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Foreword

As we begin a new millennium and witness the rapid and complex
changes happening around the world, the study of the operational art of
war becomes even more critical. Today our Army is facing a multitude of
challenges ranging from disaster relief and peacekeeping operations to
open hostilities and war. To keep pace with both those demands and the
growth of new technologies, we are currently transforming our service
from a primarily heavy, forward-deployed force to a lighter, more agile,
but also more deadly CONUS-based one. At the same time, the scope
of our operations and our strategy is becoming increasingly influenced
by our participation in international coalitions and alliances. The time-
honored focus of operational art on the planning and execution of military
campaigns has thus become even more diverse and complex, placing great
demands on the military professional. Although operational art must be
adjusted to accommodate these changing circumstances, it should not
be done without some understanding—a frame of reference—of the
history of the operational level of war so as to clarify the nature of the
problems we can expect in the future.

Historical Perspectives of the Operational Art is an anthology of
essays by historians and scholars who trace the origin and development
of the operational level of warfare, the critical link between strategy and
tactics. Col. Michael D. Krause, former deputy commander of the U.S.
Army Center of Military History, made the initial selections for this
anthology. As a student of the subject and instructor at the National War
College, Colonel Krause was well qualified for the task. This volume may
be regarded as a continuation of an earlier publication that he coedited on
a similar subject, On Operational Art, which is a collection of pieces by
senior military commanders and theorists dealing with the contemporary
application of the operational art of war. For the soldier and student alike,
Historical Perspectives of the Operational Art should stimulate thought
and provide a deeper understanding of military history and its ability to
shed light on the problems and challenges of the present.

Washington, D.C. JOHN S. BROWN
17 May 2005 Brigadier General, USA (Ret.)
Chief of Military History
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Preface

Historical Perspectives of the Operational Art is a unique study in
the field of military history. Relying on the expertise of scholars and
military historians from the United States, Great Britain, and Germany, it
highlights some of the significant developments in the modern evolution
of the operational level of war. Our intention was not to include every
major military power in recent history—and certainly not every conflict.
Yet students of the operational art may want to look at past wars to see
how this added dimension of armed conflict might have surfaced or
been applied. This study deals only with land warfare and is designed
to show the doctrinal development and application of operational art in
modern history. Thus, while the British, Chinese, and Japanese clearly
demonstrated techniques associated with the operational art of war,
their experiences tended to parallel practices already developed and
implemented elsewhere.

Operational art has its origins in Western Europe. Beginning with the
skillful adaptations of Napoleon Bonaparte, military commanders began
to recognize the middle ground that linked national strategic goals with
tactical objectives on the battlefield. The Germans, following the example
of Field Marshal Helmuth von Moltke, devised the initial concepts
about the operational art of war, while French contemporaries wrestled
with devising a satisfactory doctrine of their own. The Russians and
Soviets learned from their military brethren in Western Europe and also
developed a vibrant doctrine that was masterfully implemented during
the latter half of World War II. The United States, in contrast, entered the
field of study belatedly. Although there clearly were moments when the
operational art could be observed in selected campaigns, it is apparent
that the U.S. Army’s doctrinal development of this connection between
strategy and tactics progressed in an irregular manner and reached
fruition only recently—most notably in Operations DESERT SHIELD and
DESERT STORM.

Strategy, operations, and tactics routinely affect the dimensions of
military conflict, each in a different manner. For instance, the strategist
aims at the enemy center of gravity, which often is the nation’s will to
fight, or perhaps the key resources or the delicate bond that holds an
alliance together. The operational artist’s center of gravity is the mass
of the enemy’s military force and its ability to command and control its
forces. At the tactical level, the battlefield commander has a more limited
and proximate perspective and focuses on his immediate foe. Strategy
may dictate whether or not to fight, but operations will determine
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where and when to fight and tactics how to conduct the fight. In turn,
tacticians employ fire and maneuver to achieve a limited objective, while
operational commanders use fire and maneuver on a larger scale to create
an imbalance against the enemy and set the tempo of a campaign. For a
tactician, intelligence is concerned with capabilities; but at the operational
level, intelligence is focused on enemy intentions. A tactical commander
will use deception to hide his forces; an operational commander will use
deception to mask his intentions.

The use of reserves is critical to the operational artist. Yet these are
not reserves that might represent an inactive force waiting to be put into
action, which is customarily how reserves are seen at the tactical level.
Rather, reserves at the operational level are thought of as the future
employment of forces that may or may not already be engaged in the
battle or campaign. Logistics too is a factor in this discussion. At the
strategic level, force generation capability and logistics are applied in
broad terms and viewed as long-term reserves. At the operational level,
the logistics capability is another form of reserve and an asset that affects
the outcome of an armed conflict. At the tactical level, however, logistics
affects only the battle in progress.

From the strategic level, a commander looks toward the outcome of
campaigns and battles as a means of achieving national policy objectives.
This process requires a focus on a distant goal. The operational commander
often looks to a closer goal, which would be achieved following a campaign
or series of battles. Obviously, the tactical commander is focused on the
outcome of specific engagements or battles.

Simply stated, the strategist identifies broad goals and generates the
capabilities to achieve those goals, while the operational commander
seeks a unity of effort over a specific period of time, and the tactician
initiates immediate action on the field of battle. The operational art of
war is thus different in sum and part. It is more than large-scale tactics,
but it is not small-scale strategy either. It has both a tactical and a
strategic dimension, because it must create a vision of unity of action on
the battlefield that ultimately achieves a strategic objective.

For both the soldier and the student of military history, this anthology
will provide an orientation to significant battles and campaigns from the
past. Rather than view the sound generalship of Napoleon and the tactical
displacement of his divisions at Jena, the reader might also consider how
this battle and the entire campaign affected both the French and Prussian
strategies. Even the dramatic clash at Gettysburg becomes more than
simply Little Round Top, Cemetery Ridge, Culp’s Hill, and Pickett’s
Charge, especially when given an operational perspective. Historical
Perspectives of the Operational Art encourages students and soldiers
alike to think beyond the battle that is before them. Isolated and taken
out of context, tactical maneuvers can provide a surreal comprehension
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of their importance and encourage a detachment from the larger strategy.
The Allies were so focused on successful landings at Normandy, for
example, that they had invested little planning to breaking out from the
beachheads. And when that time came, despite the clear opportunity to
inflict a crushing blow to the German Army, the Allies elected to squander
their resources on more limited tactical objectives. Finally, particularly
for soldiers, the enclosed essays might assist in understanding what
operational art is and how it is applied in contemporary doctrine.

A number of people contributed to the final compilation and
publication of this anthology—not the least were the individual
contributors whose works are in this text. We owe a debt of appreciation
to the Center of Military History and its chief, Brig. Gen. John S. Brown,
as well as its chief historian, Dr. Jeffrey J. Clarke, who helped revive
this project at a moment when it seemed certain to die stillborn. Four
individuals in particular merit special recognition for lending their
technical expertise to this anthology and its subsequent publication:
Ms. Beth MacKenzie, chief of the Center’s Graphics Branch, diligently
guided the final manuscript through the publication process; Ms. Diane
Donovan, a senior editor in the Editorial Branch, demonstrated patience
and literary skills that far exceeded our abilities to articulate; Ms. Susan
Carroll compiled the index; and Ms. Linda Moten assisted in the final
review and editing of individual essays. We edited individual contributions
to ensure a standardized format, while being careful not to mask or alter
individual writing styles, not to mention the views and conclusions
presented in each essay. Reprinted essays were rarely altered from their
original versions, except for either space considerations or clarification
of technical matters. The views expressed in these selections are those of
the individual authors and do not reflect the official policy or positions of
the Departments of the Army and Defense or the U.S. government.

Washington, D.C. MICHAEL D. KRAUSE
22 July 2004 R. CODY PHILLIPS
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HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVES
OF THE OPERATIONAL ART






Operational Art’s Origins'

Bruce W. Menning

Over the last decade, and especially since coalition victory in the
Gulf War, the term operational art has achieved buzzword status within
the Army and joint communities. However, despite growing acceptance,
a good deal of confusion surrounds the meaning and significance of op-
erational art. For some, the term merely signifies tactical arrows drawn
larger. For others, it is a cumbersome transplant from foreign military
usage. For still others, it remains a key to recent and future victories,
but one whose origins are murky and whose nature and content are
difficult to define.

The term operational art long antedates U.S. Army usage. Six de-
cades before operational art gained currency in the West, it was used by
the Soviets. A rough equivalent also had appeared among the Germans
before World War I, but the term did not enter the U.S. military vernacu-
lar for two possible reasons. Before World War II and the Cold War, there
was no persistent requirement in peacetime to prepare for the conduct of
extended military operations on a vast scale; and during a less complex
era it was possible—even comfortable—to remain firmly wedded to a
nineteenth-century inheritance that taught that military art consisted of
strategy and tactics.

For the Soviet military culture of the 1920s and 1930s, this was not
the case. Fresh from the seemingly contradictory experiences of World
War I (1914-1918) and the Russian Civil War (1918—-1920), Soviet Army
theorists and practitioners sought systematic explanations for the com-
plexities underlying victory and defeat in modern war. Armed with an
ideology that emphasized theory and scientific method in military af-
fairs, they brought new perspective to the study of military history and
refreshing rigor to views on the nature of possible future war, including
the conduct of operations.” By the late 1920s they had emerged with an
altered view of the constituent components of military art, and it is to this
period—a golden age of military thought—that we owe the origins of our
basic understanding of operational art. To understand why the Soviets
developed this concept when they did, the reader must understand their
perspectives and preoccupations.



4 HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVES OF THE OPERATIONAL ART

Military Art’s Changing Nature

A chief problem bedeviling all military theorists of the period was
the changing nature of modern operations. Historically, the term opera-
tion had been in use at least since the end of the seventeenth century to
describe what European armies did in the field. Initially, during the age
of preindustrial warfare, generals and kings raised professional armies to
fight limited wars for the dynastic state’s limited objectives. Within lim-
ited war’s framework, the conduct of operations formed an integral part
of strategy, and strategy was conceived as simply “the tactics of theater-
level operations.” By the eighteenth century’s end, Napoleon imparted
new meaning to the traditional calculus when he raised larger armies to
fight decisively for objectives that called for the annihilation of enemy
forces and gave rise to empires.

Still, the basic technologies remained the same, and with room for al-
teration and even poetic license, the next generation of military thinkers,
led by Henri Jomini and his disciples, redefined the traditional preindus-
trial paradigm to describe Napoleonic military art. Their view was that
military strategy remained the domain of large-unit operations and that
the essence of Napoleonic genius could be understood in his pursuit of
“the strategy of the single point.” Napoleon’s columns march-maneuvered
within theater to force convergence with the enemy at a single point—fi-
nite in time and space—for climactic battle to determine the outcome of
a season’s campaign, perhaps even the outcome of an entire war. Strategy
described a limited complex of actions, including approaches, marches,
countermarches, and maneuvers, which took place within theater to le-
verage mass for decisive battle. Tactics described what happened within
the limited confines of the battlefield.*

During the nineteenth century’s latter half, about the time when
most military thinkers had grown comfortable with this understanding
of strategy and tactics, the industrial revolution went to war, thereby al-
tering the basic paradigm in ways not fully understood until after World
War I

o The evolution of the modern industrial state during the nineteenth century en-
abled governments to tap vast manpower resources to produce true mass armies
based on the cadre and reserve principle of recruitment and organization.

e The application of steam and electricity to military ends enabled governments
to mobilize these armies and project them into potential theaters with unprec-
edented rapidity and predictability.

o The size of these armies and their preparation for deployment in future conflict
mandated the application of industrial-style planning and directing methods.

o The new firepower based first on rifled, breech-loading weaponry, then on its
magazine-fed, smokeless powder variant, increased lethality and ranges and
with them, the scale of modern combat.
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These changes revolutionized the conduct of war and set the stage
for an altered understanding of military art and its component parts. Ex-
cept for the Prussians, few practitioners understood that strategy now had
to account for movement of forces in theater and for their mobilization
and movement to theater. In addition, something else was occurring that
only a few obscure East European thinkers perceived: As modern conflict
drew increasingly on the will and resources of entire populations, notions
of strategy also had to take into account linkages between fighting front
and deep supporting rear.

Even more perplexing for the practitioner, the novel combination of
mass and firepower meant that the strategy of the “single point” within
theater had lost relevance. To avoid lethal frontal confrontation and to
avail themselves of mass and speed of deployment, commanders now
sought to stretch Napoleon’s “single point” of troop confrontation later-
ally in pursuit of an extended line. The idea was to pin frontally, then
extend to the soft flank, with an eye toward either the envelopment or the
turning movement. Thus, the Napoleonic strategy of the single point gave
way within theater to the strategy of the “extended line.” This develop-
ment, which was already evident in the American Civil War’s later stages,
found its tragic culmination with the extended trench lines of World War
I on the Western Front.’

If these changes were not challenging enough, traditional notions
of tactical-level battle also underwent fundamental alteration. As ranges
extended, battlefield limits increased geometrically and the commander’s
ability to control his troops diminished dramatically. Although more
troops than ever before inhabited the battlefield, they now became invis-
ible as they went to ground to avoid lethal firepower. Battles began to lose
whatever internal logic and coherence they once had: From a mixture of
controlled mayhem and chaos within a limited area mercifully lasting
only hours or perhaps several days, they had now evolved to rattle across
time and space to produce an outcome from which even the triumphant
might emerge without final victory. As the slaughter of World War I-style
positional warfare indicated, the sum of tactical successes was no sure
predictor of larger strategic success.°

Though not fully apparent until after 1918, a key to understanding
what had occurred was a perception of how the nature of military op-
erations had changed over the course of the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries. In traditional Napoleonic-style strategic perspective,
operations described what occurred within theater as armies, already as-
sembled and deployed, were concentrated and maneuvered against each
other to force a single, climactic battle. Logistics had always been a sig-
nificant, but subsidiary part of the calculus: Troops got by on what had
been stockpiled before the onset of a season’s campaign or on what they
could scrounge from a grudging population within theater.
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However, the overall picture had changed by the beginning of the
twentieth century. Campaigns were no longer governed by the seasons.
The nature of operations was increasingly dictated by the thrust of
higher-level preparation and planning, and operations themselves were
no longer finite affairs leading to a single decisive battle. Operations, a
complex of military actions and battles linked by time, place, and intent,
might extend for several weeks or longer. An operation’s course might
witness a major regroupment of forces and require changed command,
control, and logistic arrangements, all within the altered limits of greatly
expanded space and time. The growing realization was that the prepara-
tion for and conduct of operations had expanded beyond the limits of
traditional military strategy to incorporate new content, methods, and
concerns. The most important issue was one of linkages, and within a
conceptual framework for the conduct of operations, how to fashion link-
ages to contend with changes in time, timing, duration, support, scale,
range, and distance.

World War I simply reinforced and added more wrinkles to these and
related considerations. Combat experience demonstrated conclusively
that single operations no longer dictated the outcome of a campaign or
war. Decision came only as a result of successive operations linked by
intent, location, allocation of resources, and concerted action. Combat
experience also demonstrated the bankruptcy of the extended-line strat-
egy—once flanks were denied, adversaries were left with two unpalatable
options: Effect a penetration or attack in another theater. Penetrations
presented formidable challenges because the hard school of experience
taught that defending forces could fall back on a combination of deep
reserves, a relatively undamaged rail net and a coherent rear area to re-
constitute a viable defense in what later was called operational depths.
Consequently, after only limited tactical gains at great cost, the attackers
would have to pause and prepare for follow-on offensive operations.

World War I also suggested solutions for the bloody impasse from
outside the theater. One was to have a potential ally available with vast
manpower reserves to tip the scales at the eleventh hour. Another was to
attack the enemy’s deep supporting rear, either indirectly through surface
blockade or a submarine guerre de course. Still another came from tech-
nological innovation: Aircraft could fly over trench lines, while armored
vehicles could crush and shoot their way through. But before any of these
innovations could be applied with any degree of consistent success in
future war, practitioners had to understand what had happened and why
and what the implications were for the future. In the course of pondering
these variables, theorists and practitioners would begin to fashion not
only a common vocabulary, including a rudimentary understanding of
operational art, but also a common conceptual framework for the conduct
of operations.
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New Vocabulary and Solutions

I have described a world of complex military realities that Soviet
thinkers confronted during the 1920s and 1930s. To be sure, other mili-
tary cultures and thinkers, including Giulio Douhet, William “Billy”
Mitchell, J. F. C. Fuller, and Basil H. Liddell Hart, also contributed to
intellectual ferment and “new thinking” during the same era. The Soviets
were distinctive for the following reasons:

o They maintained a consistent focus on the conduct of large-scale, ground-ori-
ented operations.

o They worried obsessively about linking separate aspects of their thought about
the changing nature of operations to larger and smaller military realities.

o They produced an entire school of thinkers, not just individuals laboring in
isolation from one another and their military cultures.

o They undertook a systematic historical study of operations since Napoleon’s
time to understand what had changed and why.

Soviet Army theorists emerged from this quest with what they felt
were fundamental keys to understanding change: the shifting content of
military strategy, the evolving nature of operations themselves, and the
disaggregation of military structures. An important underlying assump-
tion was that these developments owed much of their significance to the
impact of changing technology over time.

The Soviets perceived that evolving military theory and practice had
led to a situation in which the strategy of an entire nation at war had be-
come a kind of intellectual and organizational continuum, linking broad
fighting front with large supporting rear. That is, strategy was what guided
a nation in preparing for and waging contemporary and future war, while
the conduct of operations was rapidly assuming sufficient identity to war-
rant attention in itself, albeit not in isolation from strategy and tactics.
The conscious understanding was that strategy—more precisely, military
strategy—had ballooned to encompass a host of activities, including
higher-level planning and preparation, resource orchestration and pri-
ority, and objective identification, all of which culminated in the direct
application of military power for the state’s goals.” In short, strategy had
come to mean something akin to what Col. Arthur F. Lykke, Jr., would
later define as orchestrating and linking “ends, ways and means” to attain
national security objectives.®

This development, when coupled with the increasing complexity of
operations, caused a gap to open between the traditional understanding
of strategy and tactics. Some commentators filled this gap with the term
“grand tactics,” while others searched for analogous terms, including
“applied strategy” and operarika (Russia, circa 1907), to define what
the more traditional understanding of strategy had once described as
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happening within theater.” For a time, under military theorist Sigis-
mund W. von Schlichting’s influence, the Germans toyed with operativ,
but they do not appear to have elaborated it with any degree of persis-
tence and consistency.'” Under the influence of varied perspectives and
preoccupations, other commentators saw no gap and therefore found
little reason to worry about it, continuing to regard tactics and strategy
as directly linked.

In contrast, by 1922 the Soviets were beginning to fill the “ter-
minological gap” with something they called operational art, and they
would spend much of the 1920s and 1930s developing a more complete
understanding of this concept and its implications.!" At first, Soviet
Army thinkers used the term to bridge the gap between strategy and
tactics and to describe more precisely the discipline that governed the
preparation for and conduct of operations. In 1926 a Soviet theorist and
former Imperial Russian General Staff officer, Aleksandr A. Svechin,
captured the essence of linkages among the new three-part understand-
ing of military art when he wrote, “Tactics makes up the steps from
which operational leaps are assembled. Strategy points out the path.”'?
Not surprisingly, a new department, Conduct of Operations, appeared
alongside the conventional Departments of Strategy and Tactics at the
Soviet Staff Academy.

The new understanding of the relationship among the three compo-
nents of military art provided the impetus for a second factor—steady
focus on the evolving nature of operations, with implications for future
war. In accordance with the foregoing discussion, the Soviets understood
that the industrial revolution had changed the face of modern operations.
They knew that operations now had to be consciously differentiated from
battles, which were shorter in duration, more limited in scope and out-
come, and more episodic in nature. Moreover, World War I had driven
home the realization that single operations in themselves rarely produced
strategic decision. Decision now came as the result of a whole complex
of successive, simultaneous, and related operations. The Soviets also per-
ceived that operations as diverse as those of World War I and their own
civil war had much in common. This realization came primarily from an
understanding that logistics and rail and road nets played a key role in
determining the scale, scope, and depth of modern military operations.'?
During the mid-1920s Soviet Army Staff Chief Mikhail N. Tukhachevs-
kiy ordered the faculty that taught the conduct of operations at the staff
academy to incorporate logistics into their operational-level exercises.
Some Russian commentators later asserted that consideration of support
in tandem with operations actually gave birth to the concept of Soviet
operational art.'

Soviet theorist Georgiy S. Isserson provided the necessary insight:
that armies since the onset of World War I had witnessed a “disaggre-
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gation of forces.” Between 1914 and the early 1930s, the steady march
of technology had resulted in the structural evolution of armed forces
whose organizations now reflected greater diversity and whose weaponry
had become increasingly differentiated by range and combat effect. For
continental-style armies, these forces bore only superficial resemblance
to their past counterparts. In 1914, for example, despite differences in
movement and combat technique, infantry and cavalry represented two
aspects of a fairly homogeneous force moved by muscle on the battlefield
and supported by similar kinds of artillery. The operational radius and
combat effects of these forces were still relatively limited in depth and
scope. However, by the 1930s new structures and weapons had evolved
to accompany the introduction of aircraft, armor, and long-range artil-
lery into battles and operations. What resulted was a more heterogeneous
force, but, more important, a force whose qualities and attributes required
a new order of thought and preparation before they could be systemati-
cally applied to military ends.

Isserson saw that a primary purpose of operational art was to reag-
gregate the diverse effects and operational characteristics of these forces
either simultaneously or sequentially across a much larger theater of
combat operations.'*

These and related impulses came together during the 1930s to pro-
duce the Soviet concept of deep operations. With the massive application
of new technologies, the Soviets swept away the older geometry of point
and line to settle on the advantages of extending a force vector in depth.
The requirement was to mobilize a diverse combat array, including infan-
try, armor, airborne, long-range artillery, and air power, then orchestrate
this array’s multiple effects through an operation both sequentially and
simultaneously in three dimensions. The object in the offensive was to
attack an enemy’s defenses as near simultaneously as possible throughout
their depth to effect a catastrophic disintegration of their entire defense
system. The concept was to accomplish a penetration by blasting and
crushing a path through the tactical zone then inserting a powerful mo-
bile group for exploitation into the operational depths. For maximum
decisive effect, the Soviets envisioned these operations as driven from the
top down, starting at front (army group) and proceeding down through
army and corps levels.'

Although the Soviets did not ignore other operational issues, the theory
and practice of deep operations occupied center stage for Soviet operational
art during the 1930s. Operational art required the practitioner to:

e Identify strategic objectives within theater.

e Visualize a theater in three dimensions.

e Determine what sequence of military actions—preparation, organization,
support, battles, and command arrangements—would bring the attainment
of those objectives.
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After analyzing previous operations, and assuming massive injec-
tions of armor and air power, the Soviets calculated that future opera-
tions might occupy up to 300 kilometers of frontage, extend to a depth
of about 250 kilometers, and have a duration of thirty to forty-five days.
Consequently, these operations would be closely tied to the attainment
of objectives determined by larger strategic requirements, while overall
success would rest on the ability to integrate logistics and tactics into
the larger design.

Linkages between fighting front and large supporting rear were
also clear. For various reasons, including a close reading of Carl von
Clausewitz’s work, the digestion of lessons from the home front in
World War I and a growing sense that victory in future war would de-
pend on the state’s total resources, the Soviets gravitated to a view that
future conflict would be systemic and protracted. During the 1930s,
Joseph Stalin’s policies of agricultural collectivization and massive in-
dustrialization amounted to a peacetime mobilization of Soviet society.
A succession of five-year plans built infrastructure for future war and
produced much of the military hardware required for deep operations.
The transformation—even militarization—of Soviet society stood as
grim testimony to linkages between strategic vision and operational-
level capability.”

Stalin’s potential German adversaries inherited a different military
legacy and worked from a different philosophical base. After lightning
victories over the French in 1870 and 1871, much of the rationale be-
hind German military planning had been to devise initial operations of
sufficient scope and speed that they would bring about the enemy’s ca-
pitulation during a single brief campaign of annihilation. The Germans
assumed that modern society had become too fragile to withstand the
dislocations of extended military conflict. The World War I experience
seemed to confirm earlier apprehensions: Protractedness had brought
the “Hydra-headed” dangers of attrition, domestic exhaustion, and po-
litical instability—even revolution.

As the German Reichswehr emerged from the Versailles-imposed
1920s cocoon to become Hitler’s Wehrmacht in the late 1930s, emphasis
once again fell upon avoidance. From a near-intuitive grasp of the military
potential resident in the same technologies the Soviets were developing,
the Germans fashioned Blitzkrieg, a stunning response to the challenges,
including protractedness, inherent in positional warfare. The marriage
of air power and armor with combat technique gave birth to a combined
arms concept with immediate tactical application and important opera-
tional implications. Once again the siren-like calls of annihilation and
rapid decision summoned the Germans to rocky military shores.!®

In retrospect, the new German vision for “lightning war” had at least
two major shortcomings, one of which was accepted as self-imposed.
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The first was that operators and planners failed to embed Blitzkrieg in
a coherent vision for the conduct of operations, something that might
have come about if the Germans had bothered with developing their
own legacy of operativ.' Experience could overcome this problem. The
second and more important shortcoming was that the Germans failed
beyond the obvious and superficial to consider important systemic link-
ages between fighting front and supporting domestic rear. Nevertheless,
Hitler found the new vision congenial with his own grasp of strategy,
while the successes of 1939 to 1942 obscured the more profound dif-
ficulties of mobilizing the home front.*

In contrast, the Soviet vision possessed impressive coherence, but it
is important to note that Moscow did not initially have all the answers.
The very nature of Soviet military culture, coupled with the require-
ments of continental-style warfare, meant that the Soviets retained a
very limited view of operational art’s air and naval components. The
chief purpose of air power was to serve the ground operation, while the
primary role of naval forces was to defend the coastline and to extend
the geographical limits of conventional land-oriented theaters of mili-
tary action. In addition, other circumstances peculiar to the Soviet situ-
ation prevented the Soviet Army from drawing timely benefit from an
understanding of operational art. Thanks to a series of circumstances,
including Stalin’s purge of the officer corps in 1937 and 1938, misinter-
pretation of lessons learned from the Spanish Civil War (1936-1939),
the necessity to assimilate huge quantities of troops and new technol-
ogy and Hitler’s ability to effect surprise in 1941, the Soviets did poorly
in World War II’s opening stages on the Eastern Front.?! Not until 1943
did they emerge from the hard school of experience to return to a more
perfect version of operational art—with devastating consequences for
the Wehrmacht.

From Stalingrad to Berlin during 1943 to 1945, the Soviets perfect-
ed front and multifront sequential and simultaneous operations. Stalin’s
marshals learned to command and control these operations in depth
and breadth while coordinating air support with armored thrusts. From
1944 on, mobility and maneuver assumed increasing significance, in
part because the Germans could no longer replace losses and because
lend-lease trucks enabled the Soviets to stretch the limits of logistic
support. Doctrine and practice gradually evolved to emphasize the most
complex of modern ground operations, the encirclement, which the So-
viets successfully executed about fifty times on the Eastern Front. The
Soviets decisively turned the tables on the Germans and in so doing
demonstrated a mastery of the military art that compared favorably
with earlier German successes.?
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The World War II and Cold War Legacies

World War 1II also left the U.S. armed forces with considerable expe-
rience in conducting modern operations. However, operational mastery
had come neither easily nor quickly, in part because the period between
the world wars offered scant intellectual, doctrinal, and organizational
precedent. At the U.S. Army Command and General Staff School (USAC-
GSC) during the 1930s, theater operations were taught according to
nineteenth-century precedent as “military strategy.” The Army’s capstone
field manual, FM 100-5, Operations, appeared in draft form in 1939,
but its focus, as befitting a small, peacetime ground force, was primarily
tactical. The Louisiana Maneuvers of 1940 and 1941 offered only belated
and limited practical experience with large-unit operations.? For its part,
the Army Air Corps had to support ground operations, but much of its
attention was riveted on acquiring the expertise and hardware to conduct
strategic bombing campaigns.?*

To its credit, the U.S. Navy, drawing from its experience in World
War I and anticipating the possibility of a protracted two-ocean war, seri-
ously considered the planning challenges inherent in conducting multi-
dimensional operations over time and across large expanses.? Yet, the
overall U.S. picture was one of Isserson’s disaggregated forces translated
into American terms. Unfortunately, the services and their offspring re-
mained largely preoccupied with their own perspectives, problems, and
self-interests. For these and other reasons, the background for preparing
and conducting operations constituted at best a mixed bag. The result
was that U.S. military forces during World War II had to learn on the
job from the hard school of experience. To their credit, commanders and
their staffs gradually perfected the art of conducting massive combined
and joint operations across vast distances to reach strategic objectives. It
would be difficult, in retrospect, to argue that major operations by Admi-
ral Chester W. Nimitz in the Central Pacific, General Douglas MacArthur
in the Southwest Pacific, General Dwight D. Eisenhower in Europe, and
General George S. Patton, Jr., across northern France did not match the
majesty and significance of Soviet World War II operations.

Despite the richness of experience in conducting World War II
operations, the United States and the Soviet Union followed different
paths of postwar doctrinal and organizational evolution. For a time,
neither former ally focused consistently on large-scale operations. The
Cold War precluded doctrinal interchange, while demobilization and
the advent of nuclear weaponry produced varying responses that af-
fected the way the two armed powers viewed their roles and the nature
of possible military operations.

In the U.S. Army, theater armies and support commands atrophied or
disappeared in the rush to demobilize, leaving the Army to seek parochial



OPERATIONAL ART’S ORIGINS 13

comfort in tactical-level concerns. During the Cold War'’s first decade, the
United States increasingly sought military capital in reliance on strategic
and battlefield-level nuclear devices, which further dampened doctrinal
interest in large-unit operations.*®

When the Korean War intervened, a mixture of improvisation and
difficulties associated with theater geography at first precluded serious
thought about sweeping operations on a vast scale. The one subsequent
bright spot, MacArthur’s landing at Inch’on and advance to the Yalu River,
was soon forgotten as tactical stalemate set in along the 38th Parallel.
Meanwhile, the Soviets began to reconsider their own hasty post—World
War II demobilization. Because Stalin initially did not have the atom
bomb, the best he could do was to modernize Soviet forces to field a
better variant of what had brought them victory on the Eastern Front.
Until 1953, Stalin’s presence clouded analysis of lessons learned from
World War II. Subsequently, Nikita S. Khrushchev’s rush to downsize the
Soviet military through reliance on nuclear weapons also deemphasized
operational art’s importance.?’

For the U.S. Army, three important circumstances prompted a doc-
trinal evolution that culminated in the adoption of operational art as a
doctrinal concept. The first was the Vietnam War, in which field forces
scored a series of tactical triumphs but were unable to transform them
into strategic outcomes. Debate over the reasons for this failure, along
with the necessity to rebuild the U.S. Army, eventually prompted a far-
reaching series of doctrinal and organizational changes that cut to the
core of how the Army expected to do business in future war. As the Army
resurrected itself and peered into the future, some officers looked to the
military classics, especially those by Clausewitz, both to afford insight
into recent failure and to provide inspiration and vocabulary for what
needed to be done. Meanwhile, threat analysis identified the task’s mag-
nitude—major confrontation with Soviet and Warsaw Pact forces in Eu-
rope assumed overriding significance as the most challenging version of
possible future war. The very nature and scale of this threat led naturally
to a rebirth of interest in the conduct of large-unit operations.*®

A second important factor in the Army’s doctrinal evolution was the
technological content of possible future war. The Vietnam War had wit-
nessed the limited introduction of sophisticated precision-guided weap-
onry, but there was little coherent sense of the overall implications the
new gadgetry and related technologies might hold for conventional war.
Much of that sense came from the 1973 Middle East War, during which
the massive application of new munitions appeared to revise conven-
tional wisdom about the calculus for air superiority, the role of armor in
ground combat, and the relationships among various components within
the conduct of operations. Meanwhile, a new organization, the U.S. Army
Training and Doctrine Command, attempted to digest the lessons of the
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Middle East War and respond to the challenge of possible conflict with
Warsaw Pact hordes on the northern European plain. The result was the
1976 version of FM 100-5, which emphasized “active defense.””

Dissatisfaction with this concept and the search for alternatives was a
third major factor in the Army’s post-Vietnam doctrinal evolution. On one
hand, the geopolitical realities of NATO dictated both a forward defense
and national contributions of corps-size formations, both of which lob-
bied strongly for a continuing tactical-level focus. The 1976 FM 100-5
accurately reflected this focus. On the other hand, increasingly obvious
considerations, including the necessity for defense in depth and the re-
quirement to apply and integrate sophisticated technologies at higher lev-
els, argued for new departures in thought and organization. As critics and
writers of doctrine turned to the promise inherent in conducting a future
war of maneuver with large-scale units, they sought historical and doctrinal
precedent. Earlier, advocates of active defense had seized upon the dogged
German defense against the Soviet onslaught from 1943 to 1945 as key to
the doctrinal secret of “fighting outnumbered and winning.” The belated
realization was that the Germans had fought outnumbered and lost.

