
PARIS FOR LUNCH, DINNER IN SAINT PETESBURG. 
 
 
Prologue 
 
Eastern Prussia, a shining Spring day. Two German militaries are riding in the quiet 
countryside. The rays of the sun are drawing tricks of  light on the clear and limpid waters 
of a stream; the colours are shining, the nightingales are singing. The younger one – a 
Captain- fascinated by that show, indicates the stream to his superior. 
“I have seen it, Captain” is his answer” A negligible obstacle for the infantries.” Who has 
answered in this way is Count Alfred von Schlieffen, Chief of Imperial Staff. He has no time 
for the poetry: his thoughts, all his thoughts, are living elsewhere. 
 
At the mercy of “ some damned silly thing”. 
 
The Twentieth Century opens and goes on in the early years with a hymn to the progress -- 
economic, scientific, social-- seen as a powerful antidote against the illness of the war. The 
war won’t outbreak, is written and is claimed on newspapers and magazines, is told and is 
repeated during meetings and congresses. More: the war in Europe is impossible. It would 
too expensive, too costly – -in human and material terms, money included--for everyone, 
winners and losers.  
And then why does Germany arm herself  at breakneck speed? Why does France pursuit 
the revenge( révanche)? Why is Russia  riding the tiger of Pan-Slavism and  why are the 
Balkans  in turmoil? Why is Great Britain-- formally waiting and seeing what happens--
quivering with every exhibition of power of Kaiser Wilhelm II? Why are treaties concluded 
( The Entente and the  Triple Alliance) armed one against the other?    
Is the war impossible? Deceiving is useless: the war will outbreak. More: it will be a 
German war and a necessary war. And not only for defeating France. The future of 
Germany is at stake, her own survival is at stake. The German Reich needs to expand itself, 
to come out from its too narrow borders, to impose itself on the other nations by virtue of 
its story, of its culture, of its power.  
Adolf Hitler? No, Friedrich von Bernhardi, officer and gentleman, brave soldier, respected 
scholar, author of a book--Deutschland und der nächste Krieg, Germany and the next 
war—plunged like a stone in the rough German political pond. 
Progress or not progress, Europe is a powder keg, this is the truth. And somewhere the 
match that will set fire to her has been made. In not suspected times, that “old fox” who 
was Bismarck had claimed: “The next war will  come out of some damned silly thing in the 
Balkans.” 
 
The right wing, do not make the right wing weaker..” 
 
Impossible or necessary, “silly thing” in the Balkans or inevitable destiny, if war will 
outbreak, it is better being prepared. The Germans begins first. Von Clausewitz dictates the 
dogma of the decisive victory, Hannibal Barca (Baraq) dictates the dogma of the encircling, 
Count Alfred von Schlieffen -- the man who saw in the streams only negligible obstacles for 
the infantries—appropriates them and puts them in practice.  
His reasoning is the following: our enemies are France and Russia. Defeating both 
simultaneously is impossible. And thus we must defeat at first one of them, and defeat the 
other in a second time. But which  do we defeat first? Russia? Sure, Russia is weaker than 
France, he takes a lot of time for mobilizing her Armed Forces, but her spaces are always 
huge, her army, once mobilized, is a “steamroller” formed by millions of men. If the 



Russians withdraw, as they made with Napoleon in 1812, and we pursuit them, we are in 
troubles: France attacks us west and we fall into the trap of the warfare on two fronts. 
France now. Good army, solid economy, good equipment, high morale, desire of revenge.  
A tough nut.  
Tougher than Russia. But if we attack France and in a reasonable time – six weeks- we 
defeat her, we would be able to carry our troops on the trains and send them eastwards to 
face those sloths of the Russians, still involved with their mobilizing.   
How to do ? Easy. We deploy a formidable  "marching wing", we send it through Belgium 
and Holland southwards, we enter France, we converge eastwards and we march behind 
Paris. At this point, the French call back their troops to defend the city, we  make roll our 
right wing ,  surrounding them. 
  

