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The Battle Of The Frontiers

The Battle Of The Frontiers: A Pivotal
Series of Clashes That Shaped World War I

The opening weeks of World War I are often remembered for the rapid
German advance through Belgium and the subsequent stalemate of
trench warfare. However, before the lines were drawn in the mud, a
dramatic and violent series of engagements known collectively as The
Battle Of The Frontiers  took place.  Fought in August 1914, this
campaign saw the French and German armies clash along the shared
border between France and Germany, as well as in the Ardennes forest
and Lorraine. Far from a single battle, this was a collection of five
major confrontations that would set the stage for the next four years of



conflict. Understanding The Battle Of The Frontiers is essential for
grasping the strategic miscalculations, the sheer human cost, and the
brutal realities of early 20th-century warfare.

For historians and military enthusiasts,  this campaign represents a
fascinating case study of doctrine meeting reality. The French Army,
driven by a philosophy of relentless offensive action, launched massive
assaults  against  well-prepared  German defenses.  The  results  were
catastrophic, yet these bloody weeks remain a critical turning point in
modern military history. This article will explore the key components
of The Battle Of The Frontiers, the leaders involved, the tactical
errors committed, and the lasting impact of this devastating opening
act of the Great War.

The Strategic Context: Plan XVII vs. The
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Schlieffen-Moltke Plan

To understand why The Battle Of The Frontiers unfolded as it did,
one must first examine the pre-war plans of the major powers. France
had  developed  Plan  XVII,  a  strategy  that  called  for  a  massive,
immediate  offensive  to  retake  the  lost  provinces  of  Alsace  and
Lorraine, which Germany had annexed after the Franco-Prussian War
of 1870-71. The French high command, under General Joseph Joffre,
believed in élan vital—a fierce offensive spirit that would overwhelm
German defenses through sheer willpower and bayonet charges. This
philosophy paid little attention to the machine gun or modern artillery.

Germany, on the other hand, was executing a modified version of the
Schlieffen  Plan.  This  strategy  aimed  to  avoid  a  two-front  war  by
quickly knocking out France before turning east to face Russia. The
German  right  wing  was  to  sweep  through  neutral  Belgium  and
northern France, encircling Paris. However, the German left wing—the
forces directly facing the French border—was intentionally weakened



to lure the French into a trap. The German commander, Helmuth von
Moltke the Younger, hoped that the French would throw their armies
against the fortified German border in Lorraine, allowing the right
wing to crush them from the rear.

This strategic setup meant that The Battle Of The Frontiers was not
a random series of skirmishes but a carefully orchestrated—though
deeply  flawed—collision  of  two  opposing  military  doctrines.  The
French wanted a decisive breakthrough in the east, while the Germans
wanted to pin them down while the real blow fell from the north.

The First Clash: The Battle of Mulhouse

The opening shots of The Battle Of The Frontiers  were fired on
August 7, 1914, when French troops crossed the border into Alsace.
The initial objective was the city of Mulhouse. The French VII Corps,
under General Bonneau, made good progress at first, capturing the
city on August 8. The local population, many of whom still felt strong
ties  to  France,  welcomed the  soldiers  as  liberators.  However,  the
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celebration was short-lived.

German  reserves  quickly  counterattacked,  forcing  the  French  to
retreat  in  confusion.  General  Joffre,  furious  at  this  failure,  sacked
Bonneau and sent reinforcements under General  Pau for a second
attempt.  The French recaptured Mulhouse on August 19, but once
again, they could not hold it. The Germans, using interior rail lines,
brought up fresh troops and pushed the French back across the border
for good by August 25. The Battle of Mulhouse was a painful lesson for
the French: the Germans were well-prepared, and the spirit of the
offensive alone could not overcome modern firepower and logistics.

The Bloody Assaults: The Battles of Lorraine and the
Ardennes

The  main  weight  of  the  French  offensive  fell  in  two  sectors
simultaneously:  Lorraine  and  the  Ardennes.  These  battles,  fought
between August  14  and August  25,  1914,  constitute  the  bloodiest
phase of The Battle Of The Frontiers.



The Battle of Lorraine

French  First  and  Second  Armies,  under  Generals  Dubail  and  de
Castelnau, advanced into Lorraine on August 14. Their target was the
fortified German city of Metz. The French troops, still wearing their
distinctive blue coats and red trousers, advanced in dense columns
with flags flying and bands playing. It was a spectacle from a previous
century.

The German defenders, under Crown Prince Rupprecht of Bavaria, had
fortified  positions  and  ample  machine  guns  and  artillery.  They
deliberately fell back, drawing the French deeper into a killing zone.
On August 20,  the Germans launched a devastating counterattack.
French regiments were cut to pieces by artillery fire as they advanced
across open fields. The French suffered staggering casualties—in some
divisions, losses exceeded 50 percent. Despite the carnage, the French
infantry kept coming, wave after wave, into the teeth of German fire.
By  August  23,  the  French had been driven back to  their  starting
positions, having gained no ground and lost over 100,000 men. The
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Battle of Lorraine was a disaster, but worse was to come.

The Battle of the Ardennes

Further north, the French Third and Fourth Armies advanced into the
dense, hilly forests of the Ardennes on August 21. They had little idea
of  German  forces  in  the  area.  Intelligence  was  poor,  and  Joffre,
believing the German center to be weak, ordered a rapid advance. In
reality, the German Fourth and Fifth Armies were waiting.