Now, the advocates of maneuver war seized upon Blitzkrieg and ini-
tial German successes in World War II to advance doctrinal departures
that would emphasize the marriage of technology and technique while
conducting modern mobile operations. Almost as an afterthought, other
thinkers began seriously to examine the doctrine and military art of the
Soviet adversary that had inflicted defeat on “the devil’s disciples.” From
Soviet military history there gradually emerged a mature understanding
of the three-part nature of Soviet military art, along with notions about
why the Soviets chose to place separate emphasis on operational art as
the theory and practice of conducting operations. The term found imme-
diate resonance among U.S. Army doctrine writers, who were now more
attuned to the nuances and complexities of modern operations.*

Meanwhile, the Soviets themselves emerged from the doctrinal tor-
por induced by Stalinist and early nuclear-era rigidities. From the mid-
1960s on into the 1970s, as the Soviets slowly clawed their way to nuclear
parity with the United States, military art theorists filled the pages of
the serious Soviet military press with works that amounted to a renais-
sance of operational art and its contemporary legacy. Under conditions
of nuclear parity, a major assumption was that in a future European war,
the nature of operations might remain conventional, either initially or
for an extended period. Consequently, it was necessary once again to
focus singlemindedly on the preparation and conduct of large-scale con-
ventional operations—albeit under conditions that might witness a rapid
escalation to nuclear war.’! During the late 1970s and early 1980s, this
train of thought lay at the heart of the conceptual evolution of the theater
strategic offensive operation. This series of integrated operations envi-
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sioned a massive offensive built around the echeloned introduction of
forces that would develop attacks to facilitate the insertion of operational
maneuver groups for exploitation within the shallow NATO rear area.

U.S. Operational Art

When open-source materials on Soviet operational art and scattered
intelligence about the theater strategic operation reached U.S. and NATO
audiences, they added fuel to the fire of doctrinal and technologically
inspired innovation. Already in the early 1980s, NATO leaders had begun
to adopt the follow-on forces attack (FOFA) concept as a way of striking
at highly echeloned Warsaw Pact formations in depth by employing new
and more powerful long-range precision weaponry.

The promise of new technology, along with a NATO-oriented mili-
tary buildup and the emerging emphasis on maneuver war, prompted
doctrine writers to alter their focus, examine linkages, and contend with
the thorny issues of scale, content, scope, and duration.’? As a result, the
U.S. Army doctrinal community conceded operational art was necessary
within theater to link new concepts and technologies with higher (strate-
gic) and lower (tactical) level concerns.

Not surprisingly, when the 1982 FM 100-5 appeared, it recognized
three levels of war and asserted “the operational level of war uses avail-
able military resources to attain strategic goals within a theater of war.”
The new field manual emphasized agility, initiative, depth, and synchro-
nization. It also addressed the problem of reaggregation by acknowledg-
ing the necessity for close cooperation with the U.S. Air Force in waging
AirLand Battle. Despite the tactical overtones implicit in the word “bat-
tle,” the 1982 FM 100-5 clearly encouraged a focus on the operational
level of war, which involved planning and conducting campaigns. For
their part, campaigns were conceived as “sustained operations designed
to defeat an enemy force in a specified space and time with simultaneous
and sequential battles.”*

Four years later the 1986 FM 100-5 deepened and extended the
Army’s understanding of contemporary operations; and for the first time
in U.S. military usage, the Army capstone manual actually defined opera-
tional art. Under the U.S. rubric, operational art was “the employment of
military forces to attain strategic goals in a theater of war or theater of
operations through the design, organization, and conduct of campaigns
and major operations.” This definition was no mere copying of Soviet
precedent but rather an attempt to apply the concept to future U.S. opera-
tions from the perspective of an informed and updated understanding.

The elaboration of operational art in the United States’ view reflected
many of the preoccupations and intellectual growing pains with which
Army doctrine writers had contended since the Vietnam War. From a
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curious mixture of modified Clausewitz and Jomini doctrines came the
concepts of operational design, including center of gravity, lines of opera-
tion, decisive points, and culmination, which underlay operational art and
its application to campaign planning.** From a sense that technology and
circumstance were changing the nature and content of operations flowed
a generic understanding of operational-level functions—intelligence,
fires, maneuver, logistics, protection, and command and control—which
entered either sequentially or simultaneously into planning for major
operations and campaigns. From a realization that operational art would
remain an enemy concept unless closely tied to education and application
came a gradual introduction of campaign planning into the curricula of
the U.S. Army War College and the USACGSC.*

Joint Impact

Although the Army had dealt convincingly with issues of concept,
vocabulary, and application, there was no immediate guarantee that the
joint community would pick up on one service’s fixation with operational
art. Of the other services, only the U.S. Air Force had increasingly be-
come a party to the Army’s doctrinal evolution, thanks to the explicit
and implicit implications of FOFA and AirLand Battle. Indeed, doctrinal
evolution might have stopped in the mid-1980s had it not been for several
subsequent, near-simultaneous developments.

The 1986 Goldwater-Nichols Department of Defense Reorganization
Act had several important and at first almost unnoticeable consequences
for the U.S. defense establishment. The new congressional legislation en-
hanced the stature and functions of the warfighting commanders in chief
(CINCs), who now exercised increased responsibility in planning for and
conducting future joint and combined military operations.

A mandated emphasis on jointness forced the services to write
doctrine with an eye toward a common understanding of the conduct of
operations, both jointly and separately. With the creation of J-7, a new
Joint Staff directorate, joint-level doctrinal stress fell increasingly on the
development of common joint-level vocabulary and concepts. Under
these circumstances, it was no accident that the U.S. Navy began to talk
about operational art in maritime theaters. It was also no accident that
Joint Publication 3—0, Doctrine for Joint Operations, and Joint Publica-
tion 5-0, Doctrine for Planning Joint Operations, focused more clearly
and consistently on operational art.*

Another factor in contemporary doctrinal development was the end
of the Cold War. One major result of vanishing bipolarity was a renewed
effort to integrate regional perspectives and priorities into the crafting of
U.S. national security and military strategies. These concepts provided
guidance and a sense of larger context. The same concepts reinforced the
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impact of Goldwater-Nichols, causing CINCs to focus more distinctly
on the development of theater-level strategies with an attendant but
sometimes unspoken emphasis on operational art concerns. Campaign
planning also had a role to play. It incorporated elements of operational
art and theater-level strategy but also gradually evolved to contend with
regional threats. Thus, another Cold War consequence had figured into
the development of doctrine and concept: the emergence, or perhaps
rediscovery, of major regional threats outside the context of traditional
ideological conflict. Still another consequence was a deemphasis on the
likelihood of nuclear war, a realization that forced all the U.S. services
to ponder the challenges inherent in conducting extended conventional
operations within the context of regional military conflict.

The post—Cold War era brought force reductions, force projection,
and a scarcity of resources, all of which argued that future conflict would
leave little room for service parochialism and little time for World War
[I-style on-the-job training. Key components of modern operations, espe-
cially logistics and sustainment, suddenly assumed greater significance.
If during the 1970s and 1980s the Army worried about “first battles” in
future war, now the joint community had to worry about “first opera-
tions” in future campaigns and wars.*’

To prove this point, the 1990-1991 Gulf War erupted to provide
an important impulse for a doctrinal reincarnation of operational art in
joint guise. Operations in DESERT SHIELD/STORM reinforced the evolution-
ary flow in several ways. First, they unconsciously revisited Isserson’s
legacy by drawing attention to the complexities of planning and action
required to bring about a reaggregation of combat effects within the-
ater over time by disparate armed forces with disparate capabilities.*
This realization lay at the heart of modern joint warfare and continues
to provide fertile ground for continued doctrinal growth. Second, the
conceptual tools inherent in the U.S. understanding of operational art,
including center of gravity, played an important part in the calculus
that brought allied victory. And third, with all the attention devoted to
“high-tech” weaponry, the Gulf War reminded both the military and the
public at large that a revolution in military affairs (RMA) was continu-
ing apace, with important implications for the future.’* One way of plac-
ing the RMA within context for theater application would be to view it
within the intellectual and doctrinal perspective of operational art. After
all, operational art was born in an era when the advent of air power and
ground mechanization contributed to a specific theater-level focus, and
there is no reason to believe that operational art as it has entered U.S.
usage cannot again serve as a doctrinal catalyst for new ways to envision
the conduct of future operations.

This operational art evolution overview demonstrates some of the
verities and ironies inherent in the history of a concept. Concepts are
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based on ideas, and ideas over time can be picked up, dropped, and either
reborn or refashioned to suit fresh circumstances and changed situations.
In general, operational art first appeared during the 1920s in response to
the shifting content of strategy, the changing nature of operations, and
the evolving nature of military structures. The larger context included the
appearance of major new elements within the international order and the
constant intrusion of new technology into military conflict. During the
late 1980s and early 1990s, all these conditions were once again present;
and in one of the ironies of intellectual and military history, they elicited
a rebirth of interest in operational art under different circumstances. The
productive elaboration of this concept in contemporary context supports
the contention that military thinkers and doctrine writers should always
draw inspiration from the past but should not be bound by it. Indeed,
the term’s potential for retaining future significance argues that theorists
should seek to expand and refine the limits of operational art. It and relat-
ed concepts remain dynamic, and dynamism, while sometimes a source
of confusion, is also an important sign of vitality and growth.
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PART ONE: FRANCE






Introduction

Clearly, one of the most influential personalities from military his-
tory is Napoleon Bonaparte. His ability to deploy and maneuver large
independent forces simultaneously to concentrate them at the critical
moment of battle set an operational tone that successive commanders
around the world have labored to replicate. Napoleon’s campaigns were
the antecedent to later developments that became known as the opera-
tional art of war.

David Chandler, the world-renowned British historian, develops this
idea, particularly regarding Napoleon’s contribution to the evolution of
operational art through his organizational innovations. The emperor’s
corps-size organizations could operate independently against larger
enemy forces, while additional personnel and materiel resources were
introduced to the battle. Aiding these efforts were his aggressive tactics,
focused objectives, active intelligence, and firm command of all aspects
of'a campaign. The Jena-Auerstadt campaign of 1806 is the example that
Dr. Chandler cites as the beginnings of the successful application of the
operational art.

Robert Doughty continues the analysis of French operational art as
the country began to alter its military doctrine in light of its losses suf-
fered from the Franco-Prussian War. As the country’s military leaders
grappled with improving its military educational system, organization,
and doctrine, they set out to redefine both the methods and the means
by which the next European war would be fought on the frontiers of
France. The start of the Great War witnessed massive military maneuvers
reminiscent of Napoleon’s Grand Armée, but with the exception of “The
Miracle of the Marne,” these campaigns were fruitless. By the latter half
of the war, preponderant firepower and limited objectives had replaced
large-scale maneuvers and more aggressive goals. Sadly, they assumed
that what seemed to work at the close of World War I would set the pace
for the next European conflict. Perhaps, if the Wehrmacht had been more
conventional and less aggressive, French military doctrine in 1940 might
have been vindicated. Unfortunately, the French never seemed to fully
grasp the difference between tactics and the operational level of war,
which ultimately contributed to the horrific casualties of World War I and
the tragic defeat of World War I1.






Napoleon, Operational Art,
and the Jena Campaign

David G. Chandler

Napoleon would have had no difficulty in understanding and apply-
ing the modern concept of operational art. Napoleon’s philosophy of war
was simple and to the point. It ensured the predominance of the political
aim to achieve the “continuation of policy by other means.” He ensured
an objective setting from the political perspective and then set the mili-
tary aim. As early as 1787 we find the young General Bonaparte pro-
fessing this conviction: “There are in Europe today many good generals,
but they see too many things at once. I see only one thing, namely the
enemy’s main body. I strive to crush it, confident that secondary matters
will then settle themselves.”! Here lies the heart, the central theme, of
Napoleon’s concept of warfare: the Blitzkrieg attack aimed at the main
repository of the enemy, the center of gravity, his army. Such is the kernel
of Napoleon’s understanding of what we today term operational art.

To the end of his days Napoleon denied he had operated accord-
ing to any hard and fast set of precepts or principles. Between 1796 and
1809, he practiced warfare’s apparently limitless variation and flexibility.
Two phrases require elucidation. First, “a careful balancing of means and
ends, efforts and obstacles™ brings out the true economy of force, the
careful allocation of available military and political power to the achieve-
ment of the politico-military aim. It further connotes the need to avoid
keeping large reserves in pointless inactivity to the rear and, equally im-
portant, employing large forces to achieve minor, secondary objectives.
It calls for the correct timing of the employment of sufficient force and
above all requires the achievement of a carefully calculated balance at all
stages of military operations between ends and means, between inevita-
bly conflicting priorities for the employment of strictly finite resources.
The object of everything at the levels of both strategy and operational art
is the destruction of the enemy’s state of equilibrium, ideally by means of
psychological domination before the decisive battle physically opens.

Second, the need “to make war a real science.” By real, Napoleon
meant living and effective. Warfare must be conducted in a realistic, prac-
tical, and decisive fashion. There is no place for posturing or “phoney-
war” attitudes— chessboard maneuvers designed to avoid a major battle
at all costs. The attritional stage, battle, is only intended as preparation
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for the third, or mobile stage, which leads to the coup de grace. But of
course it must be appreciated that Napoleon was head of state as well as
supreme military commander in the field. Thus, he decided policy at the
strategic level as well as implemented its military objectives at the opera-
tional level. His key subordinates, the commanders of corps d’armée, the
vital building blocks of Napoleonic warfare, were rarely if ever permitted
to indulge in free interpretation of their orders. In this fact lay both the
strength and weakness of Napoleon’s conduct of war. Highly motivated
and closely controlled marshals of the empire were redoubtable instru-
ments in achieving victory at the operational and tactical levels. Left on
their own or divided by many hundreds of miles from their master, the
emperor, the results could be (and frequently were) rampant indecision,
rivalry, indiscipline—and failure. Any study of the campaigns in Spain
and Portugal, particularly from 1812 when Napoleon was 2,000 miles
away in Russia or in 1813 deep in central Germany, will bear this out.
Thus, the supreme centralization of Napoleonic warfare had serious po-
tential weakness as well as important strengths. But when Napoleon was
present and controlling a manageable force by the lights of the time—say,
some 250,000 men (as in 1805, 1806, or 1809)—there were few things
he was incapable of achieving. The military concepts flowed smoothly
into the political goals that the emperor could rapidly adjust.

Napoleon had a masterly grasp of military geography. He would tax
his librarian for books on historical, descriptive, geographical, and topical
aspects of Europe. He appreciated the political and geographical realities
of each of the regions in Europe. He does not, however, appear to have
appreciated the overall immensity of the physical problems presented by
the campaigns in the Iberian Peninsula, “where small armies are swal-
lowed up and large armies starve,” or by the expanse of Russia.

For Napoleon, the concept of a successful campaign connoted one
that achieved its real object for the most economical expenditure in terms
of time and resources. The conquest and occupation of terrain was second-
ary in importance. Considerations of time spent or wasted were far more
significant. “The loss of time is irreparable in war.” “Strategy is the art of
making use of time and space. [ am less chary of the latter than the former;
space we can recover, time never.” “I may lose a battle, but I shall never
lose a minute.” “Time is the great element between weight and force.”

The proper use of available time usually called for speed and accu-
racy of movement by large bodies of troops, all of them integrated and
synchronized according to the requirement of a campaign plan.

Napoleon commanded by means of the Imperial Headquarters (/e
grand quartier-général, or GQG). This organization was not only the
headquarters for the army in the field, but it also comprised virtually the
entire government of France. It was divided into the military component,
headed by a chief of staff (under Berthier) who headed a general staff, an
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administrative headquarters (headed by the intendant, Count Daru), and
a personal staff, including troubleshooting general officers. The tasks of
the staff on campaign were fourfold. First, it supervised and controlled
the movements of large bodies of men, equipment, and convoys, moving
in two directions: toward the front and toward the rear. Second, it ac-
quired and evaluated intelligence from the entire theater of war. Third, it
controlled all military activity on up to a seventy-mile front. And fourth,
it transmitted and received reports and orders over a large area, thus main-
taining the critically important flow of information, which alone made
possible “the ever shifting kaleidoscope of moves and intentions.””

Napoleon on campaign often operated with the aid of his petit quartier-
général (or battle headquarters), which accompanied him on his incessant
daily tours of inspection, for the emperor was a staunch believer in “see-
ing and being seen.” This group usually comprised Berthier, Caulaincourt,
the marshal-of-the-day on headquarters duty, a pair of aides-de-camp se-
lected by roster, four orderly officers, one page of the household entrusted
with Napoleon’s telescope, the bodyguard Roustam, an imperial groom,
an officer-interpreter and a soldier of the escort carrying the portfolio of
maps. Four squadrons of Guard Cavalry formed the escort commanded
by a general, to which was added on days of battle a section of artillerie
volante (portable artillery, which customarily consisted of four guns) that
deployed themselves whenever the entourage halted to command all four
approaches to the main group. Normally Napoleon rode carefully trained,
quiet Arab horses, but for longer distances he would transfer to his caléche
or his large post-chaise (organized as a mobile office).

His campaign routine was designed to suit the workings of the staff
system, and to pack as much as was possible into a 24-hour period. Each
evening Napoleon would retire to sleep at 2000 and rise at midnight. In
his office tent, he would find abstracts prepared by Berthier of the lat-
est reports from the corps commanders sent the previous evening. After
dictating any necessary orders, the emperor would retire for another hour
or two of sleep. By 0600 he would have dressed and breakfasted. A first
conference with Bacler d’Albe in the map office would be followed by
important interviews. Returning to his desk, he would find the reports
abrégé from outlying formations and the expanded and finally prepared
orders of earlier that morning awaiting his signature. Any he disapproved
he flung on the floor or, if of particularly grave importance, put carefully
to one side with the remark: “Until tomorrow; of night brings counsel.”®
More dictation and interviews followed, and by 1000 the latest batch of
fair-written orders would be ready for final approval and dispatch.

Napoleon would next call for his horse and set off with the petit
quartier-général to inspect troops, award the occasional unexpected
medal to a delighted veteran at the roadside, visit subordinates and (less
popularly) their headquarters’ staffs, and, when necessary, conduct re-
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connaissance often at considerable personal risk, to the anxiety of his
officers and escort. By 1500 or 1600 he would be back at main GOG
(which would probably have moved forward to a new location during
his absence— he detested disorder and always tried to avoid the bustle
of packing and unpacking) to hold a second map-tent conference with
d’Albe, consider any recent messages, and then dictate more orders
and grant further interviews. Meals were haphazardly taken and rarely
lasted more than twenty minutes. An hour’s relaxation might follow
at 1900, involving reminiscing over old battles with intimates or the
occasional card game that the emperor invariably won by fair means
or foul —such was the understanding. A final conference with the in-
dispensable d’Albe and possibly Berthier, and the emperor’s eighteen-
hour day was over. He would enter his sleeping tent, Roustam would
place himself across the doorway, while the aides-de-camp and secre-
tary on duty settled down in the anteroom-tent for, they hoped, a few
hours of relative rest; and a silence zone of 100 meters would come into
effect around the sleeping genius.

Serving Napoleon was no sinecure. His work capacity appeared lim-
itless and he expected the same dedication from all around him. Once
around 1812 Berthier was found in tears: “I am being killed by hard
work; a mere private soldier is happier than 1”7 The emperor could fly
into sudden rage and strike out with his riding crop at any within range;
but his ability to snatch at will occasional short sleep at quiet moments of
the day (even amidst the din of battle, as at Wagram in 1809) helped him
recharge his mental and physical energies.

Napoleon also operated a completely separate information gleaning
and overseeing system. Attached to his person rather than to the staff
were up to a dozen adjutants-général—hand-picked young colonels
who were given temporary rank of général de brigade or (more rarely)
général de division, none aged over forty, who were used as his “eyes
and ears” and as “trouble shooters.” They would be expected to under-
take everything from boiling an egg to commanding a critical attack and
required tact as well as stamina. Each of these trusted aides had a cou-
ple of personal assistants. They could also call upon the dozen officers
d’ordonnance—subalterns and captains under twenty-four years of age,
noted for their intelligence, courage, and absolute devotion to the em-
peror, many being engineers and gunners (selected in later years from the
annual classes emerging from L’Ecole Polytechnique de Paris)—who
were often entrusted with carrying Napoleon’s own messages.

The staff’s ability to effect the conduct of warfare at operational level
was in large measure determined by Berthier’s ceaseless supervision and
urging, and by the extension of the staff system to the levels of corps
d’armée and to the divisions of infantry and cavalry they contained. Each
corps had a miniaturized form of the GQG. Its commander would have
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an adjutant-général (or senior adviser)—a chief of staff—up to eight
aides-de-camp for intelligence gathering, five officers of the general staff
(one for each section under a coordinator), and perhaps half-a-dozen
spare officers—perhaps two dozen officers in all, supplemented by up
to twelve more specialists— logisticians, convoy directors, a senior sur-
geon, and two representatives from Daru’s administrative staff. Lower
down the chain of command came the divisional staffs, once again re-
flecting the main branches of the GQG, and once again standardized,
containing eleven officers. All in all, this was a logical if in some ways
over-exclusive and top-heavy system, but it is surprising to note that
there was no formal training for staff officers, nothing resembling a staff
college. Staff officers were carefully selected by commanding generals
from experienced subordinates whom they could trust, and below GOG
level (where most appointments except the most junior were permanent)
officers rotated between line and staff.

Napoleon was extremely thorough in his planning, leaving as little
as possible to chance. He researched possible future campaigns by vora-
cious reading to build up a clear picture and estimation of his opponent.
“I am accustomed to thinking out what I shall do three or four months
in advance, and I base my calculations on the worst conceivable situa-
tions.”® This statement reveals the emperor’s thoroughness—but he was
not tied to a master plan. He was convinced that any plan needed many
branches or alternative courses of action built into it, so as to be adapt-
able to actual circumstances. To that extent there is validity in his other
claim: “one engages, then one sees.” But his normal rule is far more
methodical in tone: “Nothing is attained in war except by calculation.
During a campaign whatever is not profoundly considered in all its detail
is without result. Every enterprise should be conducted according to a
system; chance alone can never bring success.”

At the same time Napoleon never underestimated the part sheer
chance played in the prosecution of war. It was an important “unknown
factor” that had to be placed almost algebraically within his calculations.
Careful foresight could reduce the detrimental effects of chance, and
every plan included a margin of time available for making good any dam-
age so caused or for exploiting any unforeseen windfall. On campaign
or in battle, Napoleon’s operational mind was continually assessing and
reassessing the odds:

Military science ... consists in calculating all the chances accurately in the
first place and then giving accident exactly, almost mathematically, its place in
one’s calculations. It is upon this point that one must not deceive oneself, and yet
a decimal point more or less may change all. Now this apportioning of accident
and science cannot get into any head except that of a genius.... Accident, hazard,
chance, call it what you may—a mystery to ordinary minds—becomes a reality
to superior men.'’
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A major purpose of seeking accurate intelligence in war is to reduce
the unknown to manageable proportions. Napoleon used embassies at
the strategic level. He used cavalry and spies at the operational level.
He sought to use cavalry not only to gather intelligence but also to de-
ceive an opponent as to his own strength and intentions. Napoleon served
as his own intelligence evaluator, cutting out intermediate intelligence
tiers—and this could lead to rapid decision-making and orders issued.!!

The reverse side of achieving surprise and good intelligence is the
ensuring of security for one’s own operations, including the deception of
the foe. Napoleon was a past master at concealing his own strength and
intention from the enemy. Long before a campaign opened a security cur-
tain would be lowered. The press was ruthlessly controlled and “tuned”
to produce only the information—more often disinformation—that the
Emperor wished the foe to comprehend. Weeks before a major military
movement the frontiers would be closed to foreigners and the surveil-
lance by Fouché’s secret police redoubled. At the same time elaborate
deception schemes would be implemented to create apparent military
threats in areas where none in fact existed.

Once a military movement had begun, a dense mobile screen of light
cavalry and dragoons would deny the enemy’s probing patrols any in-
kling of what lay behind. Cavalry screens would equally be employed in
wholly irrelevant areas to increase the bewilderment of the enemy. They
also would protect the French line of communication snaking back to the
place de campagne (operational base) or the intermediate centres des
opérations, because Napoleon believed in keeping his links to his supply
and munitions dumps, hospitals, and the like as short as possible. Napo-
leon frequently changed the composition of major formations in mid-
campaign for operational or administrative reasons, inevitably increasing
the confusion of the enemy’s intelligence services as they strove to keep
abreast of developments.

One of the most successful ways of achieving surprise in war is
using speed to confound enemy intelligence and to present his command,
control, communications, and intelligence (C3I) functions with either
fait accomplis or with the discouraging need to be forever adjusting to
hostile initiatives. This would induce paralysis in decision-making and
lead to psychological collapse. Napoleon was highly adept at inducing
this state of affairs.

Napoleon’s armies most certainly could move fast. In the First Italian
Campaign of 1796, General Fiorella marched Augereau’s division from
the siege lines before Mantua to Castiglione— a matter of fifty miles—in
thirty-six hours. Early the next year, Masséna force-marched his division
from Verona (where it had been in action) on 13 January to join General
Bonaparte at Rivoli. He fought a day-long battle there (the fourteenth),
was put back on the road to Mantua that evening, and reached La Favor-
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ita on its outskirts on the sixteenth—thus ending up with having fought
three actions and covered fifty-four miles of ground in just 120 hours.
This was no mean feat. In 1805 Napoleon moved 210,000 men from the
Rhine to the Danube around Donauworth in between eleven and twenty-
five days, the more outlying formations in the great wheel across central
Germany having to cover all of 250 miles. Soult’s IV Corps, for ex-
ample, marched 275 miles between September 24 and October 16 in that
operation. Between November 30 and the early hours of December 2,
1805, Davout drove Friant’s division of III Corps over 140 kilometers in
little over forty-eight hours, thirty-five of them spent on the road. Similar
examples of sustained marching are to be found as late as 1814. Well in-
deed might Napoleon declare that “Marches are war,” and his men wryly
comment that “the Emperor has discovered a new way of making war;
he makes use of our legs instead of our arms!”'?> Well might the emperor
claim that he was more chary of losing time than space. But in fact he
wrung the utmost out of both.

The basic building block for operational utilization was the corps
d’armée. It was a self-contained fighting formation of infantry, cavalry,
and artillery, together with supply and medical services, the whole con-
trolled by a carefully designed staff of from 25,000 to 30,000 men. The
basic calculation was that a corps d’armée could fight alone for up to
twenty-four hours before having to be reinforced by neighboring forma-
tions moving up to its aid. Writing to his stepson, Eugéne Beauharnais,
Viceroy of Italy, on 7 June 1809, the emperor discussed this feature:

Here is a general principle of war: ... a corps ... can be left on its own. Well handled,
it can fight or alternatively avoid action, and maneuver according to circumstances
without any harm coming to it, because an opponent cannot force it to accept an
engagement—but if it chooses to do so it can fight alone for a long time."

This requirement formed one basis for the operational “square battalion”
formation made up of a number of army corps acting like the tentacles
of an octopus. The composition of an individual corps was rarely a fixed
matter but fluctuated considerably during a campaign or even on the eve
of battle, because Napoleon frequently made alterations to confuse the
enemy or to meet some special requirements. This type of flexibility ob-
viously conferred important operational advantage.

There was another important implication in this relative invulner-
ability of a major French formation for up to a day’s duration. This was
that the corps could be routed through enemy countryside along its own
axis of advance. This capacity could often increase both the overall speed
of advance and general flexibility of operational employment. In short, it
gave simultaneity to the operational advance of the corps. The ultimate
aim of all this carefully coordinated activity was to produce the greatest
number of troops on the battlefield, which could decide the outcome of
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the campaign. It was axiomatic for Napoleon to mass as many bayonets
and sabers on the battlefield as possible. But dispersal before battle was
as important as concentration in battle. On the eve of a major engagement
it was more important that troops should be assembled than concentrated.
By assembly, Napoleon understood the placing of his formations within
close-support marching distance, not shoulder to shoulder on the battle
line. It was vital to have sufficient troops disengaged to provide an envel-
oping or outflanking force. Equally, it was necessary to have sufficiently
elastic disposition to be able to meet any unforeseen threat or develop-
ment (the question of reserves figured large in this consideration). And
third, the interests of field security and concealment of French intentions
for as long as possible had to be taken into account. From these principles
derives the true meaning of the dictum: “The army must be kept assem-
bled and the greatest possible force concentrated on the field of battle.”'*

Much of the success of Napoleon’s operational concepts lay in his cre-
ation of a web of carefully positioned formations. At the outset of a cam-
paign, the net was widely spread; it almost resembled a cordon. Thus, for
example, in the Jena campaign in October 1806, Napoleon’s frontage was
reduced from the initial 200 to just 45 kilometers for the passage of the
problematical Thiiringer Wald. Once that obstacle had been successfully
negotiated, the front expanded again to 60 kilometers for the northward
advance toward Leipzig. Then the crash concentration of all the forces
west in the direction of Weimar was ordered when “the veil [of uncertain-
ty] was torn” and the elusive Prussian Army was discovered beyond the
River Saale. This broad base of Napoleonic operational deployment was
not allowed to contradict the principle of “concentration.” The enemy was
steadily enveloped in the weaving tentacles, and then finally enmeshed
by the last-minute “pounce” achieved by the ordering of a forced march
(up to twenty-two miles), largely under cover of darkness. In this way Na-
poleon fused maneuver with battle, and thereafter, with pursuit, thereby
making probably his greatest original contribution to the art and science
of war, at least at the operational level. Napoleon succeeded more than
any other soldier did before his time in fusing marching, fighting, and
pursuit into one continuous and remorseless process. The development of
the campaign of 1806 against Prussia is the model example.

To facilitate this process the emperor laid down a series of different
operational alignments for his corps d’armée. These included the deploy-
ment of his major formations in a wedge-shaped disposition, or in echelon
(with one flank refused), or with one flank en pofence—loosely akin to
Frederick the Great’s “oblique order” —according to circumstances and
the requirements of the overall general plan. But his most favored for-
mation was le bataillon carré (the battalion of square). By this the army
corps were disposed in a diamond-shaped rectangular formation, with an
advance guard preceded by the cavalry screen in the presumed direction
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of the main enemy army, a right and a left wing, in the center the GQG,
and in rear a reserve. Each component might be made up of one or more
corps. It was critically important that no single corps should be more
than one day’s marching distance from at least one (better two) neighbor-
ing formations; and ideally the entire army should be so placed as to be
able to achieve a crash concentration at the threatened or decisive point
within the space of forty-eight to seventy-two hours. The great advantage
conferred by le bataillon carré was that it permitted the emperor to take
greater risks than a more formal deployment would permit, thus retaining
the vital initiative by the sheer boldness of his offensive. For, given the
high mobility rate, the logistical self-sufficiency, and the ability to fight
alone for up to twenty-four hours (if necessary) of each individual corps,
Napoleon was provided with the highest possible level of operational
flexibility. He could advance—as in October 1806 —without any clear
knowledge as to where the enemy main body was situated and adjust his
line of attack according to circumstances. Self-sufficiency and mutual
support were the keys to success.

No better example of Napoleon’s applying his principles of opera-
tional art can be found than the campaign he waged in central Europe
against Prussia in late 1806. The military events that took place during
the thirty-three days of active campaigning between 8 October 1806
(when French troops first entered Saxony) and 10 November (which saw
Mortier’s occupation of Hamburg) constitute a military masterpiece of
the first order, and merit the most careful study. At the outset, however,
two general observations must be made. However brilliant Napoleon’s
military achievement in 1806, it must be stressed that in one important
political respect, the French campaign failed to achieve its purpose. For
although Napoleon accomplished the strategic design by the defeat of
Prussia, Jena-Auerstidt and the brilliant followup failed to achieve a fa-
vorable political pacification. Second, even the military achievements of
1806 contain no less than six major Napoleonic errors and miscalcula-
tions of command, control, communications, and intelligence, which will
be described and analyzed below. Thus, it was the inherent adaptability
of Napoleon’s grasp of operational art that was arguably the most impor-
tant (even, dare we suggest, the saving?) aspect of his performance. His
mastery of the “alternative plan”'> was to prove essential to success. This
may be termed the inherent flexibility in the Napoleonic application of
operational art.

Without detailing the entire diplomatic and political background that
led Prussia to war, the Napoleonic efforts to achieve the consolidation
of his political position in Europe with the announcement of the creation
of the French-oriented Confederation of the Rhine on 12 July, and on
6 August 1806 the final and irrevocable dissolution of the anachronistic
Holy Roman Empire, there seemed to be no bounds to Napoleon’s ambi-
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tion. The argument still rages whether Napoleon set out deliberately to
provoke a war with Prussia. Not that weak-willed Frederick-William III
and his Francophile minister Haugwitz together with “the Peace Party”
at Potsdam might have found it impossible to accept the new condition;
but it was wholly unacceptable to the king’s beautiful and strong-minded
spouse, Queen Louise, who headed the war party at court that included
the Gallophobic Hardenburg and two senior generals, the Duke of Bruns-
wick and Prince Hohenlohe. The argument raged behind closed doors,
and in the end the war party triumphed, but only, it is often claimed, after
the strong-willed queen had persistently denied conjugal rights to her
uxorious husband until he fell into line. In August 1807 the decision for
war was at last taken in secret—and for once French diplomatic intel-
ligence did not fully discover the secret for a full month.

Prussian Armies and War Plans

The Prussian Army of 1806 could place 171,000 troops into first-
line formations (including 35,000 cavalry and 550 guns), supported by
a further 83,000 men in garrison. Its reputation as the creation of the
august Frederick still hung like an aura around its name. In fact, however,
as Clausewitz remarked, “behind the fine facade all was mildewed.”!®
As General Fuller has pronounced, “the Prussian Army was a museum
piece.”!” Clinging to outdated concepts, ferocious discipline was imposed
to achieve uniformity, which was deemed more important than inspira-
tion. Rigid linear drills were regarded as de rigueur, and the precision was
considered more important than speed or flexibility. The supply trains
were enormous in extent, the army depended upon magazines and depots
for food and munitions, and as a consequence a day’s march of twelve
miles was considered the outside limit.

The cult of the past was carried to unreasonable lengths. The infantry
were brave and well disciplined after the fashion of “walking muskets,”
but their muskets were the worst in Europe, most of them being of the
1754 pattern. Formal tactics discouraged all thought of initiative. The
Prussian cavalry was bold and dashing, as became the heirs of von Sey-
dlitz, and exceptionally well mounted (the horse studs of Prussia were
a major resource that France would not be slow to exploit after Octo-
ber), but they were highly conservative as to role and employment on
campaign. The artillery was imposing in size but often badly handled.
Morale—despite the setbacks sustained from Valmy onward in the War
of the First Coalition—was exceedingly (but unrealistically) high. Yet
the Prussian soldier would fight bravely and tenaciously—their Saxon
comrades a little less so.

