
World War I:

 First Marne

Germans: Approximately 900,000 soldiers in three German armies. 
Field Marshal Helmuth von Moltke, Chief of the General Staff, was 
in overall command. His commanders participating in the battle 
were Gens. Alexander von Kluck (1st Army), Karl von Bϋlow (2nd 
Army), and Max von Hausen (3rd Army).   

Allies (French and English): Approximately 1,200,000 soldiers 
under Gen. Joseph Joffre, Chief of the General Staff and Supreme 
Commander of French forces. His commanders participating in the 
battle were Gens. Charles Lanrezac (Fifth Army, later replaced by 
Gen. Franchet d’Espérey), Michel-Joseph Maunoury (Sixth Army), 
and Ferdinand Foch (Ninth Army). Field Marshal Sir John French 
commanded the British Expeditionary Force (BEF). Gen. Joseph 
Galliéni, the Military Governor of Paris, also played a pivotal role.  

In the summer of 1914, an assassin in Sarajevo ignited the flames 
of war among the Great Powers of Europe. Hoping for a quick 
victory, Germany launched its Schlieffen Plan, a massive offensive 
sweep through Belgium that turned south toward Paris. Under 
the onslaught, French divisions and their newly arrived British 
allies were soon in full retreat. It seemed that France would soon 
surrender, allowing Germany to turn its attention east toward 
Russia. But everything changed at the Marne River in early 
September when the Allies exploited German mistakes to halt 
the advance. And because this “Miracle of the Marne” deprived 
Germany of a swift victory, it changed the war from what was 
expected to be quick and decisive into a grinding contest of trench 
warfare and unthinkable attrition. 

  

Actions by the Germans – After their success in the Franco-
Prussian War (1870–1871), the German states united to form the 
German Empire. This significantly changed the balance of power 
in Europe. By 1908, two competing alliances had formed. The first 
was the Triple Alliance (often referred to as the Central Powers) of 
Germany, Austria-Hungary, and Italy. The second was the Triple 
Entente of France, Russia, and Great Britain. It was in this powder 
keg of coalitions, mistrust, and fast-acting war plans that a spark 
would set the world on fire.

The spark occurred on 28 June 1914 in Sarajevo, Bosnia, where much 
of the Slavic population harbored resentment over being annexed by 
Austria-Hungary. During a state visit by Archduke Franz Ferdinand 
(heir to the Habsburg throne) and his wife Sophie, members of 
a secretive Serbian-nationalist group assassinated the couple. 
Convinced of Serbia’s involvement, an incensed Austria-Hungary 
prepared for war. By 24 July, Serbia, expecting to be attacked, 
mobilized its army. The next day, Austria-Hungary mobilized its 
army while Russia put its army on alert. 

Russia’s alert, followed closely by a partial mobilization, alarmed the 
Germans, whose entire national planning rested on the assumption 
that they would have to fight a two-front war against France and 
Russia. On 31 July, Germany sent Russia an urgent demand to stand 
down their army, along with a demand to France that they not 
mobilize theirs. On 1 Aug., after Russia ignored the demand and 
France made it clear that they would not bow to German pressure, 
Kaiser Wilhelm II signed the order for German mobilization. It had 
taken only a month ‒ World War I had begun! 

With the Kaiser’s order, Germany’s war plan took over. Unfortunately, 
Germany had only one plan, and it called for total war. Count 
Alfred von Schlieffen, during his time as Germany’s Chief of the 
General Staff (1891–1906), expected to fight a two-front war against 
France and Russia. He spent years developing a bold offensive plan 
that would sweep through Belgium and northern France with a 
powerful right flank, while the left flank would allow the French to 
penetrate Germany ‒ preventing them from reinforcing their own 
left flank ‒ until the German right “hammer” could crush them 
against this “anvil.” The plan predicted France’s surrender in six 
weeks, whereupon the Germans could move forces east by railroad 
to confront what was expected to be the slower mobilizing Russians. 
The Schlieffen Plan was approved in 1905. (Map 1) 

By 1914, the new Chief of the General Staff, Gen. Helmuth von 
Moltke, the Younger, had modified the plan, strengthening the left 
flank at the expense of the right and narrowing the arc of advance of 
the right wing to prevent violating Dutch neutrality. Nevertheless, by 
2 Aug., the Schlieffen Plan was in motion and German divisions were 
moving into Luxembourg. Germany issued an ultimatum to Belgium 
to let its armies pass. But when Belgium refused on the 4th, German 
forces moved in.