 
 

The Schlieffen Plan, source: www.schoolhistory.co.uk/.../schlieffen_summary.html 

Is Belgium neutral and invading it  could provoke the intervention of Great Britain? I am  
aware of it, but the risk must be run. I do not think in a large scale British  intervention , 
but even if the British entered the war, we would be able to anticipate them. Will Belgium 
withstand? I do not think so. Perhaps it will withstand formally, to save its honour, but 
nothing more. This problem is a political problem, not a military problem.  And, then, 
being the problem  a  political problem, the politicians must resolve it.  
Could the  Russians attack us earlier than expected? I do not think so, but if the Russians 
attacked us, we could lose intentionally a little bit of our territory in the  East: once 
defeated France, we could take it again in a short time. One matter must be clear: we will 
defeat France only if  my plan is not modified. The Armies that are located on the borders 
must not attack; on the contrary they must keep still or, better, they must withdraw a little 
bit, as the Hannibal's centre did at Cannae: in this way they will be able to attract the 
enemy towards the interior, making the encirclement easier. 
Till here the Count. Known  the plan , the politicians act and the military are in turmoil. 
The Kaiser tries to “soften” the King of Belgium, Leopold II, with the threatens or with the 
corruption, but uselessly. The militaries are in part in favour of the plan but many of them 
are not. Someone does not like the massive use of the reservists which has been planned by 
Count Schlieffen. In the Junkers’ opinion, the reservists are unfaithful soldiers. Others 



define the Schlieffen Plan as an academic exercise, the work of a scholar, a work without 
any contact with reality. But Wilhelm II appreciates it and he wishes to have “Paris for 
lunch, dinner in Saint Petesburg.” 
  
Von Schlieffen leaves this world in the 1913, entrusting his soul to God and the integrity of 
the “marching wing” to his successor.  Despite his prestigious name ( von Moltke), he rides 
badly, paints and plays also violin. And perhaps he is able to appreciate the poetry of the 
streams, flooded by the sunset light. His name is Johan, but for the Kaiser he is-- no one 
knows why—“Julius the Sad”; for the History , he will be Moltke the Younger, to 
distinguish him from his august uncle, Moltke the Elder, the winner of Sèdan. But for 
many people, he will be Moltke the Little, a dwarf compared to his "Great" uncle. 
Von Moltke the Younger-- appointed Chief of Staff in 1906--changes the Plan. Why?  Has 
he no backbone? Is he prudent? Does he listen to the requests of the high commanders or 
does he  want to deploy better his troops on the battlefield? Anyway, both the eastern front 
and that one of Alsace an Lorraine are strengthened in 1911 by troops taken away to  the “ 
marching wing” . Now it is reduced in its number, and for this reason the invasion of 
Holland - originally planned by Count Schlieffen- is cancelled. Before being put in practice, 
the Schlieffen plan begins to lose some pieces.  And the  Dutch railways, essential to carry 
troops, supplies and ammunition. 
 
Cockerels, bears and doves. 
 
The French have still the humiliation of Sédan on their stomach; they are living-- but they 
are able to disguise it -- for the revenge and they are  preparing in consequence. Even they 
have a plan, marked by a number – the 17- considered unlucky in many countries  in 
Europe.  But they do not care  the superstition.  Their military philosophy is: no defensive 
tactics, but continuous attacks. And they do not change their mind even when – in 1904-- 
they come into possession of one of the first versions of Schlieffen Plan. Have the Germans 
a very powerful “marching wing”? Who cares. They will call it back when we will attack in 
Alsace and in Lorraine! The future Chief of Staff, General Noel de Castelnau, goes beyond: 
“ If they..( i.e. the Germans) …arrive to Lille, it is an advantage for us.” he claims aloud. 
And perhaps he rubs his hands, too.  
In the military circles and on the newspapers, the offensive at all cost and “ an idea armed 
with a sword” are celebrated; the advance toward the Rhine River – when  and if it will 
start – is imagined like a walk. The prudent militaries – or simply the wiser ones- were put 
apart. General Victor Michel ( he is a supporter of a defensive attitude) is replaced. The 
quotations of Colonel Grandmaison and General Foch, both supporter of the offensive, 
arise. 
In truth, there is a General who could be appointed Chief of Staff. His name is Simon 
Gallieni. But he is a man of honour and he does not accept the command: I have voted 
against Michel, he says, and now taking his place would seem to me tactless. And thus at 
the top of the French Army, a General of Military Engineers is called. His name sounds 
pompous: Joseph-Jacques- Césaire Joffre. He is a big and strong man, he enjoys good food 
and  good wines, at 10 p.m. he goes to bed, happen what may. But he is experienced, he 
does not lose his temper, he is able to take decision also under pressure. Will it be 
sufficient? 
 