The worst attribute lay at staff level. Leadership was not on a par
with that of the 1760s, and by 1806 had become entrusted to a junta of
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septuagenarians. Under the king, whom nobody, least of all himself, re-
garded as a soldier, the chief command devolved on the Duke of Bruns-
wick, 71 years of age. The senior royal adviser was Field Marshal von
Mollendorf, aged 82 years. Bliicher—regarded as unreliably youthful
for senior command—was already 64, while Prince Hohenlohe and
General Schmettau were striplings of 60. Had there been even a weak
predecessor of the “Great General Staff” of von Moltke the Elder and
the mid nineteenth century, all might have been compensated for, but in
1806 there was not even an embryonic staff corps. Worse, there were no
less than three chiefs of staff, General Phull and Colonels Scharnhorst
and Massenbach. The Prussian Army of 1806 presents the nigh-perfect
example of an army (and behind it a government and nation) putting all
its faith in dimming memories of past achievements. In doing so, it was
committing the cardinal errors of falling into complacency and purblind
conservatism, whilst falling victim to persistent demands for retrench-
ment and economy.

In August 1806 the French had approximately 160,000 men and 300
guns in southern Germany, with half as many on the River Main and the
Middle Rhine. These troops were probably the best in terms of experi-
ence that Napoleon ever commanded. Fresh from their two successes
at Ulm and Austerlitz, the survivors were aware of their mettle—and
that of their leaders. The infantry and artillery were particularly strong,
although the cavalry was still capable of improvement. At the peak of
their reputation, the French were led by the eighteen marshals created
in May 1804 —Berthier, Soult, Davout, Lannes, Bernadotte, Augereau,
Mortier, and the rest—whose average age was 36 years,'s the same as
that of their incomparable leader. That of the Prussian high command, by
contrast, was all of 60 years. If it came to war with Prussia it would be a
case of youth and energy against supposedly superior experience. All in
all, Napoleon’s army of 1806 was a finely geared and ruthlessly efficient
war machine. It was, however, deployed over a wide area carrying out
occupation duties. Placed in cantonments stretching from the River Main
to Vienna, and south from the Danube to the approaches to the Alps, it
might appear at first glance to be overextended, tempting a foe to at-
tempt a surprise attack to defeat it in detail before concentration could be
completed. The decisive battle might be expected, therefore, the Prussian
generals considered, behind the Saale or Main.

On no other point than French overextension was the hydra-headed
Prussian high command found to be in general agreement. Their uncer-
tainties and rivalries provide an excellent example of the depths to which
the planning side of operational art can be allowed to sink. Clearly, no
concept of contingency planning existed. For a full month the complexi-
ties of military protocol were allowed to hold sway, and only in early
September did anything like a Prussian order of battle begin to emerge.
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Eventually, three field armies were organized. The first, under Brunswick,
numbered 70,000 men drawn from the Berlin and Magdeburg districts to
form between Leipzig and Naumburg. The second, commanded by Ho-
henlohe, initially 50,000 strong but ultimately 70,000 men following the
forcible assimilation of the Saxon Army, drew up around Dresden. The
third, under Generals Riichel and Bliicher, took post near Miihlhausen
and Gottingen, respectively. Of their total pieces of artillery, served by
15,000 men, 300 were heavy and medium guns, the balance being regi-
mental pieces. Such were the Prussian dispositions on 25 September.

As to how this force, imposing on paper, was best to be used became
the subject of prolonged and often acrimonious debate. No less than five
main plans emerged. Scharnhorst (Bliicher’s chief of staff) put forward the
most sensible scheme—to await the arrival of the tsar’s army already as-
sembling under General Bennigsen on the River Bug. If necessary (espe-
cially if Napoleon struck first), space could be traded for time in a series of
holding actions in the Thiiringer Wald, along the Elbe, or even in extremity
on the Oder. Nobody else came out in support of this suggestion, which
several claimed would compromise the army’s honor, and it was therefore
dropped. Second, the idea of awaiting Napoleon around Erfurt and Hof,
taking up positions to outflank the Grand Armée, was mooted. This also
was dropped as too defensive. Third, Brunswick pressed for the superfi-
cially attractive concept of moving a single, strong army through Erfurt
toward Wiirzburg and thence on to threaten Stuttgart in the hope of catch-
ing the French in their cantonment areas, or if not to at least compromise
their communications with France. The jealous Hohenlohe spoke strongly
against this plan, advocating instead a more easterly move through Hof on
Bamberg. The high command also ruled out this plan when it was realized
that it would involve stringing out the three armies along a ninety-mile
front, with only the smallest of reserves near Naumburg. The sinister (or
incompetent) Massenbach put forward the wildest idea of all—an appar-
ently pointless military parade by the Silesian Army (his own, naturally)
through Hof to the Danube and thence back into Saxony. At last the king
intervened in the wrangling, and imposed a fifth plan, involving the im-
plementation of the main features of both Brunswick’s and Hohenlohe’s
operational schemes—a compromise that pleased nobody.

This notwithstanding, the reams of preliminary orders had already
been issued to implement the king’s compromise plan, when on 27 Sep-
tember the council of war suddenly reverted to the adoption of Bruns-
wick’s original plan in total. The rusty cogs of the Prussian military ma-
chine agonizingly went into reverse as further quires of contradictory
orders were rushed to the regiments, and a state of chaos ensued as at-
tempts were made to reorganize. Hardly had this process started when
Captain Muffling returned from a reconnaissance on 5 October with the
alarming news that Napoleon himself had some days before already left



NAPOLEON, OPERATIONAL ART, AND THE JENA CAMPAIGN 39

the Wiirzburg/Bamberg area and was advancing with a large force toward
Bayreuth and Coburg as if intending to invade Saxony. At once the whole
issue returned into the melting pot and more time was wasted as the news
and its implications were hotly debated. Should the Prussians draw up
behind the Saale, or should the three armies join near Leipzig? Nobody,
however, reverted to Scharnhorst’s plan. He lamented: “What we ought to
do T know right well; what we shall do, only the gods know.”"

At last Brunswick made up his mind—or rather had his decision
forced upon him by developing circumstances, for Napoleon had already
taken the initiative. In order “to defeat them by an oblique and rapid
movement against the direction they will be following,”* he ordered the
army to mass west of the Saale to threaten the French western flank.
Strong cavalry forces, supported by the Duke of Weimar’s infantry de-
tachment, were to probe the French communications toward Neustadt
and Hildburghausen. The remainder of Brunswick’s army was to reach
Weimar by 9 October and then move on toward Blankenheim, while
Hohenlohe was to reach Hochdorf on the same day, before concentrat-
ing at Rudolstadt to the west of the Saale. A small part of Tauenzien’s
reconnaissance force was left to watch Hof, while Riichel was to send de-
tachments toward the already famous Fulda Gap to increase the perils to
Napoleon’s rear, his main force marching from Eisenach to make contact
with Brunswick between Gotha and Fulda. The 13,000-strong general
reserve was to move from Magdeburg to Halle, ready to join Brunswick
at Leipzig or Naumburg as events dictated.

Granted that this was a wholly defensive operational scheme, all in
all it represented a sound plan, but the detail was excessive. This permit-
ted Hohenlohe, jubilant that his senior’s plan for driving on Wiirzburg
had been abandoned, to presume that his concept for a massing of troops
east of the Saale was thereby agreed, at least by implication. Accordingly,
without reference to his commander-in-chief, he promptly ordered the
Saxon corps to Auma and Schleiz, while a further division under Prince
Louis Ferdinand was moved to Saalfeld. The result was to place these
troops directly in the path of Napoleon’s advance.

Napoleon’s Operational Plan

While the Prussians wavered from one course of action to another,
Napoleon was completing his own mobilization plans, calling to the tri-
colors 30,000 reservists and calling up 50,000 conscripts of the class of
1806 on 5 September. The tsar’s refusal to ratify the pact convinced the
emperor that there was trouble afoot; and even if the Prussians were a
month ahead of him in terms of preparations for war, he intended to pre-
empt their offensive. Accordingly, the same day found Berthier ordered
“to send engineer officers to make full reconnaissance of the roads from
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Bamberg to Berlin, taking all necessary risks.””! He was further ordered
to make ready to assemble Soult’s IV, Ney’s VI, and Augereau’s VII Corps
at Bamberg within a week of receiving the executive order. Four days later
the chief of staff was informed that in the event of war the line of com-
munications would most likely run from Strasburg to Mannheim, Mainz,
and Wiirzburg, utilizing the Rhine and Main Rivers for barge traffic.?

Paradoxically, the very indecision and continuous redeployments of
the Prussian forces caused Napoleon considerable difficulty. As intelli-
gence reports began to arrive at GOG, he found their reported movements
impossible to understand—as well he might. Why were they not prepar-
ing to hold the mighty Elbe River line, “the Rhine of Prussia”? Why were
they placing themselves so far forward and to the west of the Elbe barrier
when any rudimentary knowledge of the basic principles of operational
art should have convinced Frederick-William III of the advantages he
could acquire by trading time for space (particularly as Napoleon now
had good reason to believe that Russia was on the point of allying herself
to Prussia and doubtless “infamous Albion” to form a fourth coalition)?
“Prussian movements continue to be most extraordinary,” he informed
Berthier on 10 September. “They need to be taught a lesson. My horses
leave [Paris] tomorrow and the Guard will follow in a few days time....
If the news continues to indicate that the Prussians have lost their heads,
I shall travel directly to Wiirzburg or Bamberg.”? Clearly, Napoleon was
still leaving his options open. If the enemy marched for the Upper Main,
then Wiirzburg would constitute the better center of operations. If they
continued to hesitate, then Bamberg would be his choice.

Napoleon is known to have considered three possible operational
plans for the campaign of 1806. His problem was to devise a means of
ensuring the decisive defeat of Prussia without exposing French territo-
ry—or that of its allies—to Prussian (or conceivably British) invasion
and ideally before Russia could intervene in the struggle.

The three courses of action open to him were as follows. First, the
most direct route to Berlin lay from Wesel through Miinster and Hanover.
Much of this area was already in French hands, and its proximity to the
Channel and North Sea would facilitate warding off any British landing
in the area. On the other hand, there were several major disadvantages in
this option. The redeployment of the Grand Armée from its present loca-
tion in cantonments around the Main and Danube Rivers would take no
little time to achieve. It might not be complete before the onset of winter,
and this could earn the Prussian foe time to appreciate Napoleon’s pur-
poses, to bring Bennigsen’s Russian army from the east, and even make
it possible for Austria, anxious to avenge the humiliations of 1805, to
throw over the Peace of Pressburg and enter the struggle, which would
thus become one of continental extent. Two final disadvantages clinched
the issue. A series of major river lines bisected this route of advance upon
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Berlin, offering Prussia a series of natural defensive positions. Further-
more, the greater distance the Prussians retreated the closer they would
come to their Russian friends.

Second, there was the possibility of an offensive directed from a cen-
ter of operations at Mainz through the Fulda Gap toward Eisenach, where
after a line of operations through either Magdeburg or Leipzig and Des-
sau— or both—would force through a road to Berlin and Potsdam. Such
an operational scheme held the advantages of being closer to the present
French cantonments, and of using the tried invasion route of the Fulda
Gap. But after Fulda the terrain became far less favorable; the Unstrut,
Saale, and Elbe Rivers would have to be crossed in turn; once again, any
Prussian retreat eastward would bring them closer to the Russians; and it
would be difficult to keep a close eye on Austria.

Third, there was an operational plan based upon Wiirzburg and Bam-
berg, leading to a major drive northeastward, toward Gera, Leipzig, and,
once again, Berlin. The advantages of such an operational plan were sub-
stantial. First, at strategic level, Napoleon would be able to represent his
offensive as an attempt to assist Saxony against the Prussian invaders
who had already crossed its frontiers unbidden. It was also evident from
the map that the forming-up areas were closest to the present dispersal
zones of the corps d’armée—and close enough to the Danube to contin-
ue to overawe Austria— provided the generally north-flowing Saale and
Pleisse as useful flank guards once the main movement was established.
It also offered the possibility of driving a salient between the Prussians
west of the Saale and any possible Russian intervention.

Of course, there were also disadvantages. The opening of the cam-
paign would involve the passage of the difficult Thiiringer Wald over
only three available passes of which one or more might be blocked if the
Prussians divulged the French intentions. During this early part of the
incursion into Saxony, moreover, there would be no viable lateral roads
to permit intercommunication between the three French columns. How-
ever, Napoleon doubted the Prussians would be able to block all three
passes, and whichever routes proved open would permit the more fortu-
nate column or columns to take the defenders of any blocking position
in the flank or rear. However, this route, like both of the others, would
inevitably lead to the mighty Elbe, which would have to be crossed. And
third, as this operational plan was placed farthest from the English Chan-
nel, special security measures would have to be taken to provide for any
British raiding activities against the northern coasts of the French empire.
These measures might nevertheless be used to create the appearances of a
major Franco-Dutch drive into north Germany, thus distracting Prussian
attention and resources northward during the critical period just before
and during the first period of the main attack. Such a diversionary effort
could only be advantageous.
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By 15 September Napoleon was in a position provisionally to make
up his mind. News had arrived of the Prussian border incursion into Sax-
ony. That being the case, the best routes toward Dresden or Leipzig and
ultimately Berlin and Potsdam evidently lay through Bamberg. Its prox-
imity to the three roads traversing the Thiiringer Wald, the chain of for-
ested mountains, presented problems associated with their crossing that
also provided a convenient “curtain of maneuver” to conceal the French
operational concentration from prying Prussian patrols. Furthermore,
the Grand Armée’s advance from Bamberg to Leipzig and Berlin would
sooner or later compel the Prussian generals to offer battle to save their
capital from occupation by the French.

Three days later, on 18 September, more details reached Napoleon of
the Prussian actions proceeding in Saxony, including their forcible incor-
poration of that state’s small army into Frederick-William III’s armament,
and Napoleon no longer hesitated. The time for determined action had
come. Over a period of forty-eight hours in a prodigious demonstration of
his working capacity Napoleon dictated no less than 120 separate orders.
The whole army was forthwith placed on a fully mobilized status. The
Imperial Guard at once left Paris in convoys of special wagons to cover
the 550 kilometers to beyond Mainz, reaching that city on the twenty-sev-
enth. Most important of all was the lengthy “General Disposition for the
Assembly of the Grand Army,” a document that formed the basis for the
whole campaign about to unfold. It emphasized three crucial dates. By 2
October Augereau’s VII, Ney’s VI, and Bernadotte’s I Corps were to have
concentrated at Frankfurt, Niirnburg, and Ansbach, respectively, ready in
all respects to march. By the end of 3 October Davout’s III Corps was
to have moved from Nordlingen to Bamberg, there to join GOG, while
Lefebvre’s V Corps was to have reached Konigshofen, and the artillery
and baggage trains were to be massed at Wiirzburg. By 4 October Soult’s
IV Corps was to be at Amberg, following a lengthy march from its canton-
ments on the River Inn. Sent out by galloping staff couriers early on the
twentieth, this missive was in Berthier’s hands at Munich four days later.

Another vital document had already been sent posthaste two weeks
earlier to Louis Bonaparte, ruler of Holland. This memorandum spelled
out the role Louis was to assume during the prelude to and the early days
of the campaign. “Hasten to mobilize your troops,” Napoleon enjoined
his younger fratello: “Reunite all available forces so as to deceive them
[the Prussians] and protect your frontiers while I leap into the center
of Prussia with my army, marching directly on Berlin. Keep all this se-
cret”?* On 19 September the emperor continued with his instructions.
“As my intention is not to attack from your side, I desire you to open your
campaign on 1st October by threatening the enemy. The ramparts of the
Wesel and Rhine will serve you as refuge in any unforeseen eventual-
ity.”? To strengthen the right flank of the Dutch forces and to protect his
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magazines and depots along the lower Rhine, Napoleon ordered Marshal
Mortier to form the VIII Corps at Mainz. In the event of a rapid French
victory in central Germany, Louis and Mortier were to advance and oc-
cupy Kassel. These forces would also serve conveniently as the “anvil”
for Napoleon’s “hammer,” should the Prussians after all march to occupy
the weakly defended area between Bamberg and Mainz.

Thus, the operational requirements of security, deception, and ex-
ploitation were all carefully balanced. “I only count on your forces to
serve as a means of diversion to amuse the enemy up to October 12,” the
emperor continued in a missive dated the thirtieth,

The date [12 October] upon which my plans will be revealed.... The least check to
you will cause me anxiety; my measures could thereby be disconcerted, and such
an event might leave the whole north of my kingdom without a head. On the other
hand, no matter what happens to me, as long as I know you are behind the Rhine,
I will be able to act with greater freedom.?

To complete his precautionary measures the emperor mobilized
Eugeéne Beauharnais and a reinforced army of Italy to keep a watch on
Austrian reactions. As for the possibility of an inconvenient British de-
scent on France or toward Hanover, Napoleon relied on Marshal Brune’s
16,000 men split up in town garrisons, supported by the gendarmerie and
local National Guard units, being able to hold up any exploitation of such
a landing until Louis could put in train measures from Holland while
Marshal Kellerman marched up the 8,000-strong strategic reserve from
Paris and a force of 2,000 cavalry drawn from the departments. These op-
erational plans reveal Napoleon at his best as a master of operational art.

The time for action had come. Napoleon’s entourage set out at 0430
on Thursday, 25 September. He was soon burning the roads toward
Mainz, traveling almost nonstop by way of Verdun, Saarbriicken, and
Kaiserslautern. From Mainz, after a welcome two-day pause, his coaches
and escort headed for Frankfurt. On 2 October Napoleon reached Wiirz-
burg and took over formal command from a very relieved Berthier. On
the sixth he moved on Bamberg amidst welcome signs of converging
French forces.”’

Still there was no formal declaration of war—but it was not now to
be long delayed. On 24 September, just before Napoleon left Paris, the
Prussian government issued its long-anticipated ultimatum. Unless the
French withdrew all their troops west of the Rhine, accepted the forma-
tion of a north German confederation of states under the aegis of Prussia,
immediately returned the territory of Wesel, agreed to an international
summit to discuss the remaining outstanding issues, and notified accep-
tance of these conditions to arrive in Berlin by 8 October at the latest,
then a state of open war would exist between Prussia and the French
empire. The forwarded ultimatum only reached Napoleon at Bamberg on
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7 October. At dawn the next day the Grand Armée marched into Prus-
sian-occupied Saxon territory. Such was Napoleon’s immediate reply.
And by ironic chance, France’s written reply, forwarded from Berlin,
only reached Frederick-William’s hands on the fourteenth, in the middle
of the Jena-Auerstiddt campaign.

A major clash of arms was now obviously imminent. From Wiirz-
burg, Napoleon had issued to Marshal Soult a full operational order:

I have caused Wiirzburg, Forcheim and Kronach to be occupied, armed and
provisioned, and I propose to debouch into Saxony with my whole army in three
columns. You are at the head of the right-hand column with Marshal Ney’s Corps
half a day’s march behind you and 10,000 Bavarians a day’s march behind him,
making altogether more than 50,000 men. Marshal Bernadotte leads the center,
followed by Marshal Davout’s Corps, the greater part of the reserve Cavalry, and
the Guard, making more than 70,000 men. He will march by way of Kronach,
Lebenstein and Schleiz. The V Corps [under command of Lannes, Lefebvre revert-
ing to his Guard command] is at the head of the way to Coburg, Grafenthal and
Saalfeld, and musters over 40,000 men. The day you reach Hof the remainder of
the army will have reached positions on the same alignment. I shall march with
the center.

With this immense superiority of force united in so small a place you will
realize that I am determined to leave nothing to chance, and can attack the foe
wherever he chooses to stand with nearly double his strength....

If the enemy opposes you with a force not exceeding 30,000 men, you should
concert with Marshal Ney and attack him.... On reaching Hof, your first care
should be to open communications between Lebenstein, Ebersdorf and Schleiz....
From news that has come in today [5 October] it appears that if the foe makes any
move it will be towards my left; the bulk of his forces seem to be near Erfurt....
I cannot press you too earnestly to write to me frequently and keep me fully in-
formed of all you learn from the direction of Dresden. You may well think that it
will be a fine thing to move around this area in a “battalion square” of 200,000
men. Still, this will require a little [operational] art and certain events.?®

And so, indeed, it was to prove. Early on 8 October the move into the
defiles of the Thiiringer Wald began, crossing the Saxon frontier without
encountering opposition in the process. A force of light cavalry, who,
following their orders, began to empty every letterbox and to interrogate
every peasant they met amid the passes, headed each of the three col-
umns. Napoleon was aware that he was taking considerable risks and that
his knowledge of Prussian military movements was incomplete.

Le bataillon carré in Action
Napoleon’s plan for crossing the difficult Thiiringer Wald region il-

lustrates his mastery of the principles of flexibility, mutual support, and
the achievement of local superiority at one or more of the three exits
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from the Franconian forest. Napoleon tentatively believed on incomplete
evidence that the enemy’s main body was either near Leipzig to the north
or Erfurt to the west, and that some problems (possibly Russian interven-
tion) might take place from around Dresden to the northeast. He tended to
think that the first hypothesis, supplemented by the second, was the most
likely combination. In this analysis of Prussian likely force movements,
he was both right and wrong. In fact Prince Hohenlohe (with 35,000
men) was near Erfurt but already far nearer to the River Saale and Jena to
his east than Napoleon believed to be the case. As for Brunswick’s main
army (60,000 strong) and Riichel’s third force (a weak 15,000, barely
worth the designation army), both were also in fact well to the west of the
Saale but within supporting distance of Hohenlohe. That officer had ap-
proved the placing of two forward detachments without Brunswick’s full
knowledge, namely 8,300 men under Prince Louis Ferdinand of Prus-
sia (at thirty-three years, acknowledged as a gifted young commander of
great promise, “the white-hot hope of Prussia” and a prominent member
of the Prussian court War Party) at Saalfeld, and General Bolesas Fried-
rich Tauenzien (commander of Hohenlohe’s advance guard) with 9,000
men (including 3,000 pressed Saxons) near Schleiz. Both of them were
east of the River Saale and right in the path of Napoleon’s proposed line
of operations. There were no large concentrations of Prussian troops near
Leipzig (as Napoleon believed there must be, to guard the approaches to
the River Elbe, which he still expected to become the scene of the main
Prussian stand) except the Prussian Reserve. Thirteen thousand men at
Halle under command of Eugen of Wiirttemberg had a triple role: being
prepared to reinforce Brunswick at Naumburg or at Leipzig as might be
deemed necessary by the unfolding of events and also charged with the
security of the great fortress-city of Magdeburg on the Elbe far to his
rear. Thus, Napoleon was indeed largely operating in the dark when his
movement began on 8 October.

This notwithstanding, within seventy-two hours le bataillon carré
had successfully crossed the Thiiringer Wald and established itself be-
yond. Marshal Murat’s advance guard of cavalry engaged in a few skir-
mishes with Prussian pickets. By dusk on the eighth the heads of the
three main columns had reached their designated halting places at Co-
burg, Lobenstein, and Miinchberg, respectively. The first two were just
short of the Franconian forest, and the third (Soult’s IV Corps) almost
through it. The first real opposition was encountered on the morning of
the ninth, when Murat’s cavalry, joined in due course by Bernadotte’s
hard-marching I Corps after passing the Thiiringer Wald and crossing
the upper reaches of the Saale, ran into Tauenzien’s force near Schleiz.
A mainly cavalry and dragoon action ensued, which forced the Prussians
and Saxons to retreat and thus opened the road for the French center
column toward Auma and distant Gera. By dusk the remaining two col-
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umns had safely reached Saalfeld (Lannes’ V Corps) and Hof (Soult’s
IV Corps) and taken or established bridges over the Upper Saale.

Confusion and misunderstandings of intent continued to dog the
Prussian high command. Hohenlohe, on news of the action at Schleiz,
had ordered his army to cross the Middle Saale and advance to Auma,
there to support and rally Tauenzien, covered by a delaying action to be
fought by Prince Louis Ferdinand. But Hohenlohe’s superior, Brunswick,
countermanded the move, substituting an advance toward Rudolstadt, and
for once the prince acceded. Prince Louis Ferdinand was now instructed
to fall back to Rudolstadt and avoid battle if possible. But this new order
reached its addressee too late. From early on the tenth Lannes and the
Prussian prince had been locked in combat near Saalfeld. The 14,000
French troops available (Augereau’s VII Corps had fallen behind) routed
their 7,000 opponents when Quartermaster Guindet of the 10th Hussars
killed Prince Louis Ferdinand in a man-to-man mounted combat. This
triggered a disaster that caused his men to flee, which resulted in 2,700
casualties (including 1,800 prisoners) and the loss of 33 guns, compared
to the French with 172 killed and wounded.

It now appeared to the Prussian generals that Napoleon was indeed
breaking through toward Leipzig—thus placing their communications in
peril—so Hohenlohe pulled back toward Kahla en route for Jena, while
the other two armies set out to re-concentrate at Weimar. The emperor,
informed by Soult that the garrison of Plauen had fled northward, now
believed that battle would be given by the Prussians at Gera in order to
protect Leipzig (“I doubt, however, whether he can unite [his forces]
before I can”?’) and ordered all formations to press ahead northward to
forestall the Prussians there. If there were no major battle there, it would
doubtlessly occur at Leipzig or on the Elbe. Once again, therefore, Na-
poleon had reached an erroneous conclusion, although had Hohenlohe’s
plan of the ninth been implemented, he might have been correct in large
measure. Thus, the Prussians in confusion were even now puzzling their
great opponent.

Everywhere the French light cavalry and dragoons were seeking in-
formation. During the eleventh it became clear that there were no Prus-
sians near Gera nor, even more surprisingly, in the region of Leipzig. Late
that night Lannes reported that large Prussian forces were still west of the
Middle Saale. Napoleon at once recast his operational plan. Expecting
that the battle he was seeking would now take place near Erfurt, prob-
ably on 16 October, his orders for implementation of the twelfth inaugu-
rated the famous wheel of le bataillon carré through 90 degrees to move
westward, toward the Middle Saale instead of toward Leipzig as hitherto
planned. Lannes and Augereau became the new advance guard, Davout
and Bernadotte the new right wing, the Guard and Reserve Cavalry the
new left, and Soult and Ney the reserve positioned to the east. Auma
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was designated the new “center of operations,” which the trains and hos-
pitals were to reach as soon as possible. Davout was to press ahead for
Naumburg, and Lannes and Augereau were to approach Jena and keep
in contact with the enemy. At this stage Napoleon envisaged his army’s
crossing the Middle Saale on the fourteenth. Meanwhile, Murat and the
light cavalry were to continue to scour the land toward Leipzig in search
of corroborative intelligence information, and Soult was to stay around
Gera, watching for any sign of enemy activity to the north or east. These
were indications that Napoleon was still not wholly convinced about the
accuracy of his recast intention analysis and his operational assumptions.
As always, he allowed for as many alternative situations as possible. “I
am completely enveloping the enemy,” wrote Napoleon to Soult, “but I
have to take measures against what he might attempt to do.”*°

This lack of hard information was not, however, of critical impor-
tance. The beautiful flexibility of the corps d’armée system would permit
him to meet almost any situation. If, as Napoleon now expected, the Prus-
sians chose to accept battle near Erfurt (their presently presumed loca-
tion) on 16 October (the assumed date), then Lannes, Augereau, and Ney
would be in a position to attack the enemy frontally. Soult could move
up to assume the role of the masse de décision. Bernadotte and Davout
could sweep down from Naumburg in the north against the Prussian left
flank and rear, severing their communications running back to Halle. If,
on the other hand, the Prussians tried to avoid battle and set out for Halle
(there to assimilate their army reserves) in an attempt to regain Leipzig
or the Elbe, the French roles would be reversed. The I and III Corps
would block the enemy’s line of retreat and hold until the masse débor-
dante—now comprising V, VII, and VI Corps, with IV and the Guard in
reserve—could sweep up against the Prussian rear. And, theoretically, if
a hypothetical Russo-Prussian force should appear most inopportunely
from Dresden to the east, Soult should still be strong enough with the
Bavarians and possibly Ney (if still within marching distance) to hold up
the unwelcome newcomers while the main army completed its business
with the main Prussian Army before countermarching to relieve the em-
battled Soult. This flexible range of options open to the French illustrates
the value of Napoleon’s operational formation: it could adjust itself to
almost any eventuality. And the whole concept rested upon the fighting
power of Napoleon’s key “operational fire,” the balanced, all-arm, indi-
vidual corps d’armée.

“On the other side of the hill” the Prussian generals met in anxious
conclave early on the thirteenth. Hohenlohe had to report that his with-
drawal through Kahla and then from Jena the previous day had been
complicated by a panic among his remaining Saxon troops as Lannes’
cavalry patrols came into sight from the south. News had also arrived on
the twelfth that the French were in Naumburg, threatening to close the
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line of the River Unstrutt—and this developing crisis caused Frederick-
William III to convene a new council of war. A few argued for a major
confrontation at Jena, but most advised an immediate retreat on Leipzig
by way of Auerstidt, the Kosen Pass, Freiburg, and Merseberg, collecting
the reserve from Halle en route to safeguard the armies’ links with the
Elbe. After long and often fiery debate, Brunswick announced his deci-
sion. Hohenlohe’s force was to take post at Kapellendorf between Wei-
mar and Jena, with Riichel’s force in support at Weimar itself, to cover the
main army’s march on Auerstddt. Once the king and Brunswick and their
troops were clear of that town, Hohenlohe would assume duties of rear-
guard commander and follow his seniors northward. These orders were to
become operative with effect from 1000 hours that same morning.

The Operational Climax Approaches

Napoleon reached Gera about 2000 on the twelfth and there impa-
tiently bided his time waiting for definite news from Lannes. In the early
hours he had issued preliminary orders for the thirteenth, which reflects
the degree to which the Grand Armée was “marking time.” Apart from
two formations—Ney’s VI Corps and Bernadotte’s I Corps—which
were ordered to close up on Roda and Naumburg, respectively, all the
rest were told to stay where they were, collect stragglers, reprovision,
and rest. The emperor even found time to write a line to Josephine:

I am today at Gera, my dearest love, and everything is going very well, quite
as | hoped would.... My health remains excellent, and I have put on weight since
my departure [from Paris]. Yet I travel from 20 to 25 leagues each day, on horse-
back, in my carriage, etc. I retire to rest at eight o’clock and rise at midnight. I
sometimes imagine that you will not yet have retired to bed. Ever thine.?!

This doubtlessly welcome pause in operations was rudely shattered
at 0900, when three pieces of critical intelligence information reached
GQG. The first was a secret agent’s report, relayed by Murat, that the king
and queen of Prussia had been seen at Erfurt on the eleventh, that a Prus-
sian pontoon train had moved northwest from Weissenfels on the twelfth,
and that there were unmistakable signs of large-scale troop movements
on the Fulda-Erfurt-Naumburg highroad. Next a courier from Davout at
Naumburg arrived. Interrogations of prisoners of war, Prussian deserters,
and civilians had revealed beyond doubt that the main Prussian army was
between Weimar and Erfurt, that the king of Prussia had certainly been
at Erfurt on the eleventh, and that there were no signs whatsoever of
Prussian troops between Naumburg and Leipzig. Third, an aide from Au-
gereau at Kahla reported that certain enemy formations, originally identi-
fied as being at Jena, were in fact moving on Erfurt through Weimar to
join the enemy main body.
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Although there was still no word from Lannes, close to the Saale
near Jena with his V Corps, Napoleon believed that he had now at last
penetrated the Prussian intentions. “At last the veil is torn,” he wrote to
Murat at about 0930:

The enemy begins his retreat towards Magdeburg. Move as quickly as possi-
ble with Bernadotte’s Corps on Dornburg [a town midway between Naumburg and
Jena on the Saale]. I believe that the enemy will either attempt to attack Marshal
Lannes at Jena or that he will retreat. If he attacks Lannes, your being at Dornburg
will enable you to assist him. From two o’clock this afternoon I shall be at Jena.*?

It is important to note that Napoleon was still prey to a degree of doubt
and that indeed he had uncovered only about 90 percent of the enemy’s
plans. Napoleon was by no means infallible, as we have seen, but his
operational concepts and methods were highly flexible, capable of rapid
adjustment in the light of revealed developments.

Riding fast with his “little headquarters” and escort of Guard cav-
alry, Napoleon was intercepted at 0300 by the long-awaited courier from
Lannes. The occasional thunder of guns could be heard a few miles to
the west. Breaking the seal and quickly glancing at its contents, Berthier
handed the dispatch to his master. Writing that morning from west of the
Saale, the marshal reported that 12,000—15,000 enemy troops were pres-
ently in position immediately north of Jena and that an estimated 20,000—
25,000 more were still between Jena and Weimar. Questing patrols were
out seeking confirmation. “I desire to know whether it is the intention of
Your Majesty that I should advance my corps towards Weimar. I dare not
assume responsibility of ordering such a move in case Your Majesty may
have some other destination for me.”**

Loyal but cautious subordinate! The total dependence of senior
commanders on Napoleon’s support in advance for anything that might
smack of independent thought is well illustrated. On the morrow the per-
ils of presuming to do so would cause Napoleon to berate Ney. Although
indubitably one of the most courageous, Ney also was one of the less
intelligent of the marshalcy (“thickest of the thick,” perhaps, as well as
“bravest of the brave”).

