German rightwing would conduct its advance into Picardy, the Champagne and beyond, was never tested, for the decisive battle was fought in Belgium.

Schlieffen’s second staff opponent, Colonel Steuben, decided to launch the French main effort south of Metz. According to the Schlieffen Plan concept, the French were performing exactly as the Germans hoped, and the German right wing should have continued its movement into northern France. But in fact Schlieffen said that, as the French main body had advanced east of the Moselle (and out of their border fortifications), he could shift forces from the right wing to the left. He marched two armies south to engage the French to the east of Metz.

Major Kuhl, the third, decided to attack on both sides of Metz. Again, Schlieffen sent ‘significant reinforcements’ to Lorraine and conducted a strong counterattack from Strasbourg against the French right wing. Far from confirming the concept of an enveloping attack by the right wing, Schlieffen showed he was willing to fight with his left wing in Lorraine, if that was where the French came out of their fortifications.

In November-December 1905, Schlieffen conducted his last wargame, playing both fronts simultaneously to the 42nd day of mobilisation. This was by far the most ambitious exercise that he ever conducted, and was perhaps the greatest wargame in modern military history.

Given a simultaneous Franco-Russian offensive, Schlieffen replied with a strategic defensive on both fronts. Belgium and Holland allied themselves to Germany. When the Franco-Russian armies approached the German border, Schlieffen used the German rail network to mass uncommitted forces against the two Russian armies in East Prussia and destroy them. At the same time, he conducted an active defence in the west, retaining five corps in their mobilization stations and then committing them by rail to obtain local superiority against the French forces invading Alsace and Lorraine and crushing them. Finally, he used rail mobility to redeploy forces from the east and from Alsace to attack the flanks of the French main body in Belgium and the Ardennes.We have reviewed what appear to be four of Schlieffen’s last five exercises. None of these bears the slightest resemblance to the concept of the operation in the traditional Schlieffen Plan. It would appear that Schlieffen never tested this concept in a wargame or staff ride at all. This would be very curious were the Schlieffen Plan truly his magnum opus. In fact, these exercises show that Schlieffen’s operational thought was moving in the direction of the use of rail mobility to launch surprise counterattacks to encircle and destroy the enemy on or near friendly territory, and not towards deep penetration into enemy territory.

Historians have thought Schlieffen believed he could afford to leave East Prussia undefended because the Russian army had been made combat ineffective by the effects of the Russo-Japanese war and the Russian revolution of 1905. This assumption is disproved by the German intelligence analysis. The 1905 report gives no indication  that the Russian army had collapsed. The 1906 report said that the Russians could still deploy about twenty-five infantry divisions against Germany and twenty-two against Austria.

The traditional Schlieffen Plan therefore apparently has two massive inconsistencies: it employs non-existent units and it leaves East Prussia undefended against an invasion by twenty-five Russian divisions. A modern military historian has apparently gone so far as to say that it is proof that Schlieffen was a ‘senile idiot’. In fact, Schlieffen was neither senile nor an idiot.

Schlieffen’s critics have not understood that the point of the 1906 study was not to develop a radically new scheme of manoeuvre, but to address the issue which he felt to be the most serious problem facing Germany: the failure to utilise exhaustively either trained manpower or total available manpower. In his 1906 study, Schlieffen employed the total German force and then added to it all the units he thought could be raised using Germany’s trained manpower. Using this expanded force, he then discussed the campaign that could be conducted. He then presented the worst-case scenario: the French might hold a line Verdun-Paris, at which point the Germans would have to go around to the west of Paris. But he said the German army was probably too weak for such an operation. The obvious implication was that if Germany wanted to be able to meet any eventuality, she needed even more manoeuvre units and must raise an army based on universal conscription.By 1911 the question of the size of the German army was becoming acute. Since Schlieffen’s 1906 study addressed just this problem, Moltke had it re-evaluated. The only part of the operational problem in the study with which Moltke was not already intimately familiar was the march around Paris, and the critical question here was the length of time it would take (at least two months). Moltke’s evaluation was not favourable; he disagreed with Schlieffen’s lack of concern over a French attack in Lorraine. The German army was never able to raise enough units to  make the Plan workable.

If Moltke had seen the Schlieffen Plan as a genuine war plan, he would have conducted an exercise to test it. But in the strategic map exercise that he conducted in 1906, he followed the solution Schlieffen had used in 1905: in the face of a main French attack in Lorraine, the German right wing must counterattack through Metz. Two years later, Moltke’s analysis was essentially the same one he would use in 1914. The German intent was to launch the main attack with the right wing into Belgium and Luxembourg, but the German army would fight a decisive battle wherever the French main force was to be found. If the French were certain of British and Belgian co-operation, they would remain on the defensive between Belfort and Verdun while attacking in the Ardennes. This would be met by the German right wing, which would attempt either an enveloping movement by the 1st and 2nd armies on the right or a breakthrough by the 4th and 5th armies on the left. If the French attacked between Metz and Strasbourg, the right wing would counter-attack to the south-west. The 1st and 2nd armies would guard the right flank of the main body to the north of Metz. The French might also attack to both sides of Metz. In this case, the 1st and 2nd armies would march south. Here, Moltke’s conclusions were founded directly on the results obtained by Schlieffen’s last strategic map exercises. This was not a plan for invading France, but a plan for meeting a French offensive head-on.

The German war plan in the west was always to win the first battles and not to concoct a colossal battle of annihilation. Both Schlieffen and Moltke assumed that the war would probably begin with a French attack into Lorraine, but a supporting attack (or even the main attack) might come north of Metz into the Ardennes. The first battle was therefore most likely in Lorraine or in the Ardennes, and the Germans were confident that they could defeat the French in the open field. But this battle would not end the war. If the Russians were attacking, the Germans would transfer the maximum forces to counterattack in the east while staying on the defensive in the west. If East Prussia were secure, the German right wing would continue the counter-attack in the west, cross the Meuse and move behind the French fortress line while the German left wing fixed the French forces in place. The French field army would be forced to fight to defend the fortress line. The German army would win this battle, then break the French fortress line by attacking it from the front and rear, thus linking up the two halves of the German army.  The first campaign might be completed in about a month. It would, however, be followed by a second campaign, this time into the interior of France.

At no time did either Schlieffen or  Moltke plan to swing the German right wing to the west of Paris. They always kept the left wing very strong, as it might well conduct the decisive battle. The war in the west would begin with a French attack. The first campaign would end with the elimination of the French fortress line. It would involve several  conventional battles, not one battle of encirclement. If the Germans did win a decisive victory, it would be the result of counter-offensive, not through an invasion of France. There was no intent to destroy the French army in one immense battle.

There never was a Schlieffen Plan.