The “Russian bears” are in many troubles. They have been defeated by the Japanese and 
their morale is very low. Because of that defeat, in Europe a lot of people are laughing 
behind their back. At Saint Petersburg the tsarina and  Rasputin have the power; the grand 
duke Nikolaij is a good politician and a good general, but is opposed by his sister-in-law; 
prince Suchòmlinov, minister of war, is able to move through the intrigues of the court, but 



he is still at the stone age ( i.e. at the age of the bayonet) with regards to his military ideas.  
He is also a chronic absentee. “Because he had to spare his strengths for his wife, thirty 
years younger”, the malicious say.  
There is the Army, however, the “steamroller”: millions of men. Badly armed and badly 
equipped, but still always millions. But there are also a lot of problems. Mobilizing is slow 
and muddled, the training is approximate. But the Russians do not want to seem unfit. We 
also are able to combat, they claim. And thus, in a start of pride, they undertake to enter 
war  against Germany after only fifteen days ( M+15) from the possible beginning of the 
conflict with France. Two Armies( the First Army and the Second Army), starting 
respectively from south and from north of the Masurian  Lakes,  will engage the Germans 
and they will head towards Berlin. 
Easy on paper; in practice it is less easy: the Germans know the Russian plan since time 
and they have taken the appropriate counter measures. A brilliant officer of Staff, Colonel 
Max Hoffman , have planned them.  
 
Belgium is neutral and in practice unarmed. Are the weapons necessary, when everyone 
are swearing and swearing again that  never  Belgium will be invaded? The young King 
Albert, succeeded  to Leopold, however, is worried. And he warns: everyone who enter the 
Belgian territory without my permission or without the government’s  permission is an 
enemy. Everyone, I repeat: not only the Germans, but also the French and the British. And, 
to be in safety, he appoints to Captain Galet, known in Academy, the reorganisation of the 
Armed Forces. Six divisions-- they are all that Galet can gather-- are very few. But, when 
the time will arrive, the Belgian dove will draw the talons of an eagle. Gaining the 
admiration of the whole world.   
 
The "Big Cannae". 
 
And the moment arrives soon. On August 4th  , the powerful “ marching wing” , planned by 
von Schlieffen and put in field by Moltke the Younger, enters Belgium . There are seven 
hundred thousand soldiers on march: the Saxons of von Hausen ( Third Army), the 
Swabens of von Bulow ( Second Army) and, at the right side, near the Channel, the 
infantrymen of von Kluck ( First Army, the spearhead). On the centre of the deployment, 
prepared to stop the eventual French blow in Alsace and Lorraine, there are other two 
Armies( the Fifth and the Fourth); the Sixth and the Seventh Army are deployed on the 
southern sector of this front.   
Belgium has not very much for facing this huge deployment apart from the bravery of its 
soldiers and the courage of its King, decided to fight despite he does not ignore the 
consequences for his Country. Liege withstands till she can, before being razed to the 
ground by the Ludendorff’s siege cannons; Leuven is set on fire; Namur falls almost all of a 
sudden; the Belgian army withdraws towards Antwerp.  
The world public opinion is horrified: not only a neutral Country has been invaded, but 
people, always more frequently, speak about hasty executions, about every kind of horrors 
and cruelties, about hands cut to the children. Von Kluck is in a hurry. He must advance 
towards Paris. He does not take care of all those rumours. But he can not ignore the 
Belgian resistance: he leaves, thus, a division and a  couple of brigades behind him to 
guarantee the order and he goes on.   
And the French? According to the script, they disregard the “marching wing” ( 
“diversionary manoeuvre”, they define it) and they attack in Lorraine. General Charles 
Lanrezac, commander of the Fifth Army deployed in face of von Kluck, is the first who 
understands: can the Germans not invade Belgium because Belgium is a neutral Country? 
And ,then,  who are the soldiers who are arriving in these areas, wave after wave? To me 
they seem Germans. Diversionary manoeuvre? Well, seen how many they are, I have some 