Now at last Napoleon realized the error of his belief that the “bloody
solution to the crisis” would not take place until 16 October. The enemy
was nearer than he thought. Accordingly, Napoleon dictated the day’s
third set of orders from the saddle. As it was now clear that the battle
would take place on the fourteenth, Davout was to maneuver west from
Naumburg on the evening of the thirteenth “so as to fall on the enemy’s
left” if he heard the sound of guns firing from the south. Bernadotte was
to continue to Dornburg, ready to support Lannes should he be attacked.
If these corps heard no firing, both were to await the morrow’s first orders
before crossing the Saale. Murat’s cavalry was to hasten for Dornburg,
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and both Soult’s IV and Ney’s VI Corps were to force-march toward Jena,
where Lefebvre and the infantry component of the Imperial Guard was to
rejoin the emperor at the earliest possible moment.

Riding over the Saale, Napoleon joined Lannes at his forward head-
quarters on the steep Landgrafen-Berg feature northwest of Jena town.
The marshal quickly briefed him on the current situation. The V Corps
had reached Jena unopposed in a thick fog early that morning. General
Suchet’s division had pressed ahead to the Landgrafen-Berg, where he
had run into Prussian pickets and driven them off to the nearby villages
of Liitzeroda and Closewitz. He respectfully but strongly asserted that at
least 40,000 opponents were present and that the French should remain
west of the Saale. Napoleon approved these suggestions and ordered the
remainder of V Corps and the Guard Infantry (when arrived) to be ready
to pass the Saale as soon as dusk would conceal their movement. He
clearly also believed he was in the presence of the main Prussian Army.

The development of the French “intelligence picture” between 9 and
13 October is an excellent and revealing example of Napoleon’s opera-
tional art in action. Although far from infallible, it eventually worked
with the minimum of confusion, despite a number of serious miscalcu-
lations—and indeed a virtual 72-hour “blackout” —which might have
thrown a lesser army into chaos.

Table 1 illustrates the Grand Armée’s reinforcement capacity from
late on the thirteenth to the afternoon of the fourteenth:

TABLE 1—THE GR4AND ARMEE’S REINFORCEMENT SCHEDULE,
13—14 OctoBER 1806

Arriving Formations Number of Troops Present
13 October
1200 Lannes’ Corps 21,000
2359 The above plus the Guard infantry 25,000
14 October
1000 The above plus VII and part IV Corps 50,500
1200 The above plus remainder of IV Corps, 90,500
VI Corps, and the Heavy Cavalry
1600 The above plus the Light Cavalry and 145,500

IIT and I Corps from the north

Such a concentration of force within twenty-eight hours is a further
tribute to Napoleon’s concept and Berthier’s staff work. Some forty miles
were at this stage separating the two wings of the army. Messages may be
calculated to have moved at about 5.5 miles an hour. As GOG was about
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equidistant from Davout and Ney and the usual time between receipt of an
order and its actual implementation was in the region of at least two hours,
the time that passed between an order issued and its execution by a wing
commander can be said to have been about six hours. Napoleon grew in
his conviction that he was pinning the main Prussian Army, and he grew
anxious to strengthen the envelopment aspect of the forthcoming battle.

Plans of Battle

Napoleon’s provisional operational plan was now clear in his mind.
From 0600 on the morrow (14 October), Lannes, supported by the
Guard in reserve, would enlarge the French bridgehead over the Saale,
taking control of as much of the plateau beyond the Landgrafen-Berg
as possible and occupying the villages of Liitzeroda and Closewitz. This
would make room for the arrival on the field of the next wave of con-
verging French forces. About 1000, immediately to the north, the lead-
ing elements of Soult’s powerful IV Corps (eventually 27,000 strong in
all) would extend the battlefield to the right by moving to Lobstadt and
thence through Zwétzen up on to the plateau to capture Rodigen and feel
for the tactical left flank of the Prussians. Simultaneously, Augereau’s
VII Corps (16,500 strong) would advance from the direction of Kahla
on the French left, crossing the Miihlbach Stream west of Jena before
swinging half-left up the Schnecke Pass to mount the Flomberg and feel
for the Prussian right flank. By midday the remainder of his corps should
have reinforced Soult, and passing through Jena the newly arrived VI
Corps of Ney would take over the central plateau area from Lannes’
long-engaged divisions assisted by heavy cavalry. (See Map 1.)

Napoleon was confident that these formations and dispositions would
suffice to hold and ultimately defeat the Prussian Army, but if success
was to be transformed into triumph the arrival of sufficient force in the
Prussian rear at the correct time and place had to occur. Up to the midaft-
ernoon issue of orders, Napoleon had planned for Davout to sweep down
from Naumburg, while Bernadotte and Murat attacked over the Saale
closer to Jena. Now, at 2200 hours, Napoleon saw that the true key to the
Prussian communications (recently revealed to be running north toward
the distant Elbe) lay in the town of Apolda, eight miles northwest of Jena.
This could be reached either from Naumburg through Auerstiadt or due
west through Dornburg. A single, double-corps intervention would be
more effective than two separate advances on Apolda. So Napoleon sent
out yet another order to Davout, setting Apolda as his ultimate objec-
tive for the fourteenth, and including the atypically ambiguous phrase
from which much trouble was to stem for Bernadotte: “If the Duke of
Ponte Corvo [Bernadotte] is still with you, you can march together. The
Emperor hopes, however, that he will be in the position which he has as-
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signed for him at Dornburg.”** In fact Bernadotte was still with Davout,
who communicated the emperor’s order to him personally in the early
hours of the fourteenth, but Bernadotte’s dislike for Davout and refusal to
be seen as in any way under his orders caused him to disregard the impe-
rial caveat, instead insisting on marching south toward Dornburg with his
men. This act of disobedience was to place Davout in the greatest peril
later that morning. The commander of I Corps in due course attempted
to justify his actions on the grounds of the rather vague second sentence.
It was almost to bring him before a court-martial and a possible firing
squad for gross dereliction of duty.

Thus, Napoleon had envisaged a classical operational plan of battle
based on a maneuver of envelopment. But between intention and actual
execution there could only be a large gulf, as 14 October was clearly to
demonstrate.

The night of 13—14 October found Napoleon laboring alongside his
engineers and fantassins. To extemporize a road up the Landgrafen-Berg
and its culminating peak, the Windknollen, suitable for artillery, every
battalion in turn was required to labor for an hour, according to Mar-
bot.** The torches to illuminate the work were hidden from the foe by
the blaze of Jena’s lights beyond. The security of these peaks was critical
for the development of the operational plan at daylight. The work com-
pleted on his orders for the morrow issue, and 25,000 men and forty-two
cannon safely deployed on and about the two summits, Napoleon slept
soundly, bivouacked in the midst of a square formed by the Grenadiers
of the Guard.

Over the valley, Prince Hohenlohe slept more fitfully amid his 38,000
men, but with no idea that he was facing the main French Army. He con-
sidered the French on the Landgrafen-Berg to be merely a flank-guard
that, together with another French force reportedly at Naumburg, were
between them covering the presumed major French advance continuing
north, toward Leipzig. Both commanders were therefore in for some sur-
prises on the fourteenth. The “fog of war” was supplemented by a thick
mist that spread down the Saale River valley before dawn. Napoleon
was confident of fighting with an overall superiority of force. And so he
would, indeed—and to a far greater extent than he ever envisaged. But
the same would not be the case for Davout.

Operational Considerations in the Battle
14 October 1806

At Jena Napoleon fought from 0400 for ten hours with a force that
began the action at a strength of 46,000 men and 70 guns and ultimate-
ly reached 96,000 men and 120 guns from shortly after midday. Right
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through the day he believed he was fighting Brunswick’s main army,
which might have been 100,000 men and 350 guns strong had it all been
present. In fact, Napoleon only faced Hohenlohe’s flank guard of 38,000
men and 120 guns, reinforced very belatedly at 1500 by General Riichel’s
command, 15,000 strong, from Weimar. His intervention only served to
increase the scale of the Prussian disaster. By the approach of the autum-
nal dusk, the Prussians had suffered 25,000 casualties, including 15,000
taken prisoner (or 47 percent of their effective battle strength, Riichel
included). The French casualties stood at approximately 5,000 (or 5 per-
cent) as Hohenlohe’s and Riichel’s survivors fled for Erfurt hotly pursued
by the Reserve Cavalry led in flamboyant style by Murat in person, who
signified his scorn for the enemy by wielding only a riding-crop, refusing
to draw his saber. By 1700 he was in the streets of Weimar. Two days later
he would enter Erfurt.*

The battle did not go exactly according to the operational plan, and
three events require mention. First, Lannes’ initial attack against General
Tauenzien’s advance guard, after making considerable early progress and
capturing the villages of Closewitz, Cospeda, and Liitzeroda, ran into se-
rious trouble when Tauenzien managed to launch a telling counterstroke
with 5,000 rallied troops to split the French corps in two and regain much
ground. Fortunately for the French (for Ney was not yet in the field),
the progress of Soult’s and Augereau’s probing advances on the flanks
induced the Prussian advance guard commander to halt his successful
follow-through, and, fearful of tactical envelopment, to fall back to join
Prince Hohenlohe’s main body farther to the west. Thus, Napoleon’s op-
erational concept of supporting a beleaguered formation with neighbor-
ing outflanking forces was well demonstrated. By 1000 the French had
secured most of the plateau.

Second, there is the matter of Marshal Ney’s ill-judged intervention
in the battle. By 1100 Hohenlohe launched General Grawert in an at-
tempt to regain the plateau. Eleven battalions, deployed into line to face
Lannes’ tiring men, and Prussian cavalry was soon massing in force be-
hind them. Suddenly an unanticipated struggle blazed into furious life
south of the village of Vierzehnheiligen. This proved to be the work of
some impatient French newcomers, namely the advance guard of VI
Corps, with just two light cavalry regiments and five battalions, the fiery,
addlepated Marshal Ney at their head. After chafing for several hours
awaiting the arrival of the main part of his command, Ney’s lion heart
overruled his head and he plunged straight into battle, blithely accepting
odds of two to one and heading for a strong Prussian battery. Against
all probability his attack reached the cannon, scattered the gunners, and
forced the postponement of an attack on Lannes by forty-five Prussian
squadrons. There Ney’s good fortune ran out; massively counterattacked,
and out of supporting distance of Lannes or Augereau, his survivors were
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forced to form a square. It took Napoleon’s personal order to General
Bertrand to lead the only two cavalry regiments in reserve (Murat had
yet to reach the field) in a desperate and a costly rescue operation, sup-
ported by a determined drive by the men of the nigh-exhausted V Corps
toward Vierzehnheiligen. Both attacks were ultimately driven back, but
their intervention enabled Ney to return to the French lines, surrendering
the village of Isserstiddt on the way. Napoleon was not best pleased by this
unauthorized adventure; Ney was in any case supposed to have attacked,
when the time was right, on Lannes’ farther (not nearer) flank. “The Em-
peror was very much displeased at Marshal Ney’s obstinacy,” recalled
General Rapp. “He said a few words to him on the subject—but with
delicacy.”®” According to other accounts, this was the occasion when Na-
poleon declared that Ney knew less about warfare “than the last-joined
drummer-boy.”** This incident illustrates how Napoleon’s control of his
subordinates could on occasion falter at the operational level.

The third aspect of Jena relates to the Napoleonic equivalent of op-
erational fires. At Jena, we find the development of the use of concen-
trated artillery fire. Now, six years after Marengo and ten months after
Austerlitz, the emperor produced his first massed battery as an extempo-
rization to counter a moment of French weakness toward the end of the
battle. It happened as follows. After Hohenlohe’s defeat, Riichel’s force
of 15,000 men made their appearance—belated but fresh—along the
Weimar road. The sight of Lannes’ and Ney’s hurrying columns gave
the newcomers reason for pause, but their withdrawal began as a model
operation, infantry and cavalry alternately covering each other’s retreats
by bounds. Napoleon, eager to exploit the Prussian defeat and having no
wish to be held up by this valiant enemy rearguard, called for several bat-
teries of guns (probably three—accounts vary) and had them drawn up
to pour close-range fire into Riichel’s masses. A dozen salvoes wrecked
the Prussian forces’ cohesion, and when the French infantry swarmed
forward again their foes turned and fled. The result was another 5,000
prisoners and five colors taken. The guns were largely to thank for this
sudden resolution of local difficulty.

In future years Napoleon would use artillery in large numbers on
many critical occasions. One thinks of the brilliant handling of Senar-
mount’s guns at Friedland, used as an offensive weapon, or the extempo-
rized great battery at Wagram’s second day in July 1809 that plugged a
large gap in the French center and repulsed the Archduke Charles’ threat-
ening counterattack. Although the massed guns at Waterloo did not do
their desired work on account of wet ground and Wellington’s skillful
placing of troops on the reverse slopes out of sight of the French gunners,
Napoleon was right when he claimed “It is with guns that war is made.”
His employment of guns at Jena forms part of the evolution of his massed
batteries used for operational effect.
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Napoleon, weary but elated, made his way back to his headquarters
in Jena at about 1700 to find the building decorated with thirty captured
Prussian colors. Only two matters remained to be resolved: Where was
Davout? And where was Bernadotte? So far there had been no sight or
(still worse) sound of the turning movement and blocking actions by way
of Apolda and Dornburg, save for the timely arrival of Murat and the
light cavalry through the latter in midafternoon.

His tired musings were rudely interrupted. Awaiting his return outside
his office was a wounded and travel-stained French officer, Colonel Fal-
con of III Corps. The news he brought stopped the emperor in his tracks.
“Your master must have been seeing double,” he ungraciously snapped
in an unworthy reference to the bespectacled Marshal’s shortsighted-
ness. Little by little, however, he came to accept that Davout had in fact
fought—and beaten—the main Prussian army at Auerstédt at unfavor-
able odds of at least two-to-one. Napoleon had to admit that he had made
one of the grossest miscalculations in his career to date. Yet the French
operational system and the fine fighting qualities of an individual corps
d’armeée under the brilliant command of “the Iron Marshal” had adjusted
to wholly unforeseen circumstances and wrested decisive victory out of
seemingly inevitable defeat. But why had III Corps been left to fight so
valiantly alone? And, above all, where in the name of le bon Dieu was the
Duke of Ponte Corvo and his I Corps? Had the earth swallowed them?

The Military Miracle of Auerstidt

Fifteen miles to the north of Jena, Marshal Louis-Nicolas Davout, age
thirty-six, at the head of only 27,000 men and 40 guns of his III Corps, had
spent an eventful day. After conveying Napoleon’s late-evening order to
Bernadotte at 0230 and being massively snubbed by the Gasgon, Davout
set his corps in motion westward from Naumburg, as ordered, at 0400
on the fourteenth. There were reports of military movements detectable
to the west, moving from south to north, but nothing could be confirmed
owing to the dense mist. Part of the Corps cavalry leading, followed by
the divisions of General Gudin, Morand, and Friant in order of march,
Davout’s cautious progress westward along the north bank of the River
Saale was both concealed and hindered by the fog. The leading troops
were well through the village of Hassenhausen en route to Rehausen and
distant Auerstddt, when at 0700 on that foggy morning they abruptly ran
into four Prussian cavalry squadrons and one battery of artillery at the vil-
lage of Poppel. This encounter battle of Auerstddt once and for all earned
Davout his martial reputation and, somewhat less favorably, a measure of
his master’s jealousy and the greater hatred of his colleague Bernadotte.

Details of the famous battle are not part of this discussion.*® Suffice it
to say that Davout, unreinforced by Bernadotte despite what was plainly
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that officer’s simple duty, fought a steadily escalating encounter battle
until he found himself engaged with fully 63,500 Prussians supported by
230 guns, forming the Duke of Brunswick’s entire army. By superlative
handling of his limited resources, peering around the battle area through
his special battle spectacles, ever present at the forward edge of the bat-
tle area (FEBA) despite huge risks, and doubtless aided by a number of
Prussian errors (especially after Brunswick and the aged von Mollendorf
had been killed or mortally wounded and King Frederick-William III had
insisted on taking over command), Davout fought magnificently for nine-
and-a-half hours and thoroughly defeated the Prussians. By last light the
III Corps had inflicted 13,000 casualties (including 3,000 prisoners) or
20.5 percent, and captured 115 Prussian guns— for the loss of 26 percent
of its effective strength on entering battle: namely, 258 officers and 6,974
rank-and-file soldiers dead or wounded. Gudin’s division, the worst hit,
lost all of 40 percent of its strength. It was only when he had driven the
fleeing foe back through Auerstiddt, southwestward to the final crest of
the Eckartsberg feature (short of Apolda), that Davout at last halted his
exhausted men and sent Colonel Falcon to take the news to the emperor.*
The final compliment payable to Davout’s showing on this occasion is
the fact that the Prussian high command freely admitted after the battle
that they had believed they had been fighting not only at least 100,000
Frenchmen all day but also Napoleon in person.

Once again the strengths of the corps d’armée system had been bril-
liantly displayed, above all its sustained fighting power and, under the right
leadership, its adaptability to meet triumphantly almost any unforeseen
situation. It also permitted Napoleon to survive important mistakes of cal-
culation. He found it hard to appreciate that he had only been fighting one-
third of the Prussian Army at Jena, while an isolated subordinate had dealt
with the balance single-handed, as it were. But where was Bernadotte?
The answer to that would have to wait until the morrow. Napoleon was
so weary that he fell asleep while dictating orders for the fifteenth. At a
sign from Marshal Lefebvre, the Grenadiers of the Imperial Guard silently
formed their habitual square around their sleeping master—sitting on a
chair alongside his customary bonfire—and guarded his slumber through
the night. Ten miles away, the survivors of Davout’s decimated but victori-
ous corps also slept the sleep of exhaustion. One man, however, spent a
troubled night. Near Apolda, Marshal Bernadotte had received a peremp-
tory order from Berthier to report to GQG early next morning and to be
ready to explain his actions, or lack of them, on 14 October.

These had indeed been incredible. Bernadotte, as we have seen, re-
fused to obey the emperor’s order dictated at 2200 on the thirteenth, pre-
ferring to hold to his previous instructions, namely to march on Dorn-
burg. Even this simple maneuver down a reasonable road along the east
bank of the Saale had been poorly conducted, and it was only at 1100
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on the fourteenth that the head of I Corps had reached Dornburg, a dis-
tance of just nine miles from its starting place near Naumburg. This was
not a performance that would place I Corps’ march among the record-
breakers of the French Army! Even worse, it transpired that the Duke of
Ponte Corvo ignored three separate messages from the heavily engaged
Davout, imploring his assistance during the morning. The I Corps even-
tually proceeded across the Saale and on its leisurely way over the eight
miles to Apolda, arriving there about 1600 —after both battles were over
and without having fired a single shot all day.

On the fifteenth Bernadotte found himself refused access to the em-
peror’s inner sanctum. Instead he was searchingly interrogated by an ice-
cold Berthier. He blustered away as was his Gasgon wont and attempted
to excuse his poor marching record on roads that he described as ex-
ecrable. This he repeated in his written report. The army held its breath:
news of Bernadotte’s misdoing was of course soon common knowledge
and the subject of much speculative debate. “The army expected to see
Bernadotte severely punished,” recalled Marbot.*! On St. Helena, Napo-
leon revealed that he had actually signed an order for the marshal’s court-
martial, but he then had second thoughts and destroyed it.

It was only on 23 October that the emperor, through Berthier, deigned
any reply to Bernadotte’s report.

According to a very precise order you ought to have been already at Dornburg
... on the same day that Marshal Lannes was at Jena and Davout reached Naum-
burg. In case you had failed to execute these orders, I informed you during the
night that if you were still at Naumburg when this order arrived you should march
with Marshal Davout and support him. You were at Naumburg when this order ar-
rived; it was communicated to you; this notwithstanding, you chose to execute a
false march in order to head for Dornburg, and in consequence you took no part in
the battle and Marshal Davout bore the principal efforts of the enemy army.*

Napoleon resolved not to court-martial Bernadotte but to continue to
use him.

By this date, as we shall see below, a very chastened Bernadotte was
performing wonders in the forefront of one of the most decisive pursuits
in all military history. Perhaps Napoleon was right to have left him in
command of his corps after all. But had he been either with Davout or
at Apolda by early afternoon, the fate of the Prussians would have been
dramatically worse, though bad enough it had turned out to be.

This incident elicits two comments. First, no matter how carefully
organized, the Napoleonic operational art could be gravely compromised
by the failure of one corps formation commander. The chain was only
as strong as its weakest link. Second, human nature is one of the impon-
derables of warfare in any age. Nevertheless, Bernadotte would prove
a determined survivor, and he would in the end profit by becoming the
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only Napoleonic marshal to found a royal dynasty (in Sweden) that has
survived to the present day.

The Employment of Operational Reserves
The Pursuit after Jena-Auerstadt

The ruthless and successful pursuit after the double battle of 14 Oc-
tober 1806 has justly gone down into the annals of military history as a
masterpiece of what we today would term operational art. The correct
employment of reserves above the tactical level is one of the major sub-
themes of this study, and the events of late 1806 demonstrate what could
be achieved against a defeated enemy by a great captain of warfare—as
well as certain limitations.

The operational pursuit was not launched immediately after the dou-
ble battle. Napoleon’s exhaustion and his lack of certainty concerning
what had befallen I and III Corps during the fourteenth caused a short
delay in mounting a major, carefully considered, operational hue and cry.
Apart from Murat—already noted as leading his light cavalry with great
¢lan toward Erfurt on the heels of Hohenlohe and Riichel —there is little
doubt that most unwounded officers and men, including their emperor,
succumbed to weariness and, after a brief period of euphoria, to depres-
sion, as they sought missing friends over the battlefield and extempo-
rized some sort of meal after so many hours of combat. Of course, it may
be said that for once Napoleon showed human weakness in succumbing
to slumber at such a moment. It is in the moment and the immediate
aftermath of victory, as in the time of defeat, that the senior commander
must show energy and determination—and drive his equally weary sub-
ordinates to still greater efforts to exploit the foe’s difficulties and afford
him no time to recover his equilibrium and re-form. And this was usually
Napoleon’s way, to be sure.

In mid-October 1806 there was no immediate cause for anxiety on the
last score. The chaos and confusion among the fleeing Prussian armies
must have beggared belief. This became particularly the case when men
of Hohenlohe and Riichel, attempting to flee west and northwest, col-
lided with Brunswick’s columns trying to force their way south from
Auerstddt. Had Bernadotte only been at Apolda earlier than 1600—or
remained with Davout, the Prussian cataclysm must have become far
greater than was in fact the case.

So it was only at 0500 on the fifteenth that orders for a general pur-
suit were issued—and of course took several hours to put into full imple-
mentation. Napoleon’s eventual plan for the pursuit closely reflects his
favorite operational maneuver. Murat, Soult, and Ney were to apply the
maximum frontal pressure against the retiring enemy, while /la masse
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débordante, formed by Bernadotte’s, Lannes’, Davout’s, and Augereau’s
corps, were to strive to outmarch and outflank the Prussians, and seize
Halle and Dessau behind them and then the distant Elbe crossings. Of
course, only I Corps was fresh on the fifteenth, the rest having been heav-
ily engaged the previous day.

But Bernadotte now made up to a certain degree for his earlier neg-
ligence. While Murat rounded up between 9,000 and 14,000 prisoners
(authorities differ) at Erfurt on the sixteenth, the leading division of I
Corps commanded by General Dupont marched flat out for Halle, reach-
ing it on the seventeenth to fight a brisk engagement against the Duke of
Wiirttemberg’s Reserve, capturing 11 cannon and 5,000 men (practically
half his force of 11,300 infantry, 1,675 cavalry and 38 guns) for a cost of
some 800 casualties. Much more of the same was to follow.

Perhaps, therefore, we may suggest that Bernadotte’s misbehavior on
the fourteenth proved a blessing in disguise as it provided Napoleon, unin-
tentionally to be sure, with a substantial reserve force of fresh troops capa-
ble of heading the subsequent pursuit, imbued with a genuine desire to re-
furbish their dulled reputation in the eyes of the Grand Armée and its chief.
Certainly such a psychological reaction can be hazarded for Bernadotte,
who over the following weeks was to produce a virtuoso performance.

On the eighteenth the French lines of communication were switched
from distant Wiirzburg and Bamberg nearer to Mainz, the line running
in ten stages over 160 miles to Erfurt—the newly designated center of
operations— by way of Frankfurt, Eisenach, and Gotha.

Two days later and the French had reached the Elbe on a broad front.
The same day, Frederick-William III left his army for the River Oder,
heading for East Prussia and, he hoped, signs of a Russian deliverance. A
bewildered Hohenlohe was ordered to extemporize a strong garrison for
Magdeburg. Instead, he decided to head first for Berlin and then for Stet-
tin at the mouth of the River Oder, fearful that Napoleon’s pursuit would
otherwise catch up with him. Meanwhile, farther to the west, Bliicher
retreated northward through Brunswick City with his cavalry and many
Prussian heavier guns, which hampered his progress more than a little.

Davout was first over the Elbe in strength at Wittenberg— complet-
ing the operation by 1500 on the twentieth with the aid of the apprehen-
sive townsfolk, who prevented the Prussian engineers from blowing the
bridge. Farther west, Bernadotte—subject to repeated verbal lashings
from Napoleon, dutifully (and with just a touch of malice) forwarded in
writing by the tireless Berthier (who had scores of his own to settle with
Ponte Corvo)— was energetically seeking boats at Bary, successfully by
the next day. Thus, Napoleon had two sizeable bridgeheads over the Elbe
by 22 October, while Murat, Soult, and Ney were fast closing on Magde-
burg. The only disturbing event was growing indiscipline in the French
ranks taking the form of uncontrolled looting.
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Indiscipline at all levels notwithstanding, the Grand Armée drove on
through Rothenau, Ziesar, and Potsdam (where Napoleon took time off
to ponder alone at Frederick the Great’s tomb and ordered the removal of
that military monarch’s sword, sash, and Ribbon of the Black Eagle for
transfer to the Hotel des Invalides in Paris). The evening of the twenty-
fourth found the French advance cavalry in the suburbs of Berlin, and the
next day Napoleon accorded to Davout’s III Corps the honor of marching
first into the Prussian capital —to the chagrin of Murat. Thus did Napo-
leon make amends for his less-than-charitable remark of the late after-
noon eleven days earlier by a handsome gesture; he had already made a
clear admission of the debt he owed to Davout—later awarded the title
of Duc d’Auerstddt (1808)—in the postbattle Fifth Bulletin of the Grand
Armée published on the fifteenth, although he did imply that it was all
part of a master operational plan! “On our right, Marshal Davout’s Corps
performed wonders. Not only did he contain, but he pushed back, and
defeated, the bulk of the enemy’s troops, which were to debouch through
Kosen. This marshal displayed distinguished bravery and firmness of
character—the first qualities in a warrior.”* And so they remain to the
present, not least at the operational level of command.

The continuing pursuit was only briefly interrupted by this and simi-
lar ceremonies, for now Napoleon had determined to secure the line of
the River Oder and to head off any Russian intervention. The new IX
Corps was already near Glogau, and now Davout was moved northeast to
secure Kiistrin and Frankfurt on der Oder, while Lannes made for Stet-
tin. The remainder of the army—Iess Ney’s VI Corps carrying out the
siege of Magdeburg from 20 October (which would surrender to him on
6 November)—continued northward, allowing the Prussian formations
still in the field no rest. Hohenlohe was caught up with at Prenzlau on 28
October and forced to surrender with 10,000 men and 64 guns, impressed
by Murat’s bluster and bluff that fully 100,000 French troops were sur-
rounding him. And so it went with a number of other Prussian garrisons.

This left only Bliicher’s and the Duke of Weimar’s detachments un-
accounted for (22,000 men in all), currently at Schwerin and the Danish
port of Liibeck to the northwest. But Bernadotte was hot on their heels,
with Soult (laden with loot) a few days behind him. All the Prussians were
within the walls of Liibeck on 4 November, still hoping to find shipping
for England. The next day, however, Chief of Staff Scharnhorst surren-
dered with 10,000 men, followed by his commander, Bliicher, on the fifth
with as many more at the neighboring township of Ratgau. An additional
prize was a division of Swedish troops’ belatedly landing. Bernadotte’s
courtesy so impressed the nobly born officers that four years later they
would suggest their conqueror’s name for the vacant position of Crown
Prince of Sweden. (Thus in the long term the “miserable Ponte Corvo”
collected the jackpot that eluded all his other comrades and rivals in the
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marshalcy—a royal crown.) Next day the surrender of General Kleist
with 22,000 men and 600 guns to Ney at Magdeburg 100 miles away
virtually ended the formal campaign of 1806, save for the occupation of
Hamburg four days later.

Indeed, the whole campaign of 1806 forms a masterly example of
Napoleonic operational art in action.

Operational Art and the Campaign of 1806
Some Conclusions

In summing up Napoleon’s conduct of the campaign of Jena-Auerstidt
in 1806 it is necessary to repeat that despite all the achievements—in-
cluding the reduction of the Prussian Army from a strength of approxi-
mately 171,000 originally operating in Saxony to a mere 35,000 (all in a
period of thirty-three days)— the immense military victory did not end in
immediately commensurate political gains. King Frederick-William III,
as we have noted, retired over the River Oder in mid-October with the
remnants of his armed forces, there to await Tsar Alexander I’s imple-
mentation of Russia’s part of the Fourth Coalition concluded earlier the
same month. It is clear that, if left a real choice, the king of Prussia and his
ministry would have sought peace without further ado. But that would be
to ignore the powerful influence of the “War Party” —even in this hour of
cataclysmic defeat—and above all that of its leader, the beautiful Ama-
zonian royal consort, Queen Louise of Prussia. It was not without reason
that Napoleon once half-wryly, half-admiringly, referred to her as “the
only real man in Prussia.”* As a result of her influence, reinforced by that
of Chief Minister Hardenburg, the patriotic party continued to dominate
the Prussian court and government. The direct result of this determina-
tion to fight on, together with the tsar’s honorable insistence on honor-
ing his treaty obligations, however dire the present situation, effectively
compelled Napoleon to fight three more campaigns— that of November—
December 1806 (leading to the occupation of Warsaw), that of January—late
February 1807 (which climaxed in the desperate battle of Eylau), and that
of early May—mid-June 1807 (including the siege of Danzig, the battles of
Heilsberg and, above all, Friedland). Only then was he able—at the Tilsit
meetings—to impose, inter alia, a dictated peace on Prussia.

Thus, at the level of strategy and policy, the dramatic and hard-fought
campaign of 1806 failed to produce the required political results, at least
immediately. It would take the aforementioned additional campaigns to
achieve the desired political objectives.

The feature that makes the Napoleonic system of operational art so
intriguing is the way it almost automatically allowed for the emperor’s
human errors and still made ultimate martial success possible. From the
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operational art perspective, there had been a number of serious errors and
confusion during the unfolding of this short campaign. Thus, I Corps and
IIT Corps received orders at the start of the operational movements that
sent them across each other’s lines of march. A little later Augereau’s VII
Corps was left without orders from 7—10 October and failed to keep in
touch with V Corps over the same period. Indeed, Napoleon had moved
off into the virtually unknown on 8 October, so inadequate had been
intelligence coverage, and even those reports that came in hardly clari-
fied the situation—if anything the reverse. Only on the thirteenth did
any hard information become available, and even then some of that was
misinterpreted. Yet, somehow, the system pulled through.

As has been mentioned earlier in this essay, Napoleon was indubi-
tably guilty of at least six errors of judgment and calculation, as well as
“faults of command” during 13 and 14 October alone. These six errors
during the critical day preceding battle and that of the battle itself, were
(it is easy to discern after the fact), taken in turn, as follows:

First, Napoleon failed to realize that Hohenlohe’s command consti-
tuted only a flank covering force. Here incomplete reconnaissance and
habitual “fog of war” were largely to blame, but Napoleon had traveled
to join Lannes at Jena on the thirteenth to see for himself. He conducted
two reconnaissances, but remained convinced that he was engaging the
main enemy army right to the end of the battle the next day.

His second misjudgment, which could have proved fatal for Davout,
was his failure to realize that the Prussian main body was in fact mov-
ing toward Naumburg, which made Auerstidt the most important battle
of the double engagement. Once again, there were intelligence indica-
tors of this move, but because Napoleon miscalculated the likely date of
battle to be 15 October at the earliest and more likely the sixteenth, and
continued to do so until about 1500 on the fifteenth, when the “veil” was
truly rent, he seriously miscalculated the main Prussian locations and
prebattle intentions.

Third, the emperor failed to issue Bernadotte with a cut-and-dried
order at 2200 on the thirteenth to accompany Davout if he was still in
company with him. The slight possibility of placing different interpreta-
tions on his actual instructions (or to be able to pretend to do so) at least
partially exculpates Ponte Corvo; but by no means entirely.

Fourth, Napoleon totally failed to keep in touch with either or both of
I and III Corps during the hours of battle on the fourteenth. Granted, he
had enough preoccupation close to hand, but it is the duty of the opera-
tional artist and commander to use all of the instrumentation at hand, not
just to focus on the local picture. Once again, therefore, Napoleon stands
accused of a lapse in his powers of orchestration. Berthier also bears
some of this responsibility.
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Fifth, through an oversight, Soult’s IV Corps did not receive one vital
prebattle order. Fortunately, the “standing orders” for handling a corps
in the immediately preceding and actual hours of battle were well un-
derstood by as able a commander as Nicolas Jean-de-Dieu Soult, whom
Napoleon had already dubbed “the foremost maneuverer in Europe” the
previous year. “I and Soult understand one another,” Napoleon had sage-
ly remarked at Austerlitz. As a result, Soult understood his commander’s
intention and his own likely role without having specific, full instructions
delivered to him, even though his final division only reached Jena at 1300
instead of at noon. It was, however, fortunate that the most severe fighting
at Jena took place on the left, rather than Soult’s sector on the right.