When news reached London that Germany had violated Belgian 
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Strategic/Operational:
1) The Value of Strategic Options – As amazing as it seems, the chain of events that led to World War I were propelled by a lack
of national flexibility. France, Germany, Austria-Hungary, and Russia thought they had learned the lessons of the last war. After 
seeing the value of quickly mobilizing reserves and rapidly concentrating combat forces during Germany’s humiliating defeat
of France in 1870–1871, they built plans that allowed them to do the same. Unfortunately, they failed to build in flexibility. The 
result was a quick cascade of events that could only lead to an all-out war. The most obvious example was Germany. When Russia
mobilized to protect Serbia from Austria-Hungary, the Germans felt they had no choice but to mobilize. If Russia got a head
start in building combat power, then Germany’s entire war plan would likely fail. And because Germany had only one plan, the
Schlieffen Plan, they immediately moved to war with both France and Russia. The disaster of 1914 is the strongest warning of all 
time to build flexibility in national war planning. 

2)	 German Strategy (the Schlieffen Plan) –Schlieffen’s war plan for Germany was a bold offensive strategy that relied on an 
indirect approach to provide Germany with a good chance of success in a war against both France and Russia. While conditions
had changed since its adoption in 1905, the basic tenets remained sound in 1914. Unfortunately for the Germans, Moltke’s
adjustments would cripple its execution. Before the war, he worried about the weaker German left flank and strengthened it with 
forces from the right to prevent France from advancing too far into Germany. Then, after hostilities erupted, he further weakened 
the right flank by assigning the six new German divisions to the left flank. Ironically, by doing so, he forced the French right flank 
back to their fortified defensive line, which allowed Joffre to reallocate forces to his critical left. 

Overall, Moltke would decrease his critical right wing from 75 divisions down to 67 while his enemy’s strength continued to
grow.5 The final nail in the coffin, however, came when Kluck changed the 1st Army’s route, turning southeast in front of Paris.
This change, which Moltke later approved, forced him to abandon the plan altogether and created an exposed flank. When the
Allies took advantage of it, Moltke lost his nerve and ordered a retreat. Taken together, Moltke’s adjustments and his loss of nerve
doomed the Schlieffen Plan to failure.

3)	 Leadership (Joffre Redeems himself) – Following the war, Joffre was a national hero in France. But an 
objective review of his performance points to early mistakes followed by redemptive actions. 

At first, he was fixated on Plan XVII, which provided the Germans with the most predictable 
approach to defend. Joffre even ignored early German successes in Belgium to pursue

his offensive strategy. Thankfully, he woke up in time to reorient his men and rapidly build 
combat strength in the west against depleted German forces. Then, after Galliéni proposed the correct 

counterattack action, Joffre helped make it a reality. This decisive stroke won the battle.

Tactical:
1)	The Fog of War – A lack of clear and timely information from the front contributed to Moltke’s
misunderstandings and miscalculations during the campaign. Back in his headquarters in 
Luxembourg, he suffered from delayed information, phantom threats to his rear, and unreliable
communications. Taken together, this “fog” hampered his ability to develop a clear situational 

awareness of the rapidly changing front. While his commanders did their best to seize the
initiative and continue their advances, his armies became separated. The resulting gaps 
between armies changed everything. 

          2)	Galliéni’s Counterattack – While Joffre deserves credit for reorienting the French
strategy during a moment of crisis, the real mastermind behind the French
counterattack was Galliéni. Pulled out of retirement to assume the role of 
Military Governor of Paris, Galliéni saw Kluck’s 1st Army make the turn in 
front of Paris and quickly realized the opportunity to hit the German flank. 
But first, he had to convince an initially reluctant Joffre of the soundness
of the approach. Fortunately, he did. It was this counterattack plan, which
caught the Germans out of position, that proved to be the key to victory. 
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Discussion Questions:

1) Briefly discuss the chain of events that led to World War I. What type of flexibility might
have prevented the escalation to total war?

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

2) Describe how the German Chief of the General Staff, Gen. Helmuth von Moltke, undermined the Schlieffen 
Plan prior to and during the offensive.  

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

3) Discuss Gen. Joseph Joffre’s strategy shortcomings in the opening weeks of the war. How did he redeem 
himself? And how did the Germans end up helping him?

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

4) Discuss how each side effectively used or failed to use the principles of war (mass, offense, unity of 
command, surprise, economy of force, maneuver, objective, simplicity, and security) in this opening
campaign of WWI.

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

5) Battles are often won in the minds of opposing commanders. Discuss how this battle fits this pattern. Can 
you think of any other examples in history where this was the case?

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________
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