doubt. No panic, is answered him by the High Command: the manoeuvre of the enemy 
right wing is destined to exhaust when we will counterattack.  
And so the French counterattack. Or, at least, they try to do it. Went to attack ( better: 
launched the offensive, as their war  manuals affirm) in Lorraine, they are severely 
defeated. Their defeat passes to history as “the  Battle of the borders” ( August 20-23), it 
leaves on the battlefield the certainties of the XVII Plan and extinguishes the sacred fire of 
the offensive at all cost. In that occasion, the red trousers of the French soldiers--trousers 
in which, according to a famous affirmation, the whole Nation identified-- are an invitation 
to target shooting by the German machine-gunners.   
The Germans are in high spirits. His morale is very high. In truth, the von Kluck’s 
infantrymen would stop willingly: they are on march since fifteen or more days, with the 
sores on their feet and with their heavy rucksacks. But the victorious German commanders 
on the borders, do not want to stop. We must attack them now  -- they insist-- we are close 
to victory, we must take advantage of it. If there had been von Schlieffen, he would have 
stopped them: we move only when our  right wing has finished its job, he would have told. 
But Moltke the Younger is easy-going and he lets them to attack. Sticking another nail on 
the coffin of the “perfect plan”. 
 
On the East a storm wind is blowing. Against all odds, the Russians have put in line the two 
promised Armies and they are approaching Eastern Prussia. The German commander, 
Baron von Prittwitz, has a panic attack: if I do not receive reinforcements, he 
communicates, I will be forced to withdraw behind the Vistula River.  Moltke sees already 
the horses of the Cossacks drinking in the fountains of Berlin and he sweats cold. He, then, 
takes off to the “marching wing” two army Corps and sends them  East. Together with a 
new commander, Baron Paul von Hindenburg, recalled in a hurry from the retirement, and 
a new Chief of Staff, general Erich Ludendorff, the conqueror of Liege. When they meet at 
a small railway station at mid-road from the front line, Hindenburg is wearing still the 
dark blue uniform of the Prussian Army. Hindenburg and Ludendorff will defeat the 
Russians and, later, they will obtain also the power; those two Corps taken away from the 
“marching wing” will bury definitively the Schlieffen Plan. 
 
The “marching wing”, now, is very close to France. When it is around to enter France 
drawing a wide manoeuvre like a scythe-blow,  Lanrezac and the British of sir John 
French-- entered the line since a short time-- are under attack. At Charleroi the French 
fight bravely, but they are forced to withdraw; at Mons the British are around to be swept 
away by the German cavalry, but the horses becomes frisky, they kick and do not advance. 
Someone will swear to have seen an angel with a sword scaring the horses.  Anyway, angels 
or not angels, the British are able to break the contact and they withdraw.  
Everywhere the troops are withdrawing. There is nothing else to do. They are withdrawing 
in order, fighting, towards the Somme River, chosen by Joffre as the line where the Armies 
were to gather and from where they should launch a counterattack. The soldiers and their 
officers keep their head: now they are aware to fight for something concrete( home, family, 
the personal affects) and thus they withstand. In the meanwhile, Joffre has transferred the 
line of defence from the Somme to the Seine River. 
 
On the eastern front, in the meanwhile, the battle is  raging around Tannenberg. A German 
officer, General von François, disobeying the orders, does not stop his march when it is 
ordered by his commanders and he acts independently. Outcome: the Samsonov’s First 
Army is surrounded and destroyed. Some day later, the Rennenkampf’s Second Army is 
defeated around the Masurian Lakes. The news goes round the world. The ex pensioner 
Hindenburg rises to the rank of saviour of the Fatherland and he attracts to Tannenberg 
crowds of adoring visitors. Colonel Hoffman--the true architect of the victory—sometimes 



accompanies them, showing to them the cult places. He explains: here, the Field marshal 
slept  before the battle, here he slept after the battle and here he dozed off… during the 
battle.  
And the two army Corps sent by Moltke when everything seemed lost? Unimportant. When 
the troops go down from the trains, the battle of Tannenberg is already won . 
 