Sixth, the emperor also failed to keep adequate control over one of
the formations that was immediately under his eye at Jena— or rather
its commander. Ney was already well known as an impulsive poil-de-
carotte (hot-head), yet he was allowed to start an attack at the wrong
place at the wrong time with barely half his force present. Napoleon only
became aware of this when VI Corps was already in peril of annihilation.
The fact that he then extemporized a successful rescue operation does
not disguise the fact that Napoleon might even have lost the battle of
Jena at this point; but on this occasion he may be said to have “muddled
through,” thanks to his gift for rapid extemporization.

It can be argued—admittedly with the benefit of historical hind-
sight—that any or all of these errors might well have led to disaster for
part, or even all, of the Grand Armée. Without a doubt the inadequacies
of Prussian comprehension of and reaction to what was taking place were
major factors in their own ultimate cataclysm. And yet the robustly adapt-
able operational system of le bataillon carré that Napoleon developed
from the basic building block of the highly flexible all-purpose corps
d’armée system enabled him to come through triumphantly (albeit with
an immense debt to Davout, but also in spite of Bernadotte’s flagrant in-
discipline). As van Creveld says in just summary, “For all these faults in
command, Napoleon won what was probably the greatest single triumph
in his entire career.”*’

We have, it is hoped, shown how the campaign of 1806 demonstrated,
“warts and all,” the capabilities of Napoleon’s operational art in its fully
developed heyday. Perfect it most certainly was not, but superior to all
contemporary equivalents it equally indubitably was. We have examined
how Napoleon converted doctrinal conviction into achievable practice.
We have seen how he built up a conception of operations, and perfected
the necessary instrument for carrying it out at the operational level of
warfare. In the French army corps of the period, we have seen how his
methods of operational maneuver were extremely flexible and capable
of conforming to changing circumstances. Other considerations included
the development of operational fires through massed artillery, the use of
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all forces and reserves in pursuit, the attempt at intention analysis to see
beyond the “veil,” and how “the system of campaign” did indeed reveal
“the system of battle.” All went as planned—if not exactly as fought.
Such, then, was the state of operational art at its highest development in
the days before the development of the “continuous front,” railways, and
telegraphic communication. We must surely aver that it was, all in all,
impressive to say the very least.*
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French Operational Art
1888—-1940

Robert A. Doughty

Although the French acknowledged between 1888 and 1940 the ex-
istence of a level of war between the strategic and tactical levels, they
did not believe it was fundamentally different from the other two levels.
Essentially, they saw the operational level, or in their words grand tactics,
as being a transition between the other two levels. From their perspective,
the key aspect of grand tactics was the combining of units into effective
combat organizations and employing them in a coordinated fashion to-
ward a common goal. While devoting very little time and effort to study-
ing the theoretical aspects of grand tactics, French military leaders and
thinkers devoted considerable effort to developing corps, field armies,
and army groups as combat organizations and to studying the practical
aspects of their employment. They believed the essence of grand tactics
concerned the employment of these large formations.

Despite their interest in large formations, the French failed to develop
a sophisticated understanding of the operational art of war. Even worse,
they deformed its very nature by having operational concepts distort their
tactical methods before World War I and by having tactical concepts dis-
tort their operational methods before World War I1. These distortions sig-
nificantly affected the performance of the French Army in both wars.

Origins of the Operational Level of War

The evolution of the operational art is rooted in institutional and con-
ceptual developments, for the introduction in turn of the corps, field army,
and army group as military organizations led thinkers to develop new
ideas about their employment. In the late eighteenth century, French mili-
tary leaders conceived and nourished the concept of grand tactics when
they addressed the problem of moving and concentrating forces on the
battlefield. As military forces became larger on the eve of the French Rev-
olution and as the challenge of controlling and supplying them became
more difficult, Marshal Victor de Broglie in 1760 came up with the idea
of breaking large armies into divisions that could move to the battlefields
separately. By marching in a number of individual divisional columns,
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rather than in one or two huge columns, an army could approach a battle-
field more quickly and enter into action much more decisively.! Thus, the
initial idea relating to grand tactics was an organizational one that pro-
vided better command, control, and movement of large formations.

The next step, which was conceptual, occurred when General Pierre
de Bourcet developed a better system for controlling divisions and, more
important, addressed the issue of fighting them. In his seminal work, Prin-
cipes de la guerre de montagnes, completed in 1764-1771, de Bourcet
analyzed the operations of an army in mountainous terrain. Since such
terrain would compel an armed force to operate in a number of separate,
compartmented areas, de Bourcet recognized the importance of the di-
visions’ being able to function on their own. His ideas came from his
having served in the Franco-Spanish campaign against Savoy-Piedmont
in 1744 and provided basic concepts for the employment in battle of an
army organized on a divisional basis. In 1787-1788 the French Army
adopted the main points of his proposal.?

Amidst the development of the new organizational structure, General
Jacques Guibert recognized that warfare was changing and offered a defi-
nition of grand tactics. In his Essai général de tactique, which was first
published in 1772, Guibert wrote:

I have attempted, in the preceding part, to trace the principles by which the
different units which comprise an army should be constituted and trained.... It is
necessary to assemble these units, combine them, make them unite in the execu-
tion of the great maneuvers in a war. It is the art of conceiving the [method of]
execution, planning it, directing it, that one calls grand tactics.?

The next step in the evolution of French ideas about grand tactics
came with the development of the corps. In March 1796 General Jean
Moreau formed a provisional corps in his Army of the Rhine and Mo-
selle,* and then in January 1800 Napoleon grouped his infantry divisions
into corps, each of which had its own staff.> When Napoleon formed
his Grand Armée in 1805, it had seven corps, each of which included
two to four infantry divisions, a brigade or division of light cavalry, ap-
proximately forty cannon, and appropriate detachments of engineers and
supply troops. In subsequent years, Napoleon’s success often came from
his ability to move his corps over long distances in a coordinated manner
and to flexibly employ their combination of infantry, artillery, and cav-
alry. With these three arms organic, a Napoleonic corps could engage an
enemy force much larger than itself for a limited period. As Napoleon’s
subordinate commanders became more adept at their duties, his reliance
upon the corps system provided him with a great deal of maneuverabil-
ity and offensive capability. Moreover, his converging columns of corps
often achieved victory over opponents whose organizational structure
and operational methods were not as modern or flexible.®
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Napoleon’s brand of operational art strongly emphasized the offen-
sive and always focused on actions throughout the depth of an enemy’s
position. His ideal battle usually included an enveloping attack by one or
more of his corps that would create the opportunity for breaking through
the enemy’s main position and unleashing an exploitation force. He dis-
liked unimaginative frontal assaults and used them only in those cases
when he thought he had no choice. He explained, “It is by turning the
enemy, by attacking his flank, that battles are won.”” Thus, Napoleon cap-
italized upon his ability to conduct war at the operational level and often
used his corps to fix an enemy force, move deep into its rear, or deliver
the decisive blow at a weakened but critical point. He explained, “The art
of war consists, with an inferior army, of always having more forces than
the enemy at the point of attack, or the point being attacked; but this art is
learned neither from books nor from practice; it is a knack for command
that appropriately constitutes the genius of war.”

By the end of the Napoleonic wars, most French military thinkers
thought of Napoleon’s battles when they thought of grand tactics. For
many of them, his ability to move large forces simply and swiftly, shift
units from one mission to another, combine separate columns near or on
the battlefield, and achieve decisive success demonstrated the main char-
acteristic of the operational art.

Despite the demonstrated success of Napoleonic corps, French polit-
ical leaders remained reluctant to form corps in peacetime, and for much
of the nineteenth century the French Army had only twenty divisional
headquarters with nothing more than a bare skeletal command structure
linking them to Paris. During the same period little or no effort was ex-
pended by the French officer corps in studying the operational level of
war. Far more effort was expended in regimental schools in which read-
ing, writing, and basic tactics were taught than in professional schools
in which officers studied the operational art.” A few officers attended
staff schools, but their knowledge was not deeply appreciated and their
influence limited. Despite the contributions of de Broglie, de Bourcet,
Guibert, and Napoleon to the development of the operational level of
war, most officers knew little or nothing about operational art on the eve
of the Franco-Prussian War.

Institutional Changes After the Franco-Prussian War

The dramatic defeat of 1871 initiated a period of modernization and
reform of the military, for the French could not ignore the ineffective-
ness of their performance and the superiority of German methods and
organizations. As part of their effort to catch up with the Germans, the
army’s leaders sought to establish corps and field armies in peacetime.
Before 1870 France did not have corps headquarters in peacetime, much
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less functioning field armies, and the army’s performance in combat in
1870-1871 suffered because of the newly formed units’ inexperience.
After 1871 French political leaders permitted the establishment of corps
in peacetime, but fearing a possible threat to the republican government,
many of them opposed the creation of field army headquarters.'® They
feared another Louis Napoleon could overthrow the republican govern-
ment if he had the support and prestige of higher-level army commanders
behind him.

In 1888 France took an important step toward creating a de facto
headquarters for field armies. The Minister of War inserted a provision
into the army’s budget that allocated financial credits for the “inspection”
of the nineteen army corps. After sharp debate in the Chamber of Depu-
ties about the role and powers of these inspectors, the Minister of War was
required to ensure that the missions for inspection were of “limited dura-
tion and constantly revocable.”!! The Chamber of Deputies and the Senate
then adopted the measure. Some progress had occurred, but the establish-
ment of field army headquarters in peacetime had not been permitted.

To an eager military, however, the door was open for change, and
Charles de Freycinet, the first civilian Minister of War in the Third Re-
public, led the way. He declared that the changes he proposed were “in-
spired” by the deliberations of the request for credits for conducting in-
spections of corps-size units. On 26 May 1888, Freycinet submitted a
proposed decree to the president of the Third Republic that would permit
the establishment of field army headquarters as temporary, skeleton units
during peacetime. The army commanders and their staffs would be of-
ficially designated but would be brought together only for short periods
each year. The designated commanders had limited authority with “no
right of interference in the command of the corps” and “no actual right of
command.” Despite opposition in the Chamber of Deputies, the president
of the republic soon approved the decree.'?

Two years later another improvement occurred. A decree of 10 April
1890 more clearly defined the authority of the officers who had been
designated as field army commanders. They could now be charged of-
ficially with the inspection of one or more corps to determine the degree
of their preparations for war and for mobilization. Although the inspec-
tions could only be conducted when ordered by the Minister of War, the
power of the inspectors was great. They could “prescribe reviews and
order, as an exercise, the immediate mobilization of the combat troops or
[combat service] support forces of a corps, and then have them conduct
the defense of a fort or defensive works.”!® If any corps commander had
questions about the authority of the designated army commanders, this
decree probably answered them.

The Freycinet reforms thus prepared the way for the establishment
of French field armies during peacetime. As one contemporary British
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observer noted, commanders and staffs met as often as once a week by
1891.* Such meetings obviously facilitated the exchange of ideas about
the employment of field armies and thereby strengthened France’s abili-
ties at the operational level of war. In 1899 another decree expanded the
authority of the designated field army commanders, giving them power to
inspect those army corps that would make up their wartime armies."

Another improvement in France’s capabilities at the operational level
came with the expansion of annual fall maneuvers so high-level com-
manders and staffs could improve their functioning in the field. Freycinet
also played a key role in this important development. In the maneuvers
of September 1891, which were held in Champagne on the northeast
frontier, two out of the four designated field army commanders and their
staffs participated. They controlled four infantry corps, two cavalry divi-
sions, and other supporting troops, including artillery and engineers.'
The maneuvers were the largest heretofore conducted in France and in-
volved more than 100,000 men.

The maneuvers were an obvious success. One British journalist
noted, “Germany has this year lost that uncontested supremacy in Europe
which she has enjoyed for twenty years.” He added, “The results of these
[maneuvers of 1891] have been able to show that which was the weakest
point in France in 1870 [staff organization and efficiency] is almost her
strongest now.”'” In a speech at a banquet for the generals participating in
the maneuvers and for the foreign representatives observing them, Frey-
cinet emphasized the importance of the reforms and concluded, “No one
doubts today that we are strong.”!®

Operational Thinking Before World War I

As the French Army modified its organizational structure and con-
ducted peacetime maneuvers with corps and field armies, thinkers, mili-
tary schools, and publications devoted considerable effort to analyzing
the techniques of employing large formations. The major concepts that
came from this process and their evolution are most evident in the field
manuals on large-unit operations that were published in 1895 and 1913.
The 1895 edition was entitled Regulations on the Service of Armies in
the Field and explained: “The army corps is the basic unit of all army
formations. The combining of several army corps under a single leader
forms a [field] army. When several [field] armies operate in the same
theater of war, they are combined under a single commander and form an
army group.”" Despite the discussion of the field army and army group,
the 1895 regulation devoted only a small portion of its attention to their
employment in combat. In sharp contrast the 1913 edition was entitled
Regulation on the Conduct of Large Units and included detailed infor-
mation about field armies in combat. The report of the committee that
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wrote the later regulation explained: “Studies undertaken in France for
about twenty years on the operations of [field] armies and army groups
have provided evidence about a certain number of principles that domi-
nate the employment of large units. These principles have never, until
the present, been assembled in an official document.”® Thus, the 1913
regulation included the latest information available to the French Army
about the operational level of war and reflected concepts learned through
more than two decades of development. In essence, the 1913 manual was
the first official publication in France dealing with the operational level
of war and its application through operational art.

A key difference between the 1895 and 1913 regulations pertained to
the employment of the corps. While the 1895 regulation did not empha-
size operations by units larger than corps and envisaged corps acting in a
relatively autonomous fashion, the 1913 regulation strongly emphasized
operations by field armies while acting as part of army groups. The 1913
regulation explained, “The objective of the maneuver of an army group is
to impose on the enemy a ... battle under conditions which may lead to
decisive results and end the war.”?! The regulation made it clear that the
maneuver of an army group came from the movement and actions of field
armies whose subordinate corps were always united and acted closely in
concert with the other corps. Thus, the relative autonomy that was fore-
seen in the 1895 regulation for corps was accorded to field armies in the
1913 regulation. French operational thinking thereby reflected the im-
portant changes in organizational structure that had occurred after 1871.

Despite the greater emphasis on units larger than corps, the influence
of Napoleon and the “cult” of the offensive captivated French concepts
for operations. This unfortunate development occurred even though in-
terest in the intellectual study of war increased dramatically after 1871,
particularly after the 1878 founding of the Ecole Militaire Supérieure,
which was renamed the Ecole Supérieure de Guerre in 1880. In a re-
markable about-face from the pre-1870 approach, which had frowned
on having educated officers, the French energetically studied the many
facets of waging war successfully.?? As officers returned eagerly to the
academic study of warfare, they “rediscovered” the ideas of Clausewitz
and the methods of Napoleon.? The study of the two important figures
went hand in hand. Since Clausewitz’s works dealt primarily with Napo-
leonic warfare, his ideas were used to awaken interest in one of France’s
greatest and most successful military leaders.

In the late 1880s and the 1890s, the ideas of Clausewitz and the ex-
amples of Napoleon dominated the Ecole Supérieure de Guerre, which
concentrated more on operations than strategy. One of the most influ-
ential of the instructors at the War College was Henri Bonnal, who fre-
quently lectured on Napoleonic warfare. In a 1901 work on the battle of
Sadowa, Bonnal argued:
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The war of 1866 was prepared, undertaken, and carried out by [German] lead-
ers and soldiers without any war experience.... Nevertheless, despite numerous
errors ... the Prussian army maneuvered, fought, and won a decisive victory by
adhering to the Napoleonic principles of war, [which had] fallen into disuse or
even [had been] completely forgotten in other armies of Europe.?

Such words linked the German victory to Napoleonic methods and
obviously served to heighten interest among French officers. Nonethe-
less, the intense interest in Napoleonic warfare led many French military
thinkers to emphasize maneuver rather than firepower, misunderstand the
effect of newly introduced weapons (breech-loading rifles, machine guns,
rapidly firing artillery, etc.), and blur the distinction between the tactical,
operational, and strategic levels of war.

The effects of this can best be seen in France’s adoption of the ill-
fated offensive a outrance. Of those most responsible, Col. Louis de
Grandmaison played a particularly important role in the development of
the disastrous doctrine upon which the French offensives of 1914 were
based. Grandmaison was highly interested in the employment of large
formations.?® Despite this focus on larger units, numerous officers at-
tempted to apply his ideas at the tactical level in 1914. Many of those
who died in 1914 were weaned on some of Grandmaison’s phrases, such
as “To fight means to advance despite enemy fire.”?® Most had paid little
or no attention to the careful qualification he had made to the notion of
infantrymen always advancing. In 1910, for example, he had written, “In
open terrain, a frontal infantry attack is impossible. During the attack, it
is the role of the artillery to establish superiority of fire needed to sup-
press the enemy.””’ Instead of focusing on Grandmaison’s ideas about
security and the operations of larger units, many officers concentrated
instead on the will to attack and the need to overcome bullets and artil-
lery fire with infantry charges. In this process they, without encounter-
ing strong disagreement from Grandmaison, thoughtlessly applied op-
erational concepts to the tactical realm. The unfortunate result was heavy
losses in 1914 among some of France’s best and most dedicated officers
and soldiers.

Similarly, institutional changes fostered the development of the
capability to perform at the operational level of warfare, but concepts
within French doctrine for employment of field armies bore a strong re-
semblance to the mobile manner in which Napoleonic corps had been
employed. The main difference was that a field army in 1914 was much
larger than Napoleon’s corps in 1815. While primarily emphasizing ma-
neuver and the offensive, and by seeking sharp, intensive battles relying
on “curtains” of artillery fire and energetic infantry charges, the French
army developed its abilities to fight mobile battles and campaigns with
field armies in support of strategic goals. These capabilities enabled the
army to survive the initial battles of World War I, but they proved woe-
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fully inadequate for the static trench warfare that replaced mobile opera-
tions a few months after the beginning of the war.

The First Battles of 1914

Offensive ideas also dominated the formulation of strategy. In the
decade before 1914, France had gradually tightened its relations with
Russia and slowly developed a coalition strategy with Russia that relied
on simultaneous offensives on the east and west borders of Germany.
By forcing Germany to fight a two-front war, French military planners
anticipated an eventual victory no matter what the outcome of the ini-
tial battles between Germany and France. In March 1910 one officer as-
serted, “Even if beaten the French army will have opened the way for the
Russian offensive and assured the final success [of the two allies].”?

When General Joseph Joffre became Chief of the General Staff in
July 1911, he shaped French strategy and doctrine to conform to the de-
mands of the Franco-Russian Alliance and to his own preference for the
offensive. Only six weeks after becoming Chief of the General Staff, he
published the first change to Plan XVI*° and in February 1914 replaced it
with Plan XVII. Though the new plan was a concentration plan and not
a war plan,*® the main body of the document stated, “The intention of the
commander-in-chief is to deliver, with all forces assembled, an attack
against the German armies.”*' While refusing to reveal the details of his
campaign strategy or the objectives of his operations, Joffre organized
and prepared French forces to attack north or south of Metz-Thionville or
north into Belgium toward Arlon and Neufchateau. Depending on Ger-
man actions, the French could attack into either Alsace-Lorraine or Bel-
gium or both.

When the Germans began their attack against France in August 1914,
they adhered to the outline of Count Alfred von Schlieffen’s plan and at-
tempted to conduct a gigantic turning movement deep into the rear of the
Allied forces. While maintaining minimum but sufficient forces on their
left flank and center, the Germans concentrated the great mass of their
forces on their right wing and planned on moving these forces through
central Belgium and then north and west around Paris. Their attack began
with a coup de main on the Belgian fortifications around Li¢ge.*

During the twelve days it took the Germans to clear these fortifica-
tions, General Joffre began revealing elements of his closely held strat-
egy, first by launching a small, ineffective offensive into Alsace on his
extreme right flank on 7 August.*® This operation not only signaled to
Russia France’s intentions to fulfill its obligations to the Franco-Rus-
sian Alliance for an early offensive and protected the flank of the sub-
sequent attack by First and Second Armies, it also boosted the morale
of the French people. On 8 August Joffre revealed his entire operational
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concept when he issued General Instructions No. 1. He intended to send
First and Second Armies on his right into Lorraine, south of the Metz-
Thionville fortifications, and Third, Fourth, and Fifth Armies on his left
into Belgium and Luxembourg, north of the fortifications. While the
supporting attack on the right fixed the German left, drew enemy forces
to the south, and fulfilled alliance obligations, the subsequent main at-
tack on the left would strike the German center and unhinge the enemy
forces advancing into central Belgium.** Though many critics such as
Basil H. Liddell Hart have mistakenly characterized French strategy as
being nothing more than a “frontal and whole front offensive,”* Joffre
retained a high level of flexibility and aimed his main attack toward what
he thought would be a lightly defended armpit of an enemy arm swing-
ing a fist no deeper than Sedan or Mézieres. But the initial attacks into
Alsace-Lorraine went badly.

On the morning of the fourteenth, Joffre’s First and Second Armies
advanced on the southern prong of what would be a two-pronged at-
tack. In consonance with General Helmuth von Moltke’s orchestration of
Schlieffen’s concept, the German Sixth and Seventh Armies fell back, but
they made the advancing French columns pay dearly. German machine-
gunners extracted a high toll from the charging French infantry, and Ger-
man long-range howitzers, aided by aerial spotters, skillfully silenced
the shorter-range French 75-mm. batteries early in the fighting. The two
French armies crossed the frontier on 15 August, but their advance had
halted by 20 August.

In one of the final attacks near Sarrebourg (fifty kilometers west of
Strasbourg), the two brigades of the French 15th Infantry Division made
a frontal assault at dawn on 20 August against entrenched German infan-
try. Since heavy artillery had not yet arrived, the French infantry gallantly
moved forward in the open in their dark-blue overcoats and red trousers
and kepis. With bugles blaring and banners waving, they charged forward
with bayonets fixed against the German machine guns and artillery. By
0700 the attack had collapsed.®

During the first battles of the campaign, the misplaced ardor and tac-
tics of the offensive a outrance led some commanders to charge forward
and commit their troops in ill-coordinated and poorly timed piecemeal
attacks. French officers advanced as quickly as they could, usually refus-
ing to prepare trenches and strong points on which their troops could
fall back if the attack failed. When the suicidal charges did collapse, the
French had nothing behind them to halt a German counterattack, and
some units collapsed completely, their withdrawals turning into routs.

As the French offensive on Joffre’s right wing ground to a halt on the
nineteenth and twentieth, the German Sixth and Seventh Armies under
Crown Prince Rupprecht of Bavaria launched a counteroffensive at noon
on the twentieth. Prior to the beginning of hostilities, General Moltke,
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chief of the German General Staff, decided the forces on his left wing
should conduct an early counterattack, thereby limiting the French pen-
etration into Germany. After the French First and Second Armies began
their attacks, he strengthened Crown Prince Rupprecht on his left wing
with six more divisions. The German counterattack caught the French by
surprise. While the French First Army withdrew in relatively good order,
Second Army had two corps that, according to Joffre, “fell back under
conditions that almost resembled a rout.””*” Only the strong performance
of General Foch’s XXth Corps prevented disaster.*® By 22 August First
and Second Armies had withdrawn to their starting position.

During the first days of First and Second Armies’ advance into Al-
sace, Joffre became aware of the Germans’ moving farther west through
Belgium than previously anticipated, and he responded by moving Fifth
Army farther to his left. He expected Fifth Army, as well as the Belgians
and the soon-to-arrive British Expeditionary Forces (BEF), to meet the
German forces on his left flank. He also thought that such a deep move-
ment would result in even fewer enemy forces in eastern Belgium and
make the task of his Third and Fourth Armies easier. Late on 20 August,
the day the Germans unleashed their counterattack against First and Sec-
ond Armies in Alsace-Lorraine, Joffre ordered Third and Fourth Armies
to attack.” He expected the two armies to advance the following day in
a northeasterly direction in eastern Belgium toward Longwy, Virton, and
Neufchateau® and to strike marching German columns (which were sup-
posed to be heading west) in the flank or rear and rout them. Confident of
success, he told the two army commanders, “The enemy will be attacked
wherever he is encountered.”!

Meanwhile, the German Fourth and Fifth Armies had crossed the
Ardennes in eastern Belgium and bided their time, waiting for the First,
Second, and Third German Armies on their right to sweep through cen-
tral Belgium. As they waited, the troops dug entrenchments and orga-
nized strong defensive positions. On the twenty-second, the French Third
Army blindly bumped into the German Fifth Army near Longwy and the
Luxembourg border. Though the terrain was hilly and heavily forested,
the French had paid little attention to having advance or flank guards.
Hoping to hit an advancing German army in the flank, the French instead
stumbled into a killing zone and suffered thousands of casualties. Just as
in the Lorraine offensive, the French infantry failed to coordinate their
actions with those of the artillery and often did not bother to suppress
machine-gun fire before advancing. True to their doctrine to the bloody
end, they tried to dig out the Germans with bayonets, but were decimated
by machine guns and artillery fire. Farther to the northwest, the French
Fourth Army was no more lucky than the Third. Following several disas-
trous actions, the commander of Fourth Army used the word “disorderly”
when he reported to the Grand Quartier General (GQG) that he was
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withdrawing.* After a futile attempt to renew the attack, Joffre reluc-
tantly permitted the two armies to return to their defensive positions.

The collapse of the Lorraine and Ardennes offensives placed the
French in an extremely awkward position. Without a reserve, much de-
pended on the abilities of Fifth Army and the now arriving BEF, which
was moving into position on the French left flank. Between 15 and 21
August, Joffre had moved Fifth Army north toward the angle formed by
the Sambre and Meuse Rivers, but on 23 August the Germans crossed the
Meuse River and forced Fifth Army to retreat. This was the final step in
the collapse of Joffre’s strategy. Instead of concentrating superior force
against the weak point or a decisive point, Joffre had diffused his offen-
sive power in three separate and almost unrelated attacks, none of which
succeeded. French forces soon began a demoralizing withdrawal.

The first battles on the French frontier thus relied on the maneuver
of field armies, almost as if they were remnants of Napoleon’s Grand
Armée. Though this resulted in huge casualties and disastrous defeats,
the capability to maneuver at operational level soon enabled the French
to avoid an even larger defeat.

The “Miracle of the Marne”

Despite the initial failures, the French had not yet lost the campaign
and had some reason for hope. Unlike the Germans, they had an effective
command and control system and a commander who did not lose his com-
posure after the first losses. While the German communication system
collapsed,” the French system continued to pass information smoothly
and dependably. Joffre kept in close touch with the rapidly changing situ-
ation and moved forward on several occasions to meet with his major
subordinate commanders. The French also had excellent and dependable
railways at their disposal. After defeat in 1871, the French had made sub-
stantial improvements in their railway system and built several new lines
to facilitate the movement of large bodies of troops and equipment from
one portion of the frontier to another. In 1914 these improvements greatly
increased Joffre’s ability to respond to the threat on his left wing by mov-
ing troops and equipment from his right to his left.

Although Joffre was slow to comprehend the German strategy and
the location of the main attack, he carefully recast French operational dis-
positions after he understood what the Germans were doing. Fortunately
for France, Moltke’s strategy played into Joffre’s hands by permitting him
to reform shaken units and then transport them west rapidly to face the
German First and Second Armies. On 24 August Joffre ordered First and
Second Armies on his right to hold in place, while the Third, Fourth,
Fifth, and British Armies withdrew to the south. He hoped they could
hold the Germans along a line extending from the Somme River to Ver-
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dun. To strengthen his left flank, he assembled two new armies. The new
Sixth Army assembled under General Michel J. Maunoury around Paris;
the new Ninth Army assembled under General Ferdinand Foch behind the
retreating Fourth and Fifth Armies and soon entered the line when a gap
appeared between the two armies.*

Other changes increased French effectiveness. With regard to tactics,
Joffre informed his army commanders that the infantry should attack
only after artillery preparation, and he forbade mass attacks.*” This bit
of tactical wisdom had been learned only after nearly 300,000 casual-
ties. Joffre also continued to weed out the command structure, includ-
ing the commanders of Third and Fifth Armies. While dozens of brigade
and division commanders were also relieved,* sometimes unjustly, the
movement of officers such as General Louis Franchet d’Espérey into the
command structure signaled the promotion of hard-nosed, self-confident
fighters. It also signaled the demotion of officers who had done well in
the peacetime army but who had not done well in combat.*’

While Joffre acted to strengthen his left, the German operational
plan continued to change. The key modification was the decision by the
German First Army commander, General Alexander von Kluck, to move
his army around the eastern edge of Paris, rather than encircling it by
moving his army around the western edge. As the gigantic Schlieffen
wheel continued to turn, Kluck’s decision exposed the German left flank
to an attack from Paris and fundamentally altered the German opera-
tional concept.*®

On 2 September the French government placed General Joseph Gal-
lieni in charge of defending Paris. After Maunoury’s Sixth Army entered
the fortified city and came under Gallieni’s command, its strength slowly
increased as reserve and colonial units arrived to join it. The French ini-
tially focused on defending the city, but as the strength of Sixth Army
increased, and as the German right flank became more exposed toward
the English Channel, the opportunity for decisive action appeared.

On 4 September Gallieni dispatched several aircraft to reconnoiter
the area north and west of Paris. When the pilots returned, they informed
him that four corps in Kluck’s First Army had crossed the Marne River
northeast of Paris and that only one corps remained to protect the entire
German flank. On the same day, Franchet d’Espérey met with the British,
and after he promised that elements in Paris would protect the BEF’s left
flank, they agreed to participate in an offensive.* Later that evening Jof-
fre received a message from Franchet d’Esperey concerning his meeting
with the British and also engaged in a heated telephone conversation with
Gallieni, who demanded that a counterattack be made quickly against the
vulnerable German flank. Though the extent of Gallieni’s influence is not
clear, Joffre decided the counterattack would take place on the morning
of 6 September.*
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At the German headquarters in Luxembourg on 4 September, Moltke
learned, more than a day after Kluck made his fateful decision, that First
Army’s right flank—the right flank of the entire German line— stood
exposed to an attack from the French Sixth Army in Paris. Moltke had
no choice but to halt the advance of First and Second Armies on his right
wing. Recognizing a victory on his right could not come from First and
Second Armies, he ordered Third, Fourth, and Fifth Armies in his center
to continue attacking, while the armies on his left continued attacking in
the south. First and Second Armies were ordered to face Paris and protect
the Germans’ right flank. Kluck’s First Army not only had to stay north of
the Marne but also had to pull back from its exposed position.”!

When the Allies launched their counteroffensive on the sixth, success
or failure lay in the hands of Maunoury’s Sixth Army, Sir John French’s
BEF, and d’Esperey’s Fifth Army. The situation favored them, for Kluck’s
army was split, with one portion south of the Marne and the other farther
north facing west. Only the arrival of a message from Moltke finally con-
vinced Kluck that he had no real choice but to pull his leading elements
back across the Marne. As he shifted his forces north so he could con-
centrate his army against the French coming from Paris, he caused a gap
to appear between his army and the German Second Army. Meanwhile
French attacks against the right of the German Second Army resulted in
an even larger gap between First and Second Armies.

As if on cue, the British Expeditionary Forces (BEF) and elements
from the left wing of the French Fifth Army moved north through this
gap, opposed only by reconnaissance elements. Unaware of the signifi-
cance of what they were doing as they passed between the German First
and Second Armies, the Allied soldiers moved slowly. On the morning
of 9 September, the British crossed the Meuse River near Chateau-Thi-
erry and insured Allied possession of a bridgehead across the Meuse and
between the two German field armies.’? This accomplishment made the
position untenable for the two German armies.

As the British edged forward, Gallieni desperately reinforced Mau-
noury’s Sixth Army, using more than 600 taxicabs to transport one divi-
sion from Paris. Kluck appeared capable of repulsing Sixth Army and
perhaps moving into Paris, but neither the German First nor Second had
any forces available for closing the gap between their armies or respond-
ing to the Allied forces moving through this gap. Though Joffre’s attempt
to attack from Paris against the German left flank had failed, the advance
of the British and French forces into the gap between the German First
and Second Armies left the Germans little choice but to withdraw.

With the withdrawal of the Germans from the vicinity of Paris, the
opening campaign of the war on the western front ended. The simulta-
neous withdrawal of the other field armies on the German right and the
subsequent failure of the Germans and Allies to outflank the other in the



82 HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVES OF THE OPERATIONAL ART

“race to the sea” resulted in a long line of entrenchments running roughly
from Nieuport on the English Channel, south to Noyon (100 kilometers
northeast of Paris), east to Verdun, and then southeast toward Colmar.
While Joffre had not saved France from a long and bloody war and had
made some inexcusable mistakes in the opening phases of the campaign,
he had prevented the Germans from winning a decisive victory. In es-
sence, the ability of the French Army to perform at the operational level
enabled him to achieve the “miracle of the Marne.”

The Nivelle Offensive

From late 1914 through late 1917, the French continued to launch
huge offensives with objectives deep in the enemy’s rear. To achieve a
penetration, they concentrated massive amounts of men and materiel in
desperate attempts to break through the extensive German defensives.
Most of the assaults, however, yielded little more than long lists of casu-
alties, and gains were measured in meters, rather than kilometers.

From the first desperate months of war, military leaders on both sides
recognized the effectiveness of artillery in suppressing enemy fires and
reducing friendly casualties,® and with each passing month the role of
artillery became more and more important. As the amount of artillery fire
in support of attacks began to be measured in the millions of rounds, the
battlefield came to resemble a moonscape. Craters, trenches, and barbed
wire served to delay the advance of the infantry, but they also served to
delay the advance of artillery, which was extremely heavy and could eas-
ily become bogged down. Since the infantry could not advance without
artillery support, the pace of an advance was set less by the infantry than
by the ability of the artillery to displace forward and continue to provide
supporting fires. Such displacements required time, thereby adding inter-
vals or phases to attacks and making them step-by-step, methodical op-
erations. To make matters more difficult, an army on the attack sometimes
had to build roads through an area before it could make a successful ad-
vance. In contrast, the defenders’ efforts to rush reserve forces into areas
threatened by a penetration were generally not impeded by such delays.

Because of constraints on mobility, fighting at the operational level
during World War I was greatly influenced by the ability of a defend-
er — usually the Germans on the western front — to reinforce a threat-
ened sector faster than an attacker could pass through it. Using railroads
and roads, a defender could move reinforcements easily and did not have
to contend with the destruction an attacker faced. French commanders
quickly recognized the importance of somehow tying down a defender’s
reserves, so reinforcements could not be shifted into the area where an
attack was being launched. The primary method for contending with the
Germans’ reserves was through the launching of multiple attacks, usu-
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ally on a successive basis, across a broad front. In 1917, for example,
the Allies agreed that the British would attack at Arras before the French
launched the main attack at the Chemin des Dames. By carefully locating
and sequencing attacks, an attacker could compel a defender to commit
his reserves piecemeal and thereby prevent him from using them more
effectively. Such coordinated attacks became standard fare in most op-
erational planning conducted by the French after 1914.

Almost all the attacks launched by the French from 1914 to 1917
were part of huge offensives seeking a breakthrough and the seizure of
distant objectives. One operation, which greatly affected French mili-
tary thinking and which reflected the French approach to operational art,
was General Robert G. Nivelle’s offensive in the spring of 1917. Nivelle
was an excellent officer who quickly rose from the rank of colonel in
1914 to corps and field army command. Although the French were un-
able to break through German defensive positions in 1915 and 1916,
Nivelle developed a reputation during this period as an innovative artil-
lery officer. He devised the first rolling barrage of the war and coined
the slogan, “The artillery conquers; the infantry occupies.” By creating
an intricate timetable, he enabled artillerymen to maintain a moving bar-
rage of artillery in front of advancing infantrymen. In an era without
mobile radios, the rolling barrage proved to be an excellent method for
coordinating infantry and artillery and added substantially to the power
of the offensive.*

Nivelle’s initial attempt to use unusually heavy artillery barrages in
support of infantry attacks failed in June 1915, but in October 1916 he
launched a dramatically successful attack at Verdun. After detailed re-
hearsals and a four-day artillery preparation, he used seven divisions
along a seven-kilometer front to capture the extremely important objec-
tive of Fort Douaumont, a few kilometers northeast of Verdun. Although
his forces penetrated no more than three kilometers, the advance seemed
miraculously deep by the standards of the day. This successful attack was
followed by a second one in early November that captured Fort Vaux.* In
these attacks, he used more than a million rounds of artillery against Ger-
man positions before beginning a rolling barrage of artillery in front of
attacking infantry.’” Ironically, Nivelle was one of the first in the French
Army to notice German infiltration tactics, for in June 1916 he had warned
Second Army about the Germans’ closely coordinating their artillery and
infantry and using “infiltration” and “encirclement” to make their way
through French defenses.® Despite this early insight, Nivelle’s method
emphasized the firepower of artillery, not the mobility of infantry.

Nivelle’s success at Verdun suggested that he had found the “formula”
for breaking through strong German defenses, and on 12 December 1916,
he was named commander of all French armies. He soon began plan-
ning to smash through the German front in the spring of 1917 along the
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Aisne River between Reims and Soissons. Recognizing that the intervals
required for artillery preparation between successive assaults provided
the defenders time to strengthen their positions and concentrate reserves,
he concluded that the French should seek a rapid penetration under cir-
cumstances that prevented the enemy from reinforcing his defenses. To
obtain this rapid penetration, Nivelle planned on using vast amounts of
artillery (particularly from long-range, heavy artillery recently added to
France’s inventory) to obliterate an enemy position throughout its depth.
By concentrating simultaneous barrages on successive lines of German
defenses, and by preceding the advancing infantry with a rolling bar-
rage, he expected the infantry to rush through holes blown into enemy
lines. He intended to punch through German defenses in one blow and
capture the heights of the Chemin des Dames to the north of the Aisne
in only twenty-four to forty-eight hours.”” Less optimistic than the new
commander of French forces, Pétain recognized the difficulties of apply-
ing a tactical technique to the operational level of war and warned, “Even
the waters of the Lake of Geneva would have but little effect if dispersed
over the length and breadth of the Sahara Desert.”%

Other difficulties came from the Germans’ retiring from the Noyon
salient, the shoulder of which ran parallel to the Aisne, and constructing
a shorter defensive line to its rear. The Germans named this new line the
Siegfried Position, but the Allies called it the Hindenburg Line. Add-
ing to Nivelle’s troubles, the Germans also obtained crucial intelligence
about his offensive and organized their positions into elastic defenses
that placed only a minimum number of infantry in forward trenches. An
important part of their method was the placing of troops on the reverse
slopes of hills so they could obtain some protection from the flat-trajec-
tory artillery fire of the Allies. They also reinforced the threatened sector
with an additional field army.

Despite indications that the Germans had reorganized their defenses
and expected an attack on the Chemin des Dames, Nivelle insisted on
launching the offensive. On 1 April, he wrote: “It is necessary to main-
tain the qualities of violence, brutality, and swiftness. The success of the
breakthrough lies in speed and in surprise, caused by the rapid and sud-
den rush of our infantry onto the third and fourth positions. No con-
sideration should intervene which will weaken the élan of the attack.”®!
Ignoring criticisms from Pétain and others,* Nivelle scheduled the attack
for 10 April, then delayed it until the fourteenth, and finally launched
it on the sixteenth. Along a front of approximately sixty kilometers, he
massed two armies for the attack and kept two armies in reserve, totaling
1,400,000 men in fifty-two divisions. In support of the four armies, the
French had approximately 1,650 mortars and accompanying guns; 1,800
75-mm. guns; and 1,700 heavy artillery pieces. Stocks of ammunition
included 24 million rounds of 75-mm. and 9 million rounds of heavy
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artillery ammunition. To support the attack, the French also had to extend
their railways in the region.®

On the left, Sixth Army had fourteen infantry divisions; on the right,
Fifth Army also had fourteen infantry divisions. When the infantry broke
through the German defenses, Sixth Army was supposed to turn west
and Fifth Army east. This would enable the Tenth Army to pass through
them and to advance north. Nivelle confidently expected the Tenth Army
to advance twenty-five kilometers by the end of the second day’s attack.
First Army remained in reserve.*

Before the attack began, nine days of artillery preparation pounded
the German positions. After this preparation, the leading wave of attack-
ing infantrymen occupied the first positions fairly easily, because the
enemy had abandoned many of them as they had retired to the Hinden-
burg Line. As the French soldiers moved over the high ground of the
Chemin des Dames, however, withering German machine-gun fire halted
their advance. The commander of the 2d Colonial Corps on the right of
Sixth Army and in the center of the offensive described the attack in his
after-action report:

At H-hour, the troops approach in order the first enemy positions. The geo-
graphic crest is attained almost without losses; the enemy’s artillery barrage is
not very brisk and is sporadic. Nevertheless, our infantry advances with a slower
speed than anticipated. The rolling barrage is unleashed almost immediately and
steadily moves ahead of the first waves, which it quickly ceases to protect. A few
machine guns that are on the plateau do not halt the ... infantrymen who are
able to descend the northern side of the plateau to the edge of the steep slopes
descending into the valley of the Ailette [River]. There, they are welcomed and
fixed in place by the deadly fire of numerous machine guns that, located on the
[reverse side of the] slopes, outside the reach of our projectiles, have remained
undamaged.

A few groups utilizing the approaches incompletely covered [by fire] suc-
ceed in descending the slopes. But in general, the troops suffer considerable loss-
es in a few minutes, particularly in leaders, and [after] not succeeding in crossing
this deadly zone, halt, take cover, and at some point withdraw to the first trench
in their rear.

They are joined by the battalions [from increment] B, which depart at the
scheduled hour and dissolve on the line of combat. The battalions [from incre-
ment] C, conforming to the combat plan, advance in their turn. A few of them ...
occupy the first German trenches or our jump-off trenches. In less than an hour, the
fighting is stabilized. All attempts to regain forward movement fail as soon as they
arrive on the line covered by enemy machine guns. The only possible movement is
through trenches using grenades and [soon] this encounters growing resistance.

The enemy’s reserves are in effect almost intact. Well protected in holes on
the northern slope or in very strong dug-outs, they have not suffered from the
bombardment, and the trench running along the northern edge of the plateau con-
stitutes for them an easy way of departure.
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During the rest of the day on the 16th and the days of the 17th and 18th, combat
assumes the form of a series of partial attacks, preceded as much as possible by an artil-
lery bombardment of the enemy’s positions and executed under the control of the local
commander according to the availability of munitions and grenades.... Combat for the
units of the corps is terminated during the night of the 18—19th.%

Although the fighting continued until 7 May, the Nivelle offensive had
failed dismally. After only three days of fighting, Nivelle concluded that Fifth
and Sixth armies could not break through the strong German defenses and
modified his plan. He ordered Fourth Army, which was on the right of Fifth
Army, to attack in a northwesterly direction, while Fifth Army attacked to the
northeast. He hoped these attacks would encircle Reims and slice off a large
part of the German positions. But this effort was also doomed to failure. The
Germans had assembled additional forces in the sector, and the attacks had
little chance of success.

A week after the launching of Nivelle’s offensive, Paris became alarmed at
Nivelle’s efforts to continue the offensive despite its costs and apparent failure.
The casualties during the first week were approximately 117,000, including
32,000 dead. Perhaps more important, the senseless losses had sapped the
morale of the French soldiers and contributed significantly to the mutinies of
1917.%6

Pétain’s Limited Offensives

Following the disastrous operation, Nivelle was relieved and replaced by
General Pétain, whose first task was to end the mutinies and then restore the
French soldiers’ fighting spirit. As part of his reforms, Pétain abandoned the
notion of breaking through German defenses and began emphasizing limited
offensives. On 19 May 1917, he published Directive No. 1, which outlined the
new method of attacking. The directive stated:

Instead of great attacks in depth with distant objectives, it is preferable to
conduct attacks with limited objectives, unleashed quickly on a front as large as
permitted by the number and caliber of available artillery. For this concept to be
realized, the attacks must be:

1) Conducted with as few infantry as possible and with the maximum amount of artillery.

2) Preceded by surprise which will provide the chance of acting with strong or weak forces
and obtaining important results. It should be noted that surprise can be obtained only if
the attack sector ... is allowed to be quiet for several weeks or even months before the
operation begins.

3) Applied successively on different parts of the front, chosen from those that the enemy has
significant reason not to abandon readily.

4) Followed rapidly by other attacks which fix the enemy and deprive him of his freedom
of action.”
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Instead of a single battle leading to a decisive victory, Pétain believed a
series of simultaneous or successive battles had to be fought. Even then,
victory in the near future was not guaranteed, but losses could be mini-
mized and heavy casualties inflicted on the Germans.

Using the new method of limited offensives, Pétain launched an of-
fensive at Verdun on 20 August 1917 and achieved moderate success. As
soon as the Germans concentrated their reserves and offered stiff resis-
tance, he halted the attack. From 23 through 26 October he launched a
more elaborate offensive near the Fort of La Malmaison north of Sois-
sons on the western end of the Chemin des Dames, relying on even larger
amounts of artillery than had been used in the recent offensive at Verdun.
With Maj. Gen. John J. Pershing watching the first large French offensive
since the mutinies, the French launched an attack with Sixth Army along
a front of about twelve kilometers. The objective was the high ground
supporting the German right flank along the Chemin des Dames. With
about 1,850 artillery tubes firing in support, including six days of prepa-
ratory fires, and with fourteen tank companies accompanying the infan-
try, the French advanced about five kilometers. This advance outflanked
the Germans on the Chemin des Dames and forced them to withdraw
behind the Ailette River.®

Only 4 percent of the French soldiers who participated in the attack
became casualties, and the victory served to revive the morale and con-
fidence of the army. Pétain later observed that the units that took part in
the offensive were swept with a “veritable intoxication of victory.”® The
Germans had suffered heavy losses and were forced to pull back from
the blood-soaked terrain of the Chemin des Dames. Pétain must have
felt extremely pleased, for a limited offensive had seized the terrain that
Nivelle’s all-out offensive had failed to gain. No one, however, knew how
to use this operational method to end the war. To his critics who still
sought a formula for a quick victory, Pétain replied, “I am waiting for the
Americans and the tanks.””

The Model of Montdidier

Examples of limited offensives, particularly the battle of La Malmai-
son, were important in the development of French operational art think-
ing, but no battle was studied more intensively after the Great War than
the battle of Montdidier. This battle occurred in August 1918 when the
French First Army, commanded by General Eugéne Debeney, delivered
one of the final and most important blows of the war to the German Army.
Occurring on what General Ludendorff termed the “black day” of the war
for the German Army,”' the August attack represented a turning point in
the conduct of French operations and inaugurated the form of open war-
fare that characterized the last months of the war. At the same time, the
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French First Army was composed primarily of French units, with only
the American st Division making an indirect contribution to the French
success with the capture of Cantigny in June 1918. As such, the battle
represented an extremely important achievement of French units during
the Great War.

During the battle, General Debeney commanded a force of fifteen
divisions (divided into four corps), supported by more than 1,600 artil-
lery pieces and two battalions of light tanks.” The initial concept was for
a limited offensive by the French First Army to support an attack by the
British Fourth Army under General Sir Henry Rawlinson. But General
Debeney recognized that his army had an opportunity to strike a deadly
blow at the Germans to his front. Rather than make a massive frontal
assault, Debeney resolved to strike with a French corps on his field ar-
my’s left flank (near the British Fourth Army’s area of attack) and seize
key terrain that would destroy the equilibrium of the enemy’s defenses.
He would follow this attack with a second attack in the same general
area and encourage the Germans to reinforce the threatened area. As the
enemy reinforced his units on First Army’s left flank, the French would
suddenly attack with two corps on First Army’s right flank.” By using
successive operations, the French could take advantage of the Germans’
having shifted forces to the point of initial attack.

As Debeney had planned, the battle began with four French corps on
line, and despite difficult resistance the two corps on the left soon pushed
back the enemy defenders. When the attack on the French left was fol-
lowed by an attack on the right, the sudden commitment of the two corps
on the right caught the Germans off guard. Since they had already con-
centrated most of their reserves on the French left, the Germans could not
respond to the unexpected maneuver and suffered a major defeat.

Following World War I, the battle of Montdidier became the basis for
officers’ studying of operational methods. The French severely criticized
the disastrous methods used from 1914 to 1917 and cited the controlled
and deliberate operations at Montdidier as a model of centralized control
and of effective planning and execution. When General Debeney rees-
tablished the curriculum at the War College, he included the important
battle fought by the field army he commanded. Since he later became a
contributing author to the 1922 Provisional Instructions for the Tactical
Employment of Large Units™ and served as Chief of the General Staff of
the French Army from 1923 to 1930, the model of his successful opera-
tion had a remarkable influence throughout the Army.

To study this battle, students at the War College after 1918 used a
book written by Maj. Marius Daille, an assistant professor of military his-
tory at the War College. They often spent four days at the end of May in
their second school year walking the Montdidier battlefield and studying
the details of the attack.” Maj. Daille’s analysis of the battle warned the
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students that Napoleonic methods no longer applied to twentieth-century
warfare. Napoleon had relied on bringing decisive firepower and forces
against a single point, breaking enemy lines, and destroying the cohesive-
ness of the enemy force. In the Great War, the French tried similar meth-
ods but had taken enormous casualties at Artois, Champagne, and Ver-
dun. Such methods had never achieved a breakthrough. To explain this
failure, Daille argued that despite initial successes, an attack would even-
tually slow as the direction of attack became apparent and a defender’s
reserves came into action. Instead of expanding like a balloon, the breach
would progressively become smaller as the attacking forces pushed for-
ward, and the friendly line ultimately would resemble a “narrow triangle”
on the terrain, pointing into the enemy’s position.” Within this triangle,
concentrated enemy fire from the flanks would preclude movement and
eventually the attacker’s advantage would dissolve. Repeated and power-
ful attempts to punch through the enemy’s defenses could only lead to the
creation of “pockets,” or salients, which were vulnerable to concentric
artillery fires and enemy counterattack. Daille concluded that breaking
through an organized defensive position would remain for a long time
beyond the ability of an attacking army.”’

For Major Daille, the offensive by First Army in August 1918 at
Montdidier demonstrated a new method for overwhelming an organized
defensive position without attempting a breakthrough. He identified the
new method as juxtaposing several powerful attacks along converging
lines. The enemy could not reinforce one area without weakening another
and thereby could not prevent the attacker from pressing forward. While
attacking across a broad front may appear to be linear attack, according
to Daille it actually consisted of concentrating powerful means along sev-
eral portions of a defender’s line and then attacking. These simultaneous
or successive operations insured that the attacker was always stronger
than the defender and that the defender could not mass sufficient forces
to halt the attacks. Clearly, Debeney had used this method at Montdidier,
and it had succeeded beyond his wildest hopes.

While Daille preferred separate and powerful attacks along converg-
ing lines, he did not reject completely the single-axis attack in which
new action was superimposed on top of another as it faltered. A single
thrust sought depth, and according to Daille it could be used in the open-
ing days of a campaign before a strongly organized defensive front had
been established. It could also be used to strike at the boundary between
different armies or the armies of different nations.” The main theme of
Daille’s study, nevertheless, was that the battle of Montdidier provided
the formula for future success: coordinated and carefully controlled at-
tacks (either simultaneous or successive) across a broad front with con-
centrated efforts at selected points.
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“Maneuvering” Masses of Fire

Between the two world wars, the French made no dramatic changes
in the organization of their corps, field armies, and army groups, but they
did carefully analyze possible changes in their employment. Given the
obvious increase in amounts and accuracy of firepower, they expected a
future war to be even more deadly and consuming than the Great War
had been, and they did not wish to be unprepared. Despite an intense ef-
fort that included numerous field exercises, tests, and sometimes sharp
debate, the operational methods they used in the battles of 1940 rep-
resented only modest changes from those of the past and proved inad-
equate for the demands of mobile warfare that was waged and thrust
upon them by the Germans.

As the French developed their operational doctrine, they remained
concerned primarily with the effects of firepower and placed increased
emphasis on centralized control by higher-level commanders, particu-
larly of the artillery.” The French had begun the Great War with a doc-
trine in which mobile artillery provided rapid fire during an attack; they
had ended the war with a doctrine emphasizing massive fire prior to and
during an attack and requiring artillery to be under the control of divi-
sion and higher commanders. The concept of centralizing artillery assets
corresponded with the concept of maneuvering masses of fire, which be-
came an extremely important part of French operational-level doctrine.
Such control was necessary for maneuver, according to the French, since
it enabled the commander to concentrate his fires on the decisive point
in battle. The decisive point, however, was defined by larger-unit com-
manders, and maneuver was viewed in terms of the movement of larger,
rather than smaller units. In other words, concerns at the operational level
overshadowed those at the tactical level.

Throughout the interwar period, the concept of maneuvering masses
of fire became ever more important. General Frédéric G. Herr, Inspector
General of Artillery at the end of World War I, noted that if the com-
mander should decentralize his artillery, he would lose all control over
the battle and become “disarmed.” By passing control of the battle to his
subordinates, the higher-level commander could not maneuver and the
battle would degenerate into a series of “isolated, disjointed, sterile local
actions.”® The 1926 Regulation on Maneuver of the Artillery warned,
“Finally, the systemic allocation of all artillery to subordinate elements
must be avoided; it constitutes an abdication of command.”®!

While the French recognized the need for decentralization during
an advance, military leaders preferred having larger-unit commanders
control major portions of the artillery. In an October 1922 meeting of
the Superior Council of War, Marshal Pétain referred to some of this
artillery as a “strategic reserve, suitable for great displacement.”s?> Such
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artillery provided a means for the higher-level commander to exercise a
major influence over the battlefield and acted as a readily available re-
serve that could be shifted rapidly to another area. The requirement for
such a reserve meant that a significant portion of the artillery was long-
range, heavy artillery under the control of corps and higher commanders.
This had been one of the important lessons of World War 1. But the use
of artillery in this manner favored a more stable battlefield, rather than
a highly mobile one. The resulting distortion of tactical and operational
mobility can be seen in the 1926 artillery regulation, which cited railway
artillery as having “great tactical” value because of its ability to “occupy
and leave” a position rapidly.*

One of the critics of the organization of the French artillery was
Marshal Foch. In a meeting of the Superior Council of War in October
1926, he stated, “It will be necessary from the first for the divisional ar-
tillery to be the most important, then the corps artillery, then the general
reserves.”® The French emphasis remained the reverse of that suggested
by Foch, and after World War II, General Maurice Gamelin noted that
while the French had fifty-six regiments of artillery in general reserve
in May—June 1940, the Germans had nowhere near that amount of artil-
lery in reserve.® By misunderstanding the reluctance of the Germans
to retain artillery as a reserve, he had misunderstood the thrust of Ger-
man doctrine toward mobility, penetration, and decentralization and had
missed an extremely important difference between the French and Ger-
man employment of artillery.

As the French developed their doctrine, they accepted a dangerous
degree of rigidity within their system for command and control. They
believed the locus of decision making had to remain at higher levels,
because a higher commander had to manage and coordinate the actions
of numerous subordinate units. The army’s doctrinal and organizational
system stressed the power and authority of corps, army, and army group
commanders. Each lower level had less room for improvisation and ad-
justments than the level immediately above it. With the strongest empha-
sis being placed on the operational, rather than the tactical level, the en-
tire system was designed to be propelled forward by pressure from above,
rather than by being pulled from below. In contrast to a decentralized bat-
tle in which officers were expected to show initiative and flexibility, the
French preferred rigid centralization and strict obedience. Unfortunately
for France, this resulted in a fatal flaw: The French military establishment
could not respond flexibly to unanticipated demands and could hardly
capitalize upon an important gain made by a lower-level unit.

In the final analysis, the French emphasis on centralization and their
doctrine of allocation of artillery placed the greatest premium on fire-
power and blurred the relationship between the tactical and operational
levels. The resulting distortion is apparent in the changing of the name
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of the French field manual on large units. While the 1913 edition was
entitled Regulation on the Conduct of Large Units, the 1936 edition was
entitled Instructions of the Tactical Employment of Large Units.*® French
concepts for the operational level thus rested on an extremely shaky
foundation.

The Methodical Battle

By the beginning of World War 11, the centerpiece in French opera-
tional thinking was what they called the bataille conduite, or methodical
battle,®” which bore a strong resemblance to Pétain’s battle at La Mal-
maison and Debeney’s at Montdidier. By this term the French meant a
rigidly controlled operation in which units and weapons were carefully
marshaled and then employed in combat. Such a battle was conducted
deliberately and step-by-step, with units obediently moving between
phase lines and adhering to strictly scheduled timetables as they moved
toward relatively shallow objectives. With few radios available, these
control measures facilitated the employment of massive amounts of ar-
tillery in support of the infantry. Such methods, the French believed,
were essential for the coherent employment of the enormous amounts
of men and materiel demanded by modern combat. They also kept the
locus of decision making at higher command levels and provided for
strongly centralized control to coordinate the actions of numerous sub-
ordinates. No audacious ideas such as those propounded by Nivelle or
Joffre could ever thrive in headquarters manned by officers intensely
schooled in such rigid methods.

Through the interwar period, French officers focused primarily on
the methodical battle. In September 1938 a lecturer at the Center of
Higher Military Studies described an operation of a field army consist-
ing of five corps with fifteen divisions along a front of sixty kilometers.
His description included a step-by-step approach to organizing the forces
and synchronizing their actions in battle. His solution for how the forces
should be employed included having the main attack launched by six
divisions, each of which had a front of about twenty-two kilometers. The
lecturer also suggested concentrating artillery assets, enabling the attack-
ing force to have a high density of artillery tubes along each kilometer of
attack frontage. As for the depth of the objective, the lecturer explained
that it should not be deeper than one-half the length of the attack front-
age— about seventy-two kilometers.®®

Unfortunately for France, this attack more closely resembled the
battles of 1918 than those of May—June 1940. Though French doctrine
placed some value on mobility, the methodical battle represented only
a slight improvement over the static method employed before 1918 and
signaled a decline in the French sense of maneuver. Simultaneous or suc-
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cessive attacks such as those at Montdidier could be used, but no dra-
matic improvements in tactical or operational mobility were envisaged.

French concepts for the methodical battle had a profound effect on
their views about the depth of the battlefield. Napoleonic ideas about
actions throughout the depth of an enemy position disappeared from the
minds of officers who focused on attacks of only seventy-two kilometers
by an army of fifteen divisions. Though the French planned the employ-
ment of air attacks throughout the enemy’s position, notions of linking
air attacks with deep land attacks appealed to few officers. In February
1939 the French published a manual on The Provisional Use of Armored
Divisions.¥ Despite the increased power of large tank units, the manual
included the concept for successive objectives and movement by bounds
and anticipated the distance between the bounds to be only three or four
kilometers. These shallow depths bore little or no resemblance to the
depth achieved by the Germans in May 1940.

Emphasis on the methodical battle also affected French doctrine for
the defense. The essence of their doctrine was the preparation and oc-
cupation of a position in depth, but the depth of their positions was far
more shallow than what was required in modern warfare. When a French
unit (from battalion to corps size) occupied a defensive sector, it orga-
nized its forces into three parts: an advance post line, a principal position
of resistance, and a stopping line. The principal position of resistance
was the most important and heavily defended portion of the French de-
fenses. Theoretically, it could be located along an easily protected front,
preferably in an area where the enemy could be channeled into carefully
selected zones or fields of fire between natural and man-made obstacles.
Because of the requirement for depth, the principal position of resistance
rarely resembled a line. To its rear was the stopping line, along which an
attacking enemy force was supposed to be halted after it had been weak-
ened by forward defenders.”

If an enemy managed to penetrate a stopping line, French doctrine
called for a process known as colmater, or filling. A commander expect-
ed to meet a penetration by having his reserves, as well as the reserves of
larger units, move in front of attacking enemy troops and gradually slow
them down until they were halted. By shifting additional infantry, armor,
and artillery units laterally into a threatened sector or forward from re-
serves in the rear, an attacker could be slowed and eventually stopped.
After sealing off the enemy penetration, a counterattack would follow,
but this counterattack would usually rely on the use of artillery and infan-
try fires rather than the charges of infantry and tanks.

Doctrine for the defense thus rested upon the belief that a defender
could reinforce a threatened sector more quickly than an attacker could
fight through the defenses to his front. For a variety of complex reasons,
the French assumed that the rate of advance and depth of attack by an
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army on the offensive would not be dramatically different from that dur-
ing the Great War. Subsequent events at Sedan in May 1940 soon demon-
strated the fallacy of this assumption.

The Battle of Sedan

With the opening of World War II, French military leaders prepared
to fight a series of methodical battles as part of their defensive strat-
egy. While holding along the fortifications of the Maginot Line on the
northeastern frontier, and while placing a minimum number of forces
along the Ardennes, General Gamelin planned for French forces to rush
north into central and western Belgium. The French believed the Ger-
man main attack would come a la Schlieffen through the broad avenue
of approach known as the Gembloux Gap that extended through central
Belgium from Li¢ge to Gembloux to Mons. To meet the anticipated Ger-
man attack, Gamelin concentrated his most mobile forces along the bor-
der of central and western Belgium and prepared them to move forward
rapidly.”! After these forces entered Belgium, he wanted them to avoid
an encounter battle. That is, he wanted French forces to move forward
and establish a strong defensive position before the Germans arrived.
After weakening the enemy and building up French and Allied forces, he
intended to resume the offensive and achieve victory.

As for how far forward French forces would move into Belgium,
Gamelin had several alternatives, but by May 1940 he had settled on
moving them to a line that ran along the Meuse River from Sedan to
Namur, across to Wavre, along the Dyle River, to Antwerp. Of the alter-
natives available, a defense along the Namur—Dyle River—Antwerp line
would be about seventy or eighty kilometers shorter.”? By May 1940 the
French and British were poised to carry out the Allied operational con-
cept and move forward to the Dyle line. Army Group 1 had responsibility
for the area between the English Channel and the western edge of the
Maginot Line. From left to right in Army Group 1, Seventh Army, Brit-
ish Expeditionary Forces, First Army, and Ninth Army prepared to move
forward and occupy the Dyle line, while Second Army (on the right of
Ninth Army) remained in position in the Sedan sector.

Second Army was the easternmost field army in Army Group 1 and
had responsibility for a front that extended from west of Sedan to Lon-
guyon, a straight-line distance of about sixty-five kilometers but actu-
ally about seventy-five kilometers because of the tying of the defense to
favorable terrain. Its defensive sector included portions of the Maginot
Line and the area to its left, which had relatively few fortifications. Un-
like the other field armies in the west, which planned on moving into
Belgium when the Germans attacked, Second Army did not have to move
forward and occupy new positions. While it remained in place, its west-
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ern boundary served as the “hinge” for Ninth Army on its left and the
other field armies that prepared to rush forward.”

In May 1940 General Charles Huntziger, who commanded Second
Army, had two corps headquarters and five infantry divisions under his
command. To defend his sector, he identified a main position of resis-
tance, which was south of the Meuse River in the area of Sedan, and
a stopping line, which ran along the high ground of La Cassine—Mont
Dieu—Stonne, sixteen kilometers south of Sedan. Second Army concen-
trated most of its defensive preparations along the forward edge of the
main position of resistance. Huntziger placed the 41st Infantry and 3d
Colonial Infantry Divisions under XVIII Corps on Second Army’s right
and the 3d North African and 55th Infantry Divisions under X Corps
on the left. For a reserve, he initially maintained control over the 71st
Infantry Division. In coordination with the field armies on his right and
left, he placed a security force forward of his main position of resistance
and manned it with a cavalry brigade and two light cavalry divisions. He
reinforced these cavalry units with the reconnaissance squadrons from
the divisions in Second Army.>*

In his decision about the placement of his divisions, General Hunt-
ziger was primarily concerned with the possibility of a German attack
pushing through his right flank and then turning southeast behind the
Maginot Line. Consequently, he placed his strongest divisions on the
right and his weakest on the left.”> The 55th Division, which was a Series
B division and thus manned by fewer active-duty officers and soldiers
than Series A or active divisions, had the dubious distinction of being the
farthest left division in Second Army. It was charged with the defense of
Sedan, the sector where the three divisions from the German XIX Panzer
Corps crossed on the afternoon of 13 May.

When the Germans attacked at 1500 on 13 May, the 55th Division de-
fended the Sedan sector with two regiments on line in defensive positions
along the Meuse River.”® The 2d Panzer Division crossed at Donchery
(three kilometers west of Sedan), the 1st Panzer Division crossed just
west of Sedan, and the 10th Panzer Division crossed just east of Sedan at
Wadelincourt. The 1st and 10th Panzer Divisions attacked directly into
the 147th Regiment’s sector, while the 2d Panzer Division crossed just to
its west in the 331st Regiment’s sector. Of the seven crossings made in the
Sedan sector, only those made by the 1st Panzer Division west of Sedan
managed to move quickly through the French defenders. In particular,
the Ist Infantry Regiment from the 1st Division crossed west of Sedan
and managed to reach Cheveuges by 2200 on the thirteenth, an advance
of about six kilometers. In contrast to the success of the 1st Division, the
2d Division did not cross successfully until elements of the 1st Infantry
Regiment cleared out the French defenders to its front. Similarly, the 10th
Division initially managed only to get two squad-size elements across the
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river and advanced extremely slowly against strong opposition. Because
of the difficulties encountered by the 2d and 10th Panzer Divisions, the
penetration was extremely narrow and very vulnerable. That night Ger-
man engineers worked feverishly to build bridges across the Meuse so
additional forces could be rushed across and the bridgehead expanded.

Reinforcing the Sedan Sector

Before the Germans reached the Meuse, the French High Command
took significant steps to strengthen the Sedan sector. Neither General Al-
phonse Georges (who commanded the French forces along the northern
and northeastern frontiers) nor General Gaston Billotte (who commanded
Army Group 1, which included Second Army plus other field armies west
to the English Channel) believed the Germans would make their main at-
tack through the area of Sedan. Both apparently considered the German
forces in the Ardennes part of a secondary effort aiming farther north
and contributing to the main German effort through the Gembloux Gap.
Nevertheless, the possibility existed of a German thrust moving around
the left wing of the Maginot Line and then circling behind the important
fortification through the Stenay Gap. Consequently, in a classic colmater
operation, the high-level commanders began moving units toward Sedan
to reinforce the sector west of the Maginot Line not long after the Ger-
mans entered Belgium.

General Huntziger, who commanded Second Army, notified X Corps
on the night of 11 May that the 71st Division would be placed at its dis-
position and should enter the front line. The X Corps ordered the 71st
Division to move forward into the main position of resistance to the right
of the 55th Division.”” Most of the units of the 71st moved into position
on the night of 12-13 May and were still settling into position on the
thirteenth when the Germans crossed the Meuse. On the morning of 12
May, Second Army placed two artillery regiments, which were already
in the vicinity of Sedan, under the control of X Corps.”® Increasing the
artillery support for a threatened sector accorded completely with French
doctrine, for such an action added to the defensive capability of the sector
while placing sufficient forces on hand to conduct a counterattack with
artillery fires. Moving the 71st Division and the two artillery regiments
forward, however, left Second Army with extremely weak reserves.

Second Army also began moving additional infantry and tank forces
into the sector and preparing for a counterattack by these forces against
a possible German penetration. On 12 May at 1105 it sent out a warning
order about the 4th and 7th Tank Battalions’ coming under the control of
X Corps. The two tank battalions came under X Corps’ control at 0030
on 13 May, about half an hour before the Germans attacked across the
Meuse.”” The X Corps also sent infantry forward. On the night of 10-11
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May X Corps ordered the 213th Infantry Regiment to move forward, and
late on the eleventh it ordered the 205th Regiment to move forward. By
the morning of 13 May both regiments occupied positions south of Sedan
near high ground between Mont Dieu and Stonne. They were in excellent
positions for use against the subsequent German penetration.