In France von Kluck is pursuing the Fifth Army and the BEF which are withdrawing. He 
has a new idea: Why going round Paris? The  soldiers are tired, the Belgians have made 
blow up the bridges, the Dutch trains can not be used, the supply lines are very long, food 
and ammunitions are arriving  in dribs and drabs. Why not slipping into the French and 
the British for defeating them here and now?  
In the  German imperial army, a field commander has wide operative  autonomy. And von 
Kluck exerts it immediately: he changes his direction,  he passes ahead Paris and not, 
according to the the Schlieffen plan,  behind her, heading eastwards, toward the Marne 
River. Of course, he informs his Headquarter. It is a good move, Moltke answers him, the 
move which is necessary to close the hole that now exists between the First and the Second 
Army. In other words, Moltke approves a corrective manoeuvre which does not substitute 
the main manoeuvre; von Kluck, instead, thinks and does exactly the contrary.  
Bulow flies into a rage. When he sees his colleague advancing rather than heading towards 
him, he informs Moltke. Von Kluck does not change his mind: I have the enemy very close 
to me and I do not want to waste this occasion, he answers. And, then, he adds with ill-
concealed sarcasm : my colleague boasts about winning  a victory after the other and he 
continues to ask for help. Why? 
Von Kluck is aware that the right flank of his army is uncovered, but he is not very 
concerned about it: he protects his right flank with an army Corps and he continues to 
pursue the French-British hare, not caring about Bulow and Moltke. On September 4th he 
is beyond the Marne river.  
 
In Paris the tension is growing. The Sixth Army of General Maunoury which has the task to 
defend the capital city, is in trouble. General Gallieni, appointed Commander of the 
square, has promised the highest commitment in defence of the city, but he is the first who 
does not deceive himself. A miracle would be necessary, or a blunder of the enemy or the 
sword of the angels of Mons.  
Then a message is delivered to him: the aerial reconnaissance  has individuated-- and 
clearly-- the new direction of the von Kluk’s Army.  Gallieni understands immediately: the 
Germans have their flank uncovered. It is necessary to exploit that occasion. He calls Joffre 
but the Commander in Chief is not found.  Two subaltern officers --two colonels-- 
exchange those vital information, while Gallieni, independently, moves the Sixth Army. 
Finally Joffre is informed. Stopping the armies which are heading towards the Seine River  
and deploying them is a huge risk, but if were Gallieni right? Finally he decides. He 
communicates to his officers: “ Gentlemen, we will fight on the Marne !” For his part, von 
Moltke ( always far from the frontline) is worried about the uncovered flank of von Kluck’s 
Army. Being  afraid of a dirty tick, he sends a faithful assistant of his, Colonel Hentch, to 
stop his impetuous  subaltern. Von Kluck gives in, he comes back, and while he is coming 
back, the French attack starts.  
 
The First Battle of the Marne, as everyone knows, ended with the German withdrawal. Von 
Kluck was attacked on his right flank( Sixth Army, General Maunoury) and on his frontline 
( Fifth Army, General Franchet d’Esperey); the British of the BEF slipped, perhaps in 
delay, into the hole between the German First and Second Army; Foch attacked winning a 
desperate struggle; the Parisian taxi-drivers gained eternal fame carrying to the frontline 
the reinforcements for Maunoury; Colonel Hentch arrived again to the battlefield and he 



decided that the battle  was lost; Moltke ordered the  general withdrawal and the Germans 
deployed beyond the Aisne River.  Many German officers, in those moments, did not 
understand. And, in effect, the battle of the Marne was uncertain till the end. When the 
order to withdraw arrived, some of those officers cried for anger and dejection; others were 
not able to understand the reasons of an each decision: they were already ready to mount 
to the saddle to lead the pursuing of the enemy and, now, the order to stop everything 
arrived. “ Our commanders are become  crazy”, was the comment of one of them. 
 
The battle of the Marne saved Paris, but it had a “flaw”: it was not decisive.  And thus, after 
“the race to the sea”, after the fall of Antwerp, the war turned into a long trench warfare, 
with the consequences --military, political and human-- that  we know. 
The Schlieffen plan failed. The German generals attributed its failure to the bravery and to 
the courage of the French soldiers, a factor which no one, not even  Count Schlieffen , had 
considered. It is true: French and British fought bravely. But it is also true that the plan 
failed because the “ marching wing” was made weaker before and during its march; 
because Belgium resisted fiercely; because the Russians moved their armies earlier than 
expected; because von Kluck, in the decisive moment, made an arbitrary convergence; 
because colonel Hentsch was not able to assess correctly the situation;  because Bulow 
thought that von Kluck were defeated ( and it was untrue); because von Kluck thought that 
the Bulow’s Army were defeated  ( and it was also untrue); because Moltke, under 
pressure, was unable to maintain himself calm; because Prince Rupprecht of Bavaria 
advanced towards the ring of the French fortresses instead being still and waiting.  
And for other reasons more.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