The French High Command took other steps to reinforce the Sedan
sector. XXI Corps, under the command of General J. A. L. R. Flavigny
and was part of the General Reserve, received a warning order on the eve-
ning of 11 May that it would “probably” be committed in Second Army’s
sector.'” Since XXI Corps had no combat divisions and consisted only
of a corps headquarters and organic support units, Flavigny expected to
assume control of two to three divisions after being committed.

At 0815 on 12 May General Georges, commander of northern group
of forces, met with key members of his staff and decided to retain control
over XXI Corps. Though he decided in this meeting to give one infantry
division to Ninth Army and another to Second Army and to move a third
division to the vicinity of the hinge between the two field armies, he was
not yet willing to relinquish control of Flavigny’s corps headquarters.'!
On 13 May at 1330 Second Army distributed a contingency plan for the
use of XXI Corps when it came under Huntziger’s control.'® This plan
mentioned the commitment of the 3d Motorized Infantry Division and
“eventually” the 3d Armored Division. While serving as part of the Gen-
eral Reserve, the 3d Motorized Division received orders at 2000 on the
twelfth to move toward Stonne. With the first group departing at mid-
night, the bulk of the division moved on the thirteenth and the final group
closed in on the morning of the fourteenth.'” At midnight on 12—-13 May
Second Army told X Corps to select the exact position of the motorized
division but restricted X Corps’ options by saying the motorized division
had to be employed in the vicinity of Stonne and the woods to its east.
This restriction reflected Second Army’s concern about the Germans’
turning east behind the Maginot Line.

The 3d Armored Division also began moving toward Second Army’s
sector. After receiving a warning order issued early in the afternoon of 12
May, the newly formed division received an order around 1500 to move
northeast as quickly as possible. Although the division initially expected
to move only one demibrigade, the division commander soon received
orders to move his entire division. He did not learn the division’s final
destination until 1700, but he began moving most of his combat elements
forward on the night of 12—13 May and the remaining elements on the
following night.'™ Both the 3d Armored and 3d Motorized Divisions
soon came under the control of General Flavigny’s XXI Corps.

Thus, before the Germans crossed the Meuse, significant prepara-
tions had occurred for strengthening the Sedan sector. With two infantry
regiments and two tank battalions reinforcing the 55th Division, with
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plans being completed for the employment of six additional divisions
(including the 71st), plus two regiments of artillery and a corps head-
quarters, and with all units already moving and soon to be in place, the
French seemed well prepared for an enemy thrust against Sedan. Sig-
nificantly, however, the major focus of the preparation—except for the
ill-fated counterattacks by the 55th Division—had been to prevent a
counterclockwise encirclement coming from east of Sedan toward the
southeast. From Huntziger’s perspective, the threat seemed to be a push
through Second Army and then a push or turn southeast toward the rear
of the Maginot Line. He did not anticipate the Germans’ pivoting west,
racing to the English Channel, and severing Army Group 1 from the re-
maining French forces.'?

Failing to Seal the Breach

During the night of 13—14 May, the penetration by the German 1st
Infantry Regiment remained narrow and small, but General Heinz Gude-
rian, commander of XIX Panzer Corps, rushed additional troops across
the Meuse and began expanding the vulnerable bridgehead. During the
same night the French took action to halt the German forces. Four hours
after the Germans began crossing the Meuse, the X Corps commander,
General Grandsard, called the 55th Division commander, General La-
fontaine, and told him that the two infantry regiments and two tank bat-
talions were placed under his command and were to be used to establish
a defensive line between Chehéry, Bulson, and Haraucourt. Half an hour
later, a messenger from X Corps delivered a message to General Lafon-
taine to conduct a counterattack with these units.'*

Despite the vulnerability of the German penetration, the commander
of the 55th Division, General Lafontaine, delayed launching a counterat-
tack. Though additional forces from the reserves of Second Army had
been made available to him, he preferred to have his infantry occupy
defensive positions and to launch a counterattack with artillery fire. Hav-
ing been schooled for years in the procedures of colmater for halting an
enemy penetration, he had no desire to hurl his infantry forward. Because
of his hesitation and his preference for a counterattack by artillery, La-
fontaine did not issue an order for counterattack with infantry and tanks
until about nine hours after his corps commander had instructed him to
counterattack.'”’

Around 0630 on the fourteenth the 55th Division’s counterattack
from Chémery toward Chehéry and from Maisoncelle toward Bulson by
the 213th Infantry Regiment and the 7th Tank Battalion began moving
forward slowly, but the Germans soon pushed the French forces back.
A short while later, the 55th Division launched another counterattack
farther east with the 205th Regiment and 4th Tank Battalion, but it fared
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even worse than the one by the 213th Regiment.'”® General Lafontaine’s
unwillingness to act immediately and decisively had allowed an oppor-
tunity to slip away.

During the night of 13—14 May, General Georges ordered a massive
aerial attack against the German bridges over the Meuse River at Sedan.
On the morning of the fourteenth, shortly after the failure of the 55th
Division’s counterattacks, the Allies launched their desperate aerial at-
tack. Though the delivery means differed, the huge concentration of air
power had all the trappings of a massive artillery barrage.

The attack began with ten British bombers attempting, but failing, to
destroy the German bridges near Sedan. About 0900 the French launched
their first attack against the concentrated enemy forces. Around noon,
the few remaining French bombers (only 13) attacked the same area, but
they suffered such severe losses from ground air defense fires and Ger-
man fighters that they cancelled operations for the remainder of the day.
Between 1500 and 1600 the entire force of British bombers in France,
supported by 27 French fighters, struck at Sedan, but of the 72 bomb-
ers participating only 40 returned. The official British history notes, “No
higher rate of loss in an operation of comparable size has ever been ex-
perienced by the Royal Air Force.”!” That evening, long-range bombers
from the British Bomber Command made another strike. Though they
encountered fewer enemy fighters than the earlier strike, they suffered 25
percent losses. According to a high-ranking French air force officer, more
than 152 bombers and 250 fighters concentrated over Sedan and com-
pleted more than 550 flying hours. To oppose them, the Germans flew
more than 800 sorties.''” Despite the number of sorties and the relatively
small size of the bridgehead, the attempt to halt the German advance with
air power failed.

As the three Panzer divisions continued expanding the bridgehead
around Sedan, the French expected the units rushed to Sedan to halt the
German advance. Instead of the entire Panzer corps continuing south or
turning southeast behind the Maginot Line, however, the 1st Panzer and
2d Panzer Divisions unexpectedly turned west and crossed the Bar River
and the Ardennes Canal. At the same time, the 10th Panzer Division and
Gross Deutschland Infantry Regiment began pushing toward the south to
protect the flank of the corps as it pivoted toward the west.

Despite the awkward position of the XIX Panzer Corps, the French
XXI Corps with the 3d Armored and 3d Motorized Divisions failed to
launch a strong attack into the most vulnerable point of the expanding
German penetration. Most of the 3d Armored Division was in place on
the morning of the fourteenth, and even though General Flavigny at-
tempted to push it forward, the newly formed division lacked confidence,
communication equipment, and logistical support and responded more
slowly and tentatively than did the 3d Motorized Infantry Division. In-
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stead of boldly charging ahead, the two divisions became involved in bit-
ter and costly fighting in the heights of Mont Dieu. By the evening of the
fifteenth, after substantial reinforcements by the Germans, it was clear
that another opportunity had been lost.'"!

Though General Georges did not yet know the results of the antici-
pated counterattacks on the fourteenth by X Corps (with two infantry
regiments and two tank battalions) and on the fifteenth by XXI Corps
(with the 3d Motorized and 3d Armored Divisions), he began planning
on the night of 13—14 May for the possibility of a German penetration
between Second and Ninth Armies. With the right of Ninth Army touch-
ing Dom-le-Mesnil along the Meuse (nine kilometers west of Sedan)
and the left of Second Army touching Omont (ten kilometers west of
Chémery), an opening of about twelve kilometers soon existed between
the two armies. After the collapse of the 55th Division and the insertion
of the 3d Motorized Infantry and the 3d Armored Divisions by Second
Army into positions along the Mont Dieu, elements of the hard-pressed
and tired 5th Light Cavalry Division and 3d Brigade of Spahis attempted
to fill the gap between the 3d Motorized Division and the 53d Infantry
Division, which was on the extreme right of Ninth Army. Yet, even be-
fore General Guderian’s XIX Panzer Corps pivoted west it was clear that
additional forces had to be moved forward to strengthen the two sorely
pressed cavalry units.

In the middle of the night, General Robert Touchon received a tele-
phone call ordering him to report to Georges’ office the following morn-
ing. During two meetings on the fourteenth, Georges informed him of his
intention to place Touchon in charge of a provisional field army that would
“colmater the breach [in the] vicinity of Sedan.” Revealing a late-bloom-
ing concern with the possibility of the Germans’ heading west, Georges
wanted Touchon’s forces to be employed so that the avenue of advance
between Sedan and Laon could be “interdicted.”''? This discussion is the
first indication of a high-level French concern with a German move or
pivot to the west. It may have come from the recognition that the Germans
crossing the Meuse near Dinant, Montherm¢, and Sedan could combine
their forces and pose a serious threat to the French center. Georges also
explained that the German “pocket” had become much larger and was
continuing to expand at an alarming rate. Touchon was told that he must
act quickly and “assist General Huntziger in sealing the breach.”'"?

At 1500 on the fourteenth, Touchon left for Senuc, where he met with
Huntziger. Despite the German gains, the situation probably did not ap-
pear impossible to Touchon, for by midnight he had two corps—consist-
ing of two corps headquarters (XXIII and XLI), four divisions (including
the 2d Armored), and additional units—under his control.!'* Though the
Germans had penetrated French defenses and had advanced much more
rapidly than expected, the experience of World War I suggested that their
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rapid advance soon had to halt. Major advances in that war had rarely
lasted longer than a week before physical exhaustion, dwindling supplies,
and heavy logistical tails usually forced the attacker to halt. Since the Ger-
man attack was already in its fifth day, Touchon expected it to stall and
worked to assemble his forces and reestablish another line of defenses.

As XIX Panzer Corps turned west, the 2d Panzer Division initially
moved west parallel to the Meuse River, while the 1st Panzer Division
(about ten kilometers to the south) advanced to the west. The 1st Panzer
Division fought against the 5th Light Cavalry Division and the 1st Caval-
ry Brigade. After pushing these units back, it next encountered elements
of the 14th Infantry and 53d Infantry Divisions. Though the 14th Infantry
Division had some success, neither the 53d Infantry Division nor the 2d
Armored Division to its rear managed to delay the Germans, even though
they were directly in their attack zone.!'s Farther north, the 2d Panzer
Division skillfully fought through French units to its front.

When General Touchon learned of the rapid advance of the German
Panzer divisions, he concluded he could not halt the enemy breakthrough.
During the night of 15-16 May and the morning of the sixteenth, he
pulled the scattered remnants of his army back from in front of the ad-
vancing German columns and established a new defensive line running
east-west along the Aisne River. As he pulled his units back, he opened
the way in front of the Germans; little or nothing stood in front of them
as they began their race west toward the English Channel and into the
rear of most of Army Group 1. Attempts by X Corps with its two infantry
regiments and two tank battalions, by XXI Corps with an armored and a
motorized division, and by Touchon’s provisional army had failed to plug
the hole in French defensive lines. And the concept of colmater proved
completely inadequate.

Conclusion

Throughout the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the
French concentrated on the practical, rather than theoretical aspects of
the operational level of warfare. Though they considered the operational
level to be more a transition between strategy and tactics than something
fundamentally different, they expended considerable effort in analyzing
and studying the employment of corps, field armies, and army groups.
They believed the employment of these larger units in operations or
campaigns was the essence of operational art. For a variety of reasons,
however, the French neglected to specify a function for the operational
level and failed to distinguish clearly between operations and tactics. Be-
fore World War I, concepts of fighting at the operational level dominated
tactical thinking, and before World War 11, tactical concerns dominated
operational thinking. The failure to separate operational and tactical con-
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cepts distorted the French view of the operational level of warfare and
profoundly affected the performance of the army in the two world wars.
In sum, the French approach to the operational level of warfare never ap-
proached the sophistication of operational art.

After the Franco-Prussian War, the French implemented important
institutional changes that facilitated their adherence to an operational
doctrine strongly focused on the offensive. By 1914 Joffre and other
military leaders expected the battlefield to be more lethal than that of the
past, but they prepared field armies to maneuver in a manner reminis-
cent of Napoleon’s employment of corps. Despite heavy losses inflicted
by the Germans, the ability of the French units to maneuver contributed
to Joffre’s success in the “miracle of the Marne.” The establishment of
a continuous line of strong and extensive defenses on the western front
after September 1914 reduced the possibility of maneuver. Neverthe-
less, the French did not abandon their hopes of achieving a penetration
and continued using huge numbers of men and materiel in vain attempts
to force their way through the German defenses. After the collapse of
Nivelle’s offensive in April 1917, Pétain began launching limited offen-
sives and demonstrated at La Malmaison in October 1917 how signifi-
cant gains could be made with such offensives. In August 1918, Debeney
launched his carefully sequenced attacks at Montdidier and drove the
Germans back.

Debeney’s operational methods, which relied on tightly controlled
and successive attacks along a broad front, differed dramatically from
those with which the French had begun the war, but they became the
model for the conduct of operations in the interwar period. Although the
French devoted considerable time and effort to improving their opera-
tional doctrine from 1919 to 1939, they did not develop fundamentally
new methods. When the Germans attacked in May 1940, they expected
to fight a series of methodical battles—reminiscent of Debeney’s meth-
ods at Montdidier—in which huge masses of artillery would provide
them an important advantage. They also expected the battlefield to be
relatively shallow and anticipated moving reserves and placing them in
front of attacking enemy units to seal penetrations. While such methods
may have worked against an enemy using methodical techniques, they
had little chance of success against a highly mobile enemy attacking
deep into a defensive position and using supporting fires throughout the
depth of that position.

As the French developed their ability from 1888 to 1940 to per-
form at the operational level, they moved from one extreme to another.
In the opening battles of World War I, they emphasized maneuver and
minimized the importance of firepower. Though some ill-conceived and
poorly coordinated operations cost thousands of casualties, the ability
of the French units to maneuver enabled Joffre to respond successfully
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to the unexpected German advance toward Paris. By May 1940, how-
ever, the French had moved to the other extreme. They displayed little
concern for maneuver at the operational level, particularly in launching
counterattacks, and placed much greater emphasis on firepower. Though
significant French forces managed to move to the vicinity of the penetra-
tion of Sedan and attempted to halt the Germans, they could not prevent
a breakthrough. The Germans could maneuver far more rapidly and ef-
fectively than the French, whose sense of maneuver had been eclipsed by
too strong an emphasis on firepower.

Although French military leaders studied the operational level of
warfare from 1888 to 1940, they devised doctrinal formulas that reflected
an unwillingness to accept the possibility of the Germans doing some-
thing unexpected or of their encountering something dramatically differ-
ent from their own methods. Their doctrine may have been perfect for the
classroom, but terrible inadequacies in that doctrine became immediately
apparent when it was exposed to the realities of combat and to the fog and
friction that invariably appear in battle. In the final analysis, the French
experience demonstrates why military professionals become students of
the operational art, rather than students of the operational science.
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PART TWO: GERMANY






Introduction

The nineteenth century marked a revolution in warfare brought about
by industrialization and changing technology. Until then, land warfare
depended on the slow movement of soldiers by horse or foot. The de-
velopment of steam power harnessed to rails—the railroads—gave
strategic and operational mobility to larger forces that could cover more
ground in shorter periods of time and be logistically sustained in large
concentrations. Other technological developments brought about a tre-
mendous change in the range and lethality of weapons. For hundreds of
years the effective range for most muskets was less than one hundred
meters; with the development of the conical bullet and rifling, range and
accuracy increased tenfold. Breech-loaded artillery and firearms added
to tactical flexibility and improved target acquisition and marksman-
ship. Smokeless powder, better ordnance, and recoil-absorbing cannon
also increased artillery range, lethality, and accuracy. The battlefield
that had once covered a few square miles in the early nineteenth cen-
tury blanketed dozens of square miles before the century ended. Within
fifty years and two world wars, battles were being fought along 200-mile
fronts. Campaigns that once embraced small regional areas had by World
War II swallowed entire nations. The telegraph connected faraway plac-
es—where horse-borne messengers took days and hours, the telegraph
could issue news and orders almost instantly. Lastly, states could now
arm themselves with mass-produced weapons, so that large forces now
meant million-man armies.

The change brought about by rail, rifle, artillery, and the telegraph
led to the recognition of different ways in which to conduct warfare. In
this section, Michael D. Krause points to German Field Marshal Helmuth
von Moltke’s recognition of this changed dimension of warfare. Using
railroads to deploy and concentrate his forces and the telegraph to di-
rect their movement, Moltke developed the distinction between strat-
egy and tactics. Moltke used the term operational conduct to describe
his ability to oversee the campaign and synchronize the movement of
forces to battle. Because of changes in range and lethality, tactical battle
had changed the relative strength of defensive versus offensive power.
Moltke argued that tactical defense was made stronger than offense.
Only through operational conduct on the offensive could an opponent
be outflanked. Moltke, in his writings on operational art, used modern
terms and meanings that could be applied to students and practitioners
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today. He was arguably the first to connect tactics to strategy through the
operational conduct of war.

Giinter R. Roth carries Moltke’s contribution through the German
Chief of the General Staff, Alfred Graf von Schlieffen, one step farther
into the twentieth century. Schlieffen studied and developed the means
to move million-man armies in a synchronized, preplanned way to out-
flank an opponent. Unfortunately, he undermined Moltke’s efforts to tie
strategy, operational conduct, and tactics together by emphasizing that
operations alone could solve strategic dilemmas. Roth traces Schlieffen’s
effect on German operational planning and execution. With the develop-
ment of the tank, plane, and radio, Blitzkrieg was born. Field Marshal
Erich von Manstein’s employment of these means in a campaign illus-
trated his understanding of operational conduct and its direction.

Karl-Heinz Frieser traces Manstein’s operational concept for the
campaign against France in 1940. Frieser points out that the strategic
aim—the defeat of Allied forces—was achieved by the operational
method of making a breakthrough and deep penetration at Sedan. Frieser
uses the revolving door analogy to explain the campaign, with French
and British forces pushing into Belgium—precisely as the Germans
wanted—and the German forces pushing this same door by cutting
through the Ardennes toward the Channel. Manstein’s operational con-
cept— brilliantly focused and executed— demonstrated his understand-
ing of operational art and its application.



Moltke and the Origins of the
Operational Level of War!

Michael D. Krause

Is the operational level of war a discrete, integral dimension of mili-
tary doctrine? Certainly Field Marshal Helmuth von Moltke, the famous
Prussian officer who retired in 1888 after serving thirty years as chief
of the general staff, considered it to be. Among the testimonials to his
lifetime of dedicated service to his nation, many revere Moltke as the ar-
chitect of German unification. He made possible the defeat of the Danes
in 1864, the Austrians in 1866, and the French in 1870-1871, when Prus-
sian-German armies achieved rapid and final victories over their ene-
mies. Place names such as Koniggritz and Sedan have been immortal-
ized as exemplars of set-piece battles, and German leaders of Moltke’s
day credited him with designing and executing the campaigns that won
those battles.

To astute students of military history, Moltke’s name signifies far
more than a list of nineteenth-century battles. He recognized that in the
years to come wars would be conducted differently from the way they
were in his lifetime: as short, quick, and decisive conflicts. Instead, he
predicted correctly that future wars would be lengthy and total. Still
others have observed his contributions to the application of emerging
technologies to the conduct of operations. He evaluated the increased
lethality and range of rifle and artillery fires and realized the necessity of
changing basic military doctrine accordingly. He perceived that offense
would give way to the preponderance of defense on the tactical level;
in his view enemy attacks of the future were destined to be shattered
by a wall of German tactical firepower. Moltke also foresaw that mobil-
ity on the strategic level could be multiplied by employing railroads. He
planned to utilize this mode of transport to speed German armies to the
battlefield and thereby to concentrate overwhelming force at the right
time and in the right place to ensure victory. Finally, by applying the tele-
graph to warfare, Moltke was able to direct large armies in the field from
great distances, thereby enhancing strategic flexibility through what he
would refer to as operational direction.

One hundred years ago, as today, there were controversies over the
preponderance of attack versus defense or, in other words, over the em-
phasis on maneuver versus attrition. By contemporary standards Moltke
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was an avid supporter of maneuver, particularly as a means of unhinging
one’s adversaries, both psychologically and physically. At the same time
he confronted the problem of defending a nation that was centrally locat-
ed. Given its geo-strategic position on the European Continent, Germany
could be attacked simultaneously from various approaches and by a com-
bination of forces. Over Moltke’s lifetime he evolved a series of offense-
defense war plans that focused on the destruction of enemy forces. He
also became a proponent of the doctrine of deterrence, maintaining the
means and will to wage war as an effective way of persuading one’s ene-
mies not to attack. Like contemporary military planners, Moltke faced is-
sues involving both the qualitative and quantitative aspects of technologi-
cal change. Doctrine, in his view, had to provide the balance between the
realities of the battlefield and the requirements for modernization; force
structure was finite and dependent on human and materiel resources.
Moreover, war—as well as campaign planning and execution—had to
take into account political and economic factors. Theoretical differences
over short war versus long war, defense versus offense, attrition versus
maneuver, and attack versus defense were all debated in military circles
in Moltke’s day just as they are in our own. Most important, Moltke as
a leader and a perennial student of military history reconciled these de-
bates, an achievement that led to his success in war.

Traditionally, the Germans are credited with delineating three levels
of warfare: the strategic and tactical levels (as represented by the con-
duct of war and battle, respectively) and the operational level that Moltke
conceptualized and situated between the conduct of war and battle. One
way of considering the operational level and analyzing how it came into
being is to seek answers to the following series of questions. What makes
the operational level unique? Did Moltke recognize it as a distinct level?
Is there a difference in applying the principles of war at the strategic and
tactical levels as opposed to the operational level? Is this uniqueness, and
hence its discovery, due to differences in the use of terrain, the employ-
ment of reserves, and the application of technology? How do functions
such as intelligence, deception, maneuver, operational fires, and logistics
relate to the operational level? Does the nature of command as applied
to the operational level differ significantly from its role vis-a-vis the stra-
tegic and tactical level? The answers to each of these questions can be
elucidated within the context of the career and writings of Field Marshal
Moltke. By examining the origins of the operational level of war it can
be demonstrated that there is something inherently different about this
aspect of military doctrine. Moltke was the first to recognize this differ-
ence and introduced the term “operational direction” into the vocabulary
of modern warfare.
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The Education of a Field Marshal

Born in 1800 in the midst of an era dominated by the Napoleonic
wars, Moltke served in the Danish Army before joining the Prussian
Army. In 1826 he graduated from the newly established Prussian Allge-
meine Kriegsschule (later renamed Kriegsakademie) after a brilliant
showing in his examinations. Although he was a student during the ten-
ure of Carl von Clausewitz, when Moltke listed the three professors who
exercised the greatest influence over him, Clausewitz was not among
them. Evidence that Clausewitz observed the future field marshal, how-
ever, is recorded on his report card—the officer efficiency report of his
day— where the entry “exemplary” reflected the evaluation of his perfor-
mance by Kriegsakademie Director Clausewitz. Later commentators on
German military history have asserted that a causal link exists between
Clausewitz’s writings, since he did not teach at the Kriegsakademie, and
Moltke’s praxis. Yet it is only after Moltke’s victories that one finds refer-
ence to Clausewitz in his writings. While at the Kriegsakademie, Moltke
witnessed a debate over its curriculum and purpose, a controversy that
centered on whether the institution’s function should be training or educa-
tion. For Clausewitz training was more important than education, a point
on which others disagreed. During the time that Moltke matriculated at
the Kriegsakademie, roughly 60 percent of the three-year curriculum
was devoted to education and the balance comprised training.

Moltke’s formal education reinforced the value he placed on the
study of military history, which he avidly pursued in order to learn the
concepts that guided earlier commanders. He was also a serious cam-
paign analyst, and his first published work was a campaign history of
the Russo-Turkish war of 1828—1829.2 After leaving the Kriegsakademie,
Moltke was detailed to the general staff on Germany’s eastern frontier,
where he spent much of his time surveying and mapping. His appre-
ciation of terrain grew enormously when he was posted as an adviser to
the Turkish Army, a position that began as a sojourn and developed into
a four-year adventure. Initially hired to map the defenses of Constanti-
nople, Moltke journeyed to the far-flung borders of the Ottoman Empire,
traveling through present-day Syria, Iraq, Iran, and Egypt. The descrip-
tions of these regions, which are found in his letters and travel writings,
provide a vivid picture of the total environment that he encountered: the
interaction of people, topography, productivity, and resources. He also
saw action while serving as adviser to the Turkish commander during his
campaign against Mehemet Ali of Egypt, who had revolted against the
Sultan. Moltke recommended placing Turkish forces in a strong position,
but his advice was ignored; the Turkish general was more attentive to the
musings of the mullahs than the advice of a Prussian captain. As a result
Moltke resigned as adviser and asked to be appointed commander of the



116 HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVES OF THE OPERATIONAL ART

Turkish artillery, but the request came too late in light of the Sultan’s de-
feat at Nezib. Moltke shared in this defeat, but in the process learned the
importance of terrain, training, planning, concentration of effort, and the
massing of artillery firepower.

In December 1839, after four years abroad and tempered by the ex-
perience of defeat in action, Moltke returned home in broken health.
When he left Berlin in 1834 he was said to already display the “courtier’s,
scholar’s, soldier’s, eye, tongue, and sword.” On his return he also pos-
sessed a mind that had been expanded through a variety of new, demand-
ing experiences in foreign climes. In recognition of his achievements in
the service of the Sultan, Moltke was awarded Prussia’s highest military
decoration, the Pour le Mérite. Posted once again to general staff duty,
he served in Berlin and subsequently became aide to the crown prince,
an assignment that afforded him an opportunity to gain considerable in-
fluence in higher military circles. As during other periods in his career,
Moltke remained an autodidact, educating himself through continuous
study and application of his readings to his professional situation.

Service on the general staff required Moltke to have two horses. In
order to buy these mounts he sought an outside source of income and
took on the formidable task of translating Edward Gibbon’s monumen-
tal twelve-volume classic, The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire.
He also wrote a novel and a number of travel works as well as reflec-
tions on his Turkish service and a campaign analysis of the defeat he
had experienced. Both his travelogues and letters became best sellers and
yielded enough money for him to obtain the proper mounts.’ The publica-
tion of Moltke’s letters and the images he captured in his writings were
sufficiently romantic to win the heart of a young woman who, although
unknown to this promising officer, had fallen in love with him. Eventu-
ally, however, they met, became engaged, and were married. As a couple,
Maria Moltke and the future field marshal complemented each other very
well, but heartbreakingly she died in 1868 before her husband’s opera-
tional genius was fully recognized and rewarded.

Moltke was a talented artist who drew many of the sights he saw as he
traveled and chronicled his varied experiences in word pictures. His books
are rich in sketches and other illustrations, which accurately complement
the corresponding passages found in his narratives. Moltke’s ability as a
surveyor and mapmaker also were impressive, and these were skills that
he continued to rely on throughout his life. By traveling he grew to ap-
preciate different regional cultures and national traditions, which he then
studied with increasing interest. He was keenly aware of major political
events and followed developments abroad such as the Polish Revolution,
the Dutch and Belgian problems, and the Turkish-Russian war. Moltke
also possessed an understanding of the growing role of technology in
society. He studied and analyzed railroads, for instance, writing in such
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a way as to demonstrate a technical mastery of the details of the sub-
ject; moreover, he applied his literary gifts to descriptions of the advent
of steam and rail power.* In our age such an accomplishment would be
somewhat analogous to combining technical knowledge of rocketry and
a vision of its future role in opening up the frontiers of space.

While Moltke’s career presented few opportunities for command, he
served at regimental level in Silesia as aide to the crown prince. In 1842
he returned to Berlin and the general staff, where his advancement was
relatively slow; it was only due to his association with the prince that he
eventually was marked for promotion to general officer. By remaining a
student of military affairs throughout much of his life, Moltke evolved
a methodology that began by understanding a given problem, examining
alternative solutions, and thinking through possible courses of action.
This fostered a mental discipline that served him throughout his career
and particularly in the conduct of operations. It allowed him to sift and
weigh each course of action to arrive at an appropriate solution. In turn,
he studied the modus operandi of opposing commanders and estimated
what he would do in their places. Simply stated, Moltke learned to think
through a problem. This required thorough study and concentration on
problem solving in order for him to arrive at a decision. Then his gift of
expression would come to the fore and enable him to convey his decision
to those responsible for accomplishing the objective.

Furthermore, Moltke’s writings demonstrate his practical method of
application. Contained in them are the analysis of the problem with as-
sumptions, the evaluation of forces—or correlation of power—and the
direct, continuous review of various courses of action. What is more,
each of Moltke’s campaign staff rides followed this same deliberate,
methodological approach.’ At the same time as Moltke was developing a
methodology and applying it to operational directions in his native Prus-
sia, military writers in the United States—Ilike Arthur Wagner, Emory
Upton, and Eben Swift— sought methods of campaign analysis and mili-
tary problem-solving. Swift evolved the five-paragraph field order that
is still used today and proposed a process of making estimates that was
similar to Moltke’s own.

Moltke was a man of character: humble, taciturn, literate, and un-
assuming. He had vision, followed practical methods, displayed profes-
sional qualities grounded in an inner strength that generates the key to
success in war: constancy of character. As he studied, wrote, and applied
what he learned to his professional career, Moltke balanced a thorough
knowledge of the past and a mastery of his own situation to achieve the
outcome he desired.
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Chief of the General Staff

In 1845 Moltke was named personal adjutant to Prince Henry of Prus-
sia. While he was traveling with the prince in Italy, he surveyed Rome,
which resulted in a map that was later published. In 1846 Prince Henry
died and Moltke was posted to the staff of the Eighth Army Corps at
Koblenz with headquarters at Magdeburg. He remained in this assign-
ment for seven years and received two promotions, to lieutenant colonel
in 1850 and to colonel in the following year. In 1855 he was appointed
as first adjutant to Prince Frederick-Wilhelm (later regent and emperor)
whom he accompanied on visits to England, France, and Russia. Prince
Frederick-Wilhelm commanded a regiment at Breslau, and it was there
that Moltke served for a year before being promoted to major general
in 1856. In October 1857 King Frederick-Wilhelm IV became gravely
ill and Prince Frederick-Wilhelm became regent. Within a few days, the
prince regent selected Moltke for the post of chief of the general staff of
the Prussian Army, an appointment that was confirmed in the New Year.

As chief of the general staff Moltke began his greatest period of ac-
tivity. At fifty-seven years of age, he adopted strategic, operational, and
tactical methods for a number of areas such as changes in armament,
communication, and mobility; training and education of commanders
and staff officers; preparation of campaign plans; and mobilization plans.
In 1859 the Austrian-French-Italian war required mobilizing the Prus-
sian Army, which revealed serious deficiencies. The subsequent reorga-
nization of the army by the king and War Minister von Roon enabled
them to nearly double its strength. Moltke followed the events of the
Italian campaign closely and later published a history of this conflict.®
As early as December 1862 Moltke had been consulted on the political
turmoil over Denmark, which was becoming acute. His approach to the
situation focused on the war’s objective (Kriegsobjekt)—the defeat of
Denmark—and the operational objective, namely the destruction of the
Danish Army. Moltke’s written note to the War Minister and his subse-
quent operational campaign concept tied this political (war’s) objective
to the operational objective.” The principal difficulty that Prussia faced
was defeating Denmark as quickly as possible. Moltke thought there
would be difficulty in bringing war to a decisive conclusion since Danish
forces could retire to offshore islands and, by controlling sea approaches,
thereby avoid attack. His plan outlined a turning movement of the Dan-
ish Army before the Eider and Schleswig, which was keyed to intercept
the retreating army. When the war began in February 1864 Moltke was
not dispatched with the field armies but instead remained in Berlin. In
his absence and as events unfolded, the plan was not properly executed
and the Danes managed to escape to their fortresses of Diippel and Fred-
ericia, each of which commanded a line of communication to an island.
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Although Diippel was taken by storm and Fredericia abandoned by the
Danes, the Prussian and Austrian armies were checked because the Dan-
ish Army retired farther to the islands of Alsen and Fiinen just as Moltke
had feared they might.

At the end of April Moltke took to the field as the chief of staff of
the combined Prussian-Austrian forces commanded by Prince Frederick
Karl. He planned to force a passage over the Sundewith and then at-
tack the island of Alsen. After landing successfully, the Danes evacuated
Alsen. Moltke next planned to land at Fiinen, but it proved unnecessary
because the Danes no longer felt secure on these islands and sued for
peace. His appearance on the scene had rapidly transformed a siege war
into one of maneuver, an outcome that cemented his relationship with the
king: Moltke’s personal influence was in ascendancy.® This campaign was
important because Moltke foresaw the difficulty of attaining the political
objective—the defeat of Denmark — without attaining the destruction of
the Danish Army, which was his operational objective. Hence the concept
of operations centered on the quick, flexible movement of Prussian forces
to attain that end. He understood that the strategy for attaining the politi-
cal objective would be controlled by the king. But as chief of the gen-
eral staff, Moltke was capable of influencing the operational objective, a
prerogative he exercised at his own discretion. Moreover, by introducing
the terms operational concept and operational goal, Moltke started to
distinguish the campaign from its purpose; he also began to delineate the
strategic and operational levels.

Moltke’s Strategic Vision

Moltke studied the campaigns of Frederick the Great and Napoleon
intensely, both as a student at the Kriegsakademie and then as a devotee
of military history. Their methods of conducting campaigns taught him
how Frederick had capitalized on the advantage of massed flank attack;
the oblique order had been one of Frederick’s genuine innovations. From
the French at Ulm and Bautzen, Moltke learned how Napoleon’s opera-
tional conduct consisted of envelopment of the flanks. At Jena, Napoleon
the defeated the Prussian Army by conducting a flanking attack while
holding the center. Napoleon’s concentration of mass and the ability to
march his corps separately and concentrate before going into battle was
a way of thinking not lost on the future field marshal of Prussia. Moltke
also studied the combined campaigns of the allied forces at Leipzig and
Waterloo. Moreover, drawing on his own military experience, Moltke
remembered how the Turks were defeated because his advice regarding
central position and the threat to the flanks had been ignored.

Strategy is studied through the experiences of the past, but while
Moltke was not a disciple of Jomini, neither was he a follower of Clause-
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witz. However, he had read On War after it appeared in limited circula-
tion in 1832. Certainly, in Moltke’s view, the destruction of enemy forces
meant destruction of an opponent’s center of gravity; more will be said
on his strategic and operational thinking in due course. Moltke inferred
that strategy was the practical art of adopting means to ends; as such,
he developed and applied the methods of Frederick and Napoleon to the
changing conditions that he faced. As the first to realize the strength of
the defensive in light of modern weaponry, he believed an enveloping at-
tack was stronger than a frontal one. Moltke also worked out a method of
marching separately and concentrating upon the battlefield. He reasoned
that only one army corps could move on a single road each day; if two or
three corps were on the road at the same time it would mean that the sec-
ond and third corps could not be made use of if the battle was to the front.
Indeed, Moltke observed that concentrating several corps to a battle was
“a calamity.” Multiple corps could not be fed for more than a day or two,
and they would have a perilous time marching or moving. To Moltke,
a large force must be broken up into manageable parts or armies; the
commander should be authorized to regulate its movements and actions
subject to instructions received from the commander-in-chief regarding
the direction and purpose of the operations.

The campaign of 1866 illustrates Moltke’s strategic vision. The polit-
ical objective was to exclude Austria from Germany. Shortly after taking
office as chief of the general staff, he wrote that “the war between Austria
and Prussia will draw all of Europe into the battle.” His basic concept of
operation never changed insofar as the military objective was concerned:
to defeat the Austrian Army. In plan after plan from 1860 to 1866, Moltke
analyzed the strategic situation, evaluated the terrain, correlated forces,
and then formulated a series of deployments.'* Central to Moltke’s force
evaluation was splitting the Austrian effort so as to tie down their forces
in northern Italy by employing the Italian Army. Moltke conferred with
Bismarck on this issue a number of times. Only when a political-military
alliance was made with Italy would the Prussian Army be able to engage
the Austrians. If this precondition was met, then Moltke could risk de-
nuding western Prussian territory in order to concentrate against Austria.
The question was where to concentrate: Moltke worked on a number of
options, all of which assumed not only an alliance with Italy but also
resolute decisions on mobilization. Yet King Wilhelm of Prussia did not
want to provoke Austria and bring about a German civil war that could
have an uncertain outcome. Hence, while Moltke’s plans recognized the
political and military objective, the real need was for rapid mobiliza-
tion and the execution of a concentrated effort to ensure a short war.
Moreover, Moltke had to work under constraints; for instance, relations
between Prussia and its Rhine provinces had to be preserved, particularly
since it was assumed that Bavaria and Saxony were allied with Austria.
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While the crisis approached, during the spring of 1866, Moltke
pressured for an early decision. His calculations showed the manpower
stream to be advantageous between the eighteenth and forty-second day
of mobilization. In a memorandum to the king, Moltke warned “that the
chance of success or failure in the war rests on timely decisions being
made here [Berlin] rather than Vienna. We do have the advantage of being
able to use five rail lines to concentrate our Army on the Saxon-Bohe-
mian border by the 25th day of mobilization.”'" Moreover, Moltke ar-
gued for a concentration of effort. There were two main groups of enemy
forces: the Austro-Saxon armies of 270,000 men and the north and south
German armies of 120,000. Although the Prussians were short 67,000
men, Moltke was determined to be superior to the Austro-Saxons when
the decisive moment arrived. He allocated 278,000 men against the main
threat and 48,000 to the western threat. While the king resisted such a
division of Prussian forces, Moltke prevailed and under his continual
prodding the small force in the west managed to knock out Hanover
and Hesse in less than a fortnight.!> The use of the railways saved time,
since five routes from the provinces of Prussia led to positions on the
Zeitz-Halle-Gorlitz-Schweidnitz line. By making use of each of these
railways at the same time Moltke had several army corps moved from
their garrisons to points on this line. When the move was completed the
corps were formed into three armies: the Elbe Army near Torgau, the
First Army of Prince Frederick Charles at the western end of Silesia, and
the Second Army of Crown Prince Frederick located between Landeshut
and Waldenburg.

After it was assembled the First Army marched eastward to Gorlitz.
The small Saxon army at Dresden now had the Elbe Army and the First
Army on its right flank. The outnumbered Saxons, placed in an untenable
position, fell back into Bohemia as soon as the fighting began. In Bohe-
mia, they were joined by an Austrian corps, which formed an advance
guard far to the front of the main Austrian Army now concentrated near
Olmiitz. The Elbe Army then marched toward Dresden, and moved to the
right of the First Army. Prince Frederick Charles now commanded both
armies. (See Map 2.)

This gave Moltke two armies about 100 miles apart. The problem
was how to bring them together so as to catch the Austrians between
them. If, as seemed likely, the Austrians moved upon Breslau, the First
and Elbe armies could continue their eastward march to cooperate with
the Second. But on June 15 Moltke came into possession of detailed in-
telligence on the Austrian order of battle in positions that were spread out
at Wilden-Schwerdt, Olmiitz, and Brunn. He calculated that they would
be unable to concentrate their forces at Josephstadt in less than thirteen
days. Accordingly, he determined to bring his own two armies together by
directing them toward Gitschin. Moltke calculated that the Second Army
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was likely to encounter portions of the Austrian army. The crown prince
had over 100,000 men, and it was unlikely that the Austrians would be
able to gather a stronger force to confront him in time. The order to ad-
vance to Gitschin was issued on 22 June and resulted in the great victory
at Koniggritz.

The Austrians marched faster than Moltke expected. The Austrian
commander Benedek centered his attention on the First Army and allo-
cated only four corps against the crown prince. Even these were not under
common command and were beaten, as were the Saxon and Austrian ad-
vance corps opposing Frederick Charles. On 1 July Benedek collected his
already-shaken forces in defensive position before Koniggrétz. Moltke’s
two armies were now within marching distance of one another and the
enemy. On 3 July they were brought into action, the First against the Aus-
trian front and the Second against the Austrian right flank. The Austrian
Army was completely defeated and the campaign decided, although an ad-
vance against Vienna was planned—but not needed—to bring about the
peace terms that Prussia and Italy wanted. The night before the climactic
battle, Moltke sent orders to the crown prince to attack the right Austrian
flank the following morning. From a hilltop overlooking the frontal attack
of the First Army, the Prussian high command anxiously awaited the crown
prince’s attack. The king exclaimed: “Moltke, Moltke, we will lose this
battle.” But Moltke calmly took a cigar from an equally nervous Bismarck
and replied: “Your Majesty will not only win this battle but the entire cam-
paign.”

Not satisfied with the results of the battle, Moltke tried to have the
Elbe Army brought up the river above Koniggréitz in order to prevent an
Austrian retreat, but its commander failed to accomplish this. He also
tried to prevent the First Army from pushing its attack, hoping in that way
to keep the Austrians in their positions until the crown prince’s Second
Army could cut off the avenues of retreat. But Moltke could not restrain
the impetuosity of Prince Frederick Charles and the king. Also during
the march on Vienna and Bismarck’s negotiations, Moltke was confident
of defeating the Austrians as well as being able to deploy against France
should Napoleon III enter the conflict.

A startled Europe acclaimed Moltke’s conduct of operations as bril-
liant. Concentration was achieved at the decisive point and the right time
to annihilate the mass of enemy forces. Although Moltke termed Konig-
gritz his most “elegant victory,” he knew the outcome had been close. In
planning the operation Moltke’s calculations were aided by an intimate
knowledge of terrain, order of battle intelligence, and estimates of the
mind of the enemy commander. He was surprised by the appointment of
Benedek, since the Austrian commander was well known and respected
for his abilities in northern Italy. Moltke commented on the Austrian order
of battle next to Benedek’s name that he was “no commander-in-chief,
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nor strategist; will want assistance in running an army.”"®* On 30 June
Benedek wrote to his wife about “this desperate situation [in which]
in a few hours a great battle will be joined. I may never see you again.
Better I should meet a bullet.” Benedek felt that he had been beaten
before the battle began, while Moltke, by contrast, made unhesitating,
confident decisions with the full backing of the king.

Among the many conclusions that Moltke drew from the campaign
were that the infantry, artillery, and cavalry had not worked well to-
gether on the tactical level. He thought the cavalry had not satisfac-
torily performed its screening, security, and reconnaissance functions.
Henceforth, each division and corps was to employ its cavalry in those
functions rather than holding them back to carry out saber-wielding
charges. The artillery had not been concentrated enough, had changed
its position too frequently, and had lacked mass; in addition, it had kept
its trains to the rear of the column and therefore usually ran out of am-
munition during the culmination of the battle. While Moltke thought
the infantry had fought well, he believed that they should be more
flexibly handled. As far as operational conduct was concerned, Moltke
thought commanders at higher levels did not know how to work with
the combat arms. Accordingly, he commissioned a thorough study of
the 1866 campaign, the results of which were astounding for a victori-
ous campaign.

In July 1868 Moltke gave the king a highly sensitive memoran-
dum on the results of the 1866 campaign. Moltke explained that he
did not wish to criticize the specific units, but rather in an analytical
way to learn from and improve their performance. He then spoke his
mind: The cavalry must perform security and reconnaissance; the artil-
lery must be concentrated; the infantry must not rely only on superior
weaponry; order of battle must be standardized; and combined actions
must be improved. Also, since he believed that cavalry was crucial for
operational conduct, it must develop the situation. The artillery must
be massed to provide fire support. The engineers in a war of maneuver
must be used early and not left in the rear of the march column. Above
all, commanders must be able to integrate the combined activities of the
combat arms.'* The final part of this remarkable memorandum contains
a critique of division and corps actions. The king’s marginal notes in-
dicate his support of Moltke’s observations. In June 1869, under cover
of a letter, the king returned the document, which led to the publication
of a new regulation for the conduct of operations. Moltke was respon-
sible for writing a large portion of this regulation, which opens with a
rhetorical flourish, to wit:

The field of reality for the army is war, but its development and its ordinary
life falls in time of peace. This paradox brings out the difficulty of purposeful
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training. The moral element is seldom applicable in peace, but the moral is a pre-
requisite for success in war. In war it is not so important what one does as how one
does it. Firm determination and strong execution of a simple idea must lead surely
to the objective. There must be mental preparation. Leadership of the conduct of
large bodies of troops is not to be learned in peace. Previous campaigns will point
the way. But progress in technology, easier means of communication, new arma-
ments, in short, entirely changed circumstances, will prevail. Even previous victo-
ries and principles are largely inapplicable to the present.

The lessons of strategy are contained in common sense; it may hardly be
termed a science.... A very large troop concentration is a calamity. A concentrated
army is difficult to feed and provision; it is impossible to quarter, it can’t march, it
can’t operate, it can’t last for a long time, it can only attack.

Without the objective of seeking destruction of the enemy the decision to
concentrate is a mistake. This decision is vital and requires the massing of strength
down to the last battalion upon the battlefield. When approaching the enemy it will
not do to be already concentrated. In the conduct of operations it is essential to
remain mutually supporting and only concentrate at the right time and place: that
is the task of the operational commander. Uncertainty — fog and friction—must
be factored into all the calculations.

Victory through battle is the most important moment in war. Victory alone
will break the will of the enemy and will subordinate his will to ours. Neither the
capture of terrain, fortress, or severance of line of communication will achieve this
objective. To achieve decision, breaking the will of the enemy through the destruc-
tion of his forces, that is the operational objective. This operational aim will then
serve the needs of strategy.

[The] present conduct of war is to seek quick decisions.... The very strength
of the army and the cost that society bears to equip and field the force makes it
imperative to achieve quick decisions. The preparation for the decisive battle is
the main task of military education. In peace to organize the command structure,
so that in war, the commander’s will can combine all the forces in the conduct of
operations and apply them in battle, that is the task of understanding.'

Moltke argued that maneuvers of large units were valuable, but they must
not be confused with the reality of war. He called for standardization of the
order of battle for corps and divisions; he also stipulated what army com-
manders must do to make forces ready for war. He emphasized the need for
cavalry at every level to perform security, screening, and reconnaissance. He
included a cavalry division in the order of battle for a corps and indicated that
it should be so placed in a march column as to be able to perform its functions.
The same was advocated with regard to the location of artillery and engineers.
Next Moltke dwelt on command relationships and the issuance of orders dur-
ing the conduct of operations. “The demands on the operational commanders
are such that he must conserve his energy to see the overall picture clearly and
not get too immersed in detail.”” Moltke was aware of the need for vision and
encouraged the operational commander to husband his intellectual and physi-
cal energies. He recommended that:
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The commander minimize orders, he should imagine the entire operation and if
too many orders are issued the subordinates begin to lose their overall concept.
It is very likely that with too many orders, the most important will be lost.... The
higher the commander, the shorter and simpler the orders must be.... The concept
must not be lost sight of.'¢

In these orders there must not be motivation, anticipation and conjecture: it is
crucial for the subordinate to understand the purpose of the operation, and then to
work for its realization even if it means working against the actual orders. Within
the view of the higher commander it is necessary to only tell the subordinate what
is necessary to accomplish the purpose.!”

Here Moltke’s view of operational direction clearly emerged as
well as his concept of the conduct of operations. Security and recon-
naissance, functions of cavalry, became all important to Moltke, so as
to protect the main body and to gather information on the enemy’s main
concentrations. Obviously, he was indicating his assessment of what
had gone wrong in 1866 and also was questioning the validity of the
historical function of the cavalry, the charge.'® The regulation recog-
nized the value of infantry firepower and the advantage of the Prussian
needle gun, a subject on which he had previously written.”* He envi-
sioned a flexible working relationship among infantry, rangers, cavalry,
and artillery.?® On balance, this new regulation was an unequivocal
statement on the need for infantry, cavalry, and artillery to collaborate
on the battlefield: combined arms functioning together. In particular,
Moltke believed artillery should be massed to fire in concentration.?!
According to Moltke, “the purpose of war is to accomplish the needs
of policy through the use of combat.” This was a fair restatement of
Clausewitz’s famous dictum that war was the continuation of politics by
other means. Moltke continued: “Battle is the way to break the enemy’s
will.” Although Moltke wrote about pursuit, he wanted battle to be used
to achieve a distinct objective. “Only the destruction of the main forces
of the enemy can lead to the realization of the main aims.” Therefore
it must be recognized that both the purpose and the art of command
differ when applied to large and small forces; what is right for one is
not right for the other. Space and time have different meanings on the
level of larger units as opposed to that of smaller units. For example,
mobility, the personal intervention of commanders, and the meaning of
terrain are different. Moltke thought it better to continue to emphasize
the maintenance of initiative and momentum. There was a reaffirmation
of the principle of marching to the sound of the guns.?

To recapitulate, it is rare for a victorious army to conduct a review
of its action and attempt to improve upon the previous campaign. With
considerable risk, Moltke took on this task so that the next campaign
and war might be conducted more effectively. This regulation—and



MOLTKE AND THE ORIGINS OF THE OPERATIONAL LEVEL OF WAR 127

what it revealed about Moltke’s thoughts— was truly remarkable: He
began to distinguish levels, indicated that all arms must work together,
called for higher direction in the conduct of a campaign, and dared to
learn from a victorious campaign. Everything considered, it was sig-
nificant because it overcame the tendency to succumb to the “victor’s
disease.”

The Defeat of France

Whereas war began suddenly in 1870, the possibility of a conflict
with France had been a factor in Moltke’s campaign planning almost
continuously since he became chief of the general staff in 1857. A
whole series of his plans are preserved and show the optimum arrange-
ment of the Prussian-German forces for opening a campaign against
the French. Preparations for the transportation of the army by railway
were reviewed annually in order to adjust plans brought about by po-
litical conditions and the growth of the army as well as by improve-
ments in the Prussian railway system. The success of 1866 strengthened
Moltke’s position so that when in July 1870 the orders for mobilization
of the Prussian and south German forces were issued, his plans were
adopted. Five days later he was named chief of the general staff of the
Army at the headquarters of his majesty the king for the duration of the
war. This allowed Moltke to issue orders— with the king’s approval—
that had the force of the king’s command authority.

Moltke’s plan was to assemble the entire army south of Mainz,
whereby the army could best serve in defense of the whole frontier.
Moltke planned for several eventualities. If the French should violate the
neutrality of Belgium and Luxembourg and advance on the line from
Paris to Cologne, then the German Army could strike at their flank. The
Rhine itself—with the fortresses of Koblenz, Cologne (Ko6ln), and We-
sel—would be a serious obstacle in their front. If the French should at-
tempt to invade southern Germany, a German advance up either bank of
the Rhine would threaten French communications. Moltke expected that
the French would be compelled by the direction of the railways to collect
the greater part of their army near Metz, and a smaller portion near Stras-
burg. The Prussian-German forces were grouped into three armies: the
First Army with 60,000 men under Steinmetz on the Moselle below Trier,
the Second Army with 131,000 men under Frederick Charles centered at
Homburg (with a reserve of 60,000 men behind it), and the Third Army
with 100,000 men under Crown Prince Frederick centered at Landau.
(See Map 3.) An additional three corps with approximately 100,000 men
were kept separate from those three armies in order to constitute a con-
siderable force in southeast Germany to guard against Austria’s acting in
concert with France.
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Should the French take the initiative before the German armies were
prepared, as seemed likely, and advance from Metz in the direction of
Mainz, Moltke would merely pull back a few miles closer to Mainz. This
planned variant was actually adopted, even though the anticipated French
invasion did not take place. Moltke’s operational plan called for the three
advancing armies to make a right wheel so the First Army on the right
would reach the banks of the Moselle opposite Metz while the Second and
Third Armies pushed forward. The Third Army would defeat French forc-
es near Strasburg, and the Second Army would strike at the Moselle near
Pont-a-Mousson. If the French Army should be found during this advance
in front of the Second Army, it would be attacked in front by the Second
Army and in the flank by the First or the Third armies or both. If it should
be found on or north of the line from Saarburg to Luneville, it could still
be attacked from two sides by the Second and Third Armies working in
unison. Moltke used the great right wheel to attack the principal French
Army from such a direction as to drive it north and cut its communications
with Paris. The fortress of Metz was to be observed, and the main German
forces, after defeating the main French army, were to march on Paris.

This plan was carried out in broad outline, but the battle of Worth
was brought on prematurely. It did not lead to the capture of MacMahon’s
army, which was the intention, but only to its defeat and hasty retreat to
Chalons. Moltke also did not plan the battle of Spichern. He wanted to
keep Bazaine’s army on the Saar until he could attack it with the Second
Army in front and the First Army on its left flank while the Third Army
brought up the rear. However, these unintended victories did not discon-
cert Moltke. He carried out his advance on Pont-a-Mousson, where he
covered the Moselle with the First and Second Armies, then faced north
and wheeled round, so that the effect of the battle of Gravelotte was to
drive Bazaine into the fortress of Metz and cut him off from Paris.

Nothing shows Moltke’s insights and strength of purpose in a clearer
light than his determination not to intervene in the attack on 18 August at
a time when many strategists would have thought that an operational vic-
tory made a tactical victory unnecessary. King Wilhelm ordered this last
local attack at Gravelotte, with heavy loss that Moltke blamed himself
for not preventing. During the following night, Moltke decided to leave
one army to guard Bazaine and Metz while setting out with the two other
armies toward Paris. His southerly army led so that if MacMahon’s army
should be found, the main blow might be delivered from the south and
MacMahon would be driven to the north.

On 25 August MacMahon’s army was located while it was moving
northeast to relieve Bazaine at Metz. When Moltke was satisfied with the
accuracy of his intelligence, he ordered the German columns to turn to
the north instead of west. MacMahon’s right wing was attacked at Beau-
mont while he attempted to cross the Meuse, which checked his advance
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and forced him to gather his army at Sedan with difficulty. Here, the
two German armies were brought up in order to completely surround the
French. On 1 September the French Army was attacked and compelled
to surrender.

After the capitulation of MacMahon’s army, Moltke resumed the ad-
vance on Paris, which was surrounded and invested. (See Map 4.) From
then on his strategy and operational conduct is remarkable for its judi-
cious economy of force, for Moltke was wise enough not to attempt more
than was practicable with the means at his disposal. The surrenders of
Metz and Paris were a matter of time. The problem was to continue to
invest Paris while maintaining the ability to ward off the attacks of new
French armies levied for the purpose of raising the siege. Metz surren-
dered in October 1870, and an armistice was reached at the end of Janu-
ary 1871 whereby Paris and its garrison became virtual prisoners. The
war was over and a treaty of peace was signed in May of that year.

The siege of Paris had lengthened the war. Chancellor Bismarck
was concerned that the delay in ending the conflict would lead the other
powers, especially Britain and Austria, to enter the war against Germa-
ny. Moreover, Bismarck thought that Moltke suffered from a case of the
“slows” that, in a rare show of temper, provoked Moltke to accuse Bis-
marck of interfering in the conduct of operations where politics should
have no business. Moltke raised this issue with King Wilhelm, who sided
with the chancellor and argued that the conduct of strategy governed the
conduct of operations.?

Toward a Theory of Operational Conduct

In 1871 Moltke wrote a short, theoretical “Essay on Strategy” that
contains his much-quoted statement on the concept of strategy and op-
erational conduct:

Politics uses war for the attainment of its purpose.... There is uncertainty in
war, but the aims of policy will remain. Policy must go hand in hand with strategy.
The next task of strategy is to make available the military means. Next is to make
possible the deployment of military force. Hereby many factors come together:
political, geographic and other reasons of state. A mistake in the first deployment
of the army is hardly retrievable during the entire campaign. But a great deal of
prewar preparation can be accomplished. The war preparation of the force, its
equipment, doctrine and training, the organization, the transport system, all should
be planned before war.

It is the task of strategy to use military means in the conduct of operations.

Here begins the contest of wills when you encounter the independent will
of the enemy. To constrain this opposing will, initiative must be maintained. This
demands decision. To break the enemy’s decision process can only be done through
battle. The result of battle—materially and morally—are [sic] so far-reaching it
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creates a new situation. A new situation calls for new measures. No operational
plan can reach out with certainty beyond the encounter with the main force of the
enemy. Only the layman believes that.

The commander of a campaign must keep the military objective in mind....
Throughout the entire campaign the situation will change. He must be able to
react to these changes. It will require not premeditated action, but spontaneous
decision, guided by military tact.... [The commander] must penetrate the fog of
uncertainty, to comprehend the given, to guess the unknown, to reach quick deci-
sions and then forcibly and unhesitatingly to execute.

In this contest of wills there enters a third factor: chance, weather, illness,
railroad accidents, faulty comprehension, deception; all factors of chance enter
into the balance.... [Nevertheless] will power, and rich calculation, use of chance,
recalculation and constancy of the objective and reaching a timely—even if not
the best decision—will be crucial.

No amount of military theoretical knowledge will prepare the commander,
rather it is contained within his own character. A free, practical education, steeped
in experience, schooled in military examples either from experience and military
history and from practical individual experience. Upon the shoulder of the com-
mander rests the responsibility for victory or defeat.

Responsibility may break a commander, constancy and luck have a lot to do
with it.

When at the beginning of an operation, everything is uncertain other than
what the commander brings in will and competence, strategy cannot bring prin-
ciples and systemic rules which have any practical worth.

Archduke Charles said: “Strategy is a science, tactics is an art.” He points
to the science of the higher command, the art is to carry out strategic principles.
Clausewitz said: “Strategy is the use of battle for the purpose of war.” In the ex-
ecution it is strategy that uses tactics as the means of battle. To win in leading the
army to the place of battle “may be the new reality.” Looked at another way “each
success in battle is a building process.” Before tactical success, strategy is silent,
but it uses it in a new situation. Strategy is a system of expedients. It is more than
a science, it is the carry-over of knowledge to practical life, the continuation of the
objective with each changing circumstance, and it is the art of conducting opera-
tions under the pressure of circumstance.?

Herein lies Moltke’s theory of operational conduct. Contained in this
short essay is the concept of strategic aim, and the operational direction
to accomplish it. Will, education, planning, and constancy: these were the
main themes as Moltke saw it.

“Theoretical knowledge will not of itself lead to victory, but it cannot
be ignored”; so Moltke quotes the German military theorist Willison. He
continues: “From knowledge to doing is just one step, but from knowing
to doing is a giant leap. The best lessons for the future are drawn from our
own experience; but since this may be meager, we must use the study of
the military historical experience of others.”? Moltke did not write theory
and his “Essay on Strategy” is an exception to the rule. The essay was
revised in a number of iterations in various publications and, like Moltke’s



MOLTKE AND THE ORIGINS OF THE OPERATIONAL LEVEL OF WAR 135

other writings on strategy and the conduct of operations, represented one
of the vehicles that he used to convey his thoughts on these subjects.

These writings were closely associated with Moltke’s view of him-
self as an educator; he saw himself as teacher, mentor, and guide to the
entire Prussian-German officer corps. Among his duties was the educa-
tional development and training of officers at the Kriegsakademie, where
a careful balance between education and training was observed. The
curriculum included military history, practical application, and theory.
This integrated approach centered on the applicatory technique, learning
through doing, but was built on a strong theoretical foundation. Moltke
expanded on this technique, not only at the Kriegsakademie, but also
throughout the general staff. All officers were tested using the tech-
nique of the campaign staff ride. Officers attending the Kriegsakademie
were expected to take part in various staff rides, which culminated with
Moltke’s personally conducting a campaign staff ride for the members
of the graduating class. He would conclude each of these staff rides by
offering his own observations, which subsequently were published. Of-
ficers were expected to be cross-trained in the various combat arms so
that they could plan full maneuvers of corps-size units. (An equivalent
approach among the United States officers would require senior service
college graduates to plan maneuvers for military units from services
other than their own.)

Thus, officers who had been educated and trained at the Kriegsakad-
emie continued to be exposed to Moltke’s educational program. As chief
of the general staff, he conducted yearly staff rides for senior officers;
each campaign staff ride presented an operational problem either of his-
torical origins or as spelled out in Prussian and German defense require-
ments. In addition, both historical and current problems were tested in
the field to emphasize an overall concept with a special situation. These
staff rides did not provide military missions, but rather required working
out the missions and their execution. Moltke forged a spirit of initiative,
timeliness, and decision-making in the participants. Rarely—perhaps
never—would Moltke give an approved solution.

Another pedagogical device that Moltke used was the tactical map
problem. This could be conducted either on a tabletop or the terrain, using
either historical or current practical problems. The purpose of these prob-
lems was to teach and test doctrine with battlefield experience. Moltke
drew on historical studies to emphasize the experience he had gained
from others. This was not a simple matter of lessons learned, but rather
lessons that as yet had not been learned. Moltke believed in the value of a
commonsense approach to acquiring experience; he changed the focus of
military history at the Kriegsakademie from Frederick and Napoleon to
more contemporary issues. He commissioned and personally wrote por-
tions of the histories of the wars of 1859, 1864, 1866, and 1870-1871. In
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addition, Moltke required that wars other than those fought by Germany
be studied in detail, including the Russo-Turkish war of 1878—1879. He
brought the military history section of the general staff alive with spe-
cial historical studies and other activities that chronicled and analyzed all
manner of military campaigns.

Perhaps most importantly, he established campaign planning—or
the imagination of future war—as a field of military specialization in
its own right. These plans were based on analyses of the experience of
others coupled with the requirements of the present to achieve success
in future war. Moltke practiced his brand of mentorship in this area and
Prusso-German campaign plans contained operational objectives. He
would reevaluate each aspect of a campaign plan in order to test his
concept. Moltke’s theoretical construct of the why and the how of wag-
ing war came from this medium. After Moltke’s death in 1891, the Ger-
man General Staff codified these practical writings in three volumes
entitled War Studies: The Operational Preparations for Battle, The Tac-
tical Preparations for Battle, and The Battle. The first volume, War
Studies, contains separate sections on war policy in peace and war, the
roles of strategy and policy, the relationship between war’s object and
the operational objective, operational planning, high level command,
operational basis, flank position, and fortresses, railroads, telegraph,
and logistics, as well as examples drawn from recent European mili-
tary history. The Tactical Preparations for Battle covers order of battle,
transmission of orders, security and reconnaissance, marches, concen-
tration, termination, and historical examples. In The Battle—the third
and last volume —there is a reworked version of Moltke’s “Essay on
Strategy” and also sections devoted to battle and battle characteristics,
disengagement, retreat and pursuit, lucky and unlucky commanders,
and historical examples.

In all he did, Moltke differentiates between war’s object and the op-
erational objective. In most cases the operational objective is the destruc-
tion of the enemy’s army, whereas war’s object may be the occupation of
the enemy’s capital or more limited objectives. He cited the illustration of
the Danish war, when the siege at Diippel was lifted by assault although
Jutland was not immediately invaded and the 1866 war, when the army
did not continue its advance because of a political decision. In Moltke’s
view, “no operational plan reaches out with certainty beyond the first
engagement with the enemy.”

His plans did not neglect things such as weather and included other
inadvertent occurrences such as accidents, etc. Moltke described his con-
cept of planning by turning to those campaigns in which he had a hand,
most significantly, the 1870 campaign that underwent changes from its
outset. The zone of concentrations for the three armies was to have been
close to the border, but because the French mobilized quickly, if only
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partially, Moltke was compelled to move back toward the Rhine. That
meant moving the First Army to Saarlouis-Merzig, the Second Army
to Volkling, Saarbriicken, and Saargemund, and the Third Army to
Landau and Karlsruhe—with the reserve forces moving to Homburg-
Zweibriicken and Kaiserslautern as previously noted. In particular, the
concentration of the Second Army had to be pushed back. While many
changes had to be made, Moltke maintained the overall goal, namely,
the separation of the French Army by pushing them northward and away
from Paris, which was the transportation hub as well as the capital of
France. The changing circumstances prompted Moltke to offer the fol-
lowing advice: “It is a delusion, when one believes that one can plan an
entire campaign and carry out its planned end.... The first battle will
determine a new situation through which much of the original plan will
become inapplicable.”?

Moltke took advantage of each new situation as he went into battle.
His general ideas kept him focused, but flexible. War had a great deal
of chance in it. One clear advantage upon which Moltke counted in his
operational planning was a German-Prussian superiority of numbers. He
calculated in his winter 1868—1869 operational plan that the German
forces would face only 250,000 men while, with North German Tenth
Corps, his forces would number 330,000; in addition, Moltke comments
that by July 1870 another 70,000 men would be added from the South
German states for a total of some 400,000.

As a planner, Moltke neither made allowances for a reserve force
nor employed a reserve. But in distinguishing between the concept of
directing forces from a higher level in the field, he permitted the higher
level to hold forces back while also stressing that operational forces must
be committed. For example, on the strategic level, Moltke initially held
back forces in 1866 in the Western Prussian Rhenish Provinces to deter
the French, and subsequently he held back a relatively large number of
troops in 1870 in southeastern Germany to deter the Austrians. While
these forces were held back, they were intended to be used in the opera-
tional conduct of the war. For once the enemy intentions and capabilities
were determined and deployment occurred, there were no forces remain-
ing to serve as a reserve. The successful integration of two or three armies
was accomplished in such a way that there was never the need to hold
back a reserve. Properly analyzing and calculating force requirements in
order to achieve concentration in both time and space made a reserve re-
dundant. On the strategic level, Moltke considered the ability to generate
forces and to reconstitute them as tantamount to maintaining a reserve; on
the operational level, he used all the forces available since he was of the
opinion that once they were concentrated “great results must follow.”

Moltke constantly pointed to the unexpected or unplanned, however,
advising that:
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Of course the Operational Commander will need to keep his main aim con-
stantly in mind. There will be changing circumstances so that these will not be
known with certainty. He will encounter changed circumstances and he needs to
think through their consequences on his main goal. All the actions of war are not
concerned with premeditated execution of a plan, but rather spontaneous action,
guided by military knowledge and skill.

What is at issue is to be able to see through the fog-enshrouded uncertainty,
to see the real situation, to guess at the unknown, to reach quick decisions and then
to execute with alacrity and constancy.?’

Accordingly, he taught repeatedly that “strategy is a system of expedi-
ents.” There is a difference between war’s object and the operational ob-
jective; the latter may be the destruction of the enemy force but, nonethe-
less, the task of strategy is to determine the operational conduct of the
war. In this line of reasoning one comes to grips with the way in which
Moltke differentiated the three levels of war.

Moltke’s method of teaching followed from his appreciation of the
operational concept. He was convinced that a mistake in the plan of con-
centration would not be corrected throughout the entire course of a cam-
paign. But with proper planning— carried out through training, organi-
zation, adequate transportation, etc.—all elements of a campaign would
come together and result in success.

In wars everything is different. Our will encounters the independent will of
the opponent, so that the operation hangs not only from our own intention, but
also from the intention of the opponent. The first we know; the second we can only
surmise. To find out the reality of the opponent’s intention is the only basis upon
which to act. The enemy’s best course of action may be a way of finding reality.

To limit the opponent’s will through our own strong initiative can be done, but
to break his will can only be done through tactical means in battle.

But only will can steer and guide the operations. Influenced by divided coun-
cil—no matter how well intentioned—the Will will lose clarity and purpose of
direction.

The material and moral consequences of each large battle will have conse-
quences that will create an entirely new situation.... This changed and new situ-
ation will then call for a new direction. The aim of the destruction of the enemy
can only be reached by continual adjustment of the