The fighting in the Ardennes was chaotic and brutal. The terrain made
artillery  coordination  difficult,  leading  to  close-range  infantry
engagements of horrific intensity. French soldiers, trained only for the
offensive, were repeatedly cut down by German defenders who used
cover effectively. The Battle of the Ardennes was a series of confused,
bloody collisions rather than a coordinated battle. By August 25, the
French armies were in full retreat, having suffered enormous losses.
The dream of a decisive breakthrough in the Ardennes was shattered
forever.



The Final Engagement: The Battle of the Sambre

The third major component of The Battle Of The Frontiers occurred
further north, along the Sambre River in Belgium. Here, the French
Fifth Army under General Charles Lanrezac faced the German Second
Army  under  General  Karl  von  Bülow.  Lanrezac,  one  of  the  more
skeptical  French  commanders,  had  warned  that  the  main  German
attack would come through Belgium, not directly across the border. He
was correct, but his warnings were largely ignored.

The Battle of the Sambre, fought from August 21 to August 23, 1914,
saw the French attempt to cross the river and attack the German
flank.  However,  the  Germans  arrived  in  greater  strength  than
expected.  The French were forced into a defensive battle,  fighting
desperately to hold the river crossings.  Lanrezac, realizing he was
about to be surrounded by the German right wing, made a difficult but
correct decision: he ordered a retreat. This withdrawal, while tactically
sound, opened a gap between the French Fifth Army and the British



The Battle Of The Frontiers

Downloaded from tracker.dreammachineusa.org by Anna & Hodges • Every book is
a new adventure. • Page 9

Expeditionary Force, leading to the famous British action at Mons. The
Battle of the Sambre marked the end of the French offensive and the
beginning of a general retreat that would not stop until the Marne.

Casualty Figures and Human Cost

The  casualty  figures  from  The  Battle  Of  The  Frontiers  are
staggering by any standard. In just over two weeks of fighting, the
French  Army  suffered  approximately  260,000  casualties,  including
over 75,000 dead. August 22, 1914, is often described as the bloodiest
day in French military history, with more French soldiers killed on that
single day than on any other day of World War I. German casualties
were  also  heavy,  estimated  at  around  120,000,  but  they  had  the
advantage of fighting on the defensive.

These losses had a profound impact on the French Army. Many of the
professional officers and non-commissioned officers who formed the
backbone of the peacetime army were killed in the first weeks. The



French Army would never fully recover its pre-war offensive capability.
The immense casualties also had a psychological effect on the French
nation, contributing to the determination to hold the line at all costs
later in the war.

Tactical and Strategic Failures

Why did The Battle Of The Frontiers prove so disastrous for the
French? Several factors contributed to the catastrophe.

Outdated Doctrine: French military doctrine emphasized the
offensive at all costs. Soldiers were trained to advance rapidly
and engage with bayonets, ignoring the reality of modern
machine guns and rapid-fire artillery. The élan vital proved
deadly when faced with entrenched defenders.
Poor Intelligence: French intelligence severely underestimated
German troop strength along the border. Joffre believed that the
German center was weak, when in fact it was strong and well-
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prepared. The French marched into a trap.
Inadequate Artillery: The French Army lacked heavy artillery in
sufficient numbers. Their lightly armored 75mm field guns, while
excellent for mobile warfare, could not effectively destroy
German field fortifications. German heavy howitzers completely
outmatched French batteries.
Difficult Terrain: The Ardennes forest and the rugged hills of
Lorraine favored the defender. Dense woods limited visibility,
and open fields provided no cover for advancing infantry. The
French were forced to fight on ground chosen by the Germans.
Communication Breakdown: Command and control in 1914
was primitive. Orders took hours to reach front-line units. Once
battle commenced, generals had little ability to influence events.
The French attacks were often fragmented and unsupported.

The German Perspective

While the German defenders were tactically successful, they also made
critical  errors.  Crown  Prince  Rupprecht,  against  Moltke's  orders,



allowed his armies to pursue the retreating French too aggressively.
This  pursuit  wasted  German  strength  and  disrupted  the  carefully
timed schedule of the Schlieffen Plan. Furthermore, German victories
in  The  Battle  Of  The  Frontiers  gave  them  a  false  sense  of
confidence.  They  believed the  French were  beaten and would  not
recover. This overconfidence led them to underestimate the French
capacity for recovery, which would prove decisive at the First Battle of
the Marne in September 1914.

The Impact on the Course of World War I

The failure of the French offensive in The Battle Of The Frontiers
had profound consequences for the rest of the war. First, it meant that
the war would not  be a short,  decisive conflict  as  both sides had
anticipated. The French Army, though battered, was not destroyed. It
retreated in good order and eventually rallied on the Marne.

Second, the German plan for quick victory in the west had failed.
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While the German right wing made rapid progress through Belgium,
the left wing had been drawn into a costly and indecisive battle in
Lorraine. When the German right wing was halted at the Marne, they
had no reserves left to exploit the situation. The German Army, like the
French, was exhausted after weeks of constant marching and fighting.

Third, the terrible losses of August 1914 shaped the psychological and
cultural  memory of  the war in  France.  The sacrifice of  the young
soldiers  who  marched  to  their  deaths  in  red  trousers  became  a
powerful symbol of national tragedy and misguided leadership. The
French Army would never again attempt an offensive of that scale
without overwhelming artillery support. The lessons of The Battle Of
The Frontiers helped create the defensive, attritional mindset that
defined the rest of the war.

Lessons Learned and Historical



Significance

For military historians,  The Battle Of The Frontiers  serves as a
classic  case  study  of  the  clash  between  doctrine  and  reality.  The
French  belief  in  the  offensive  was  not  unique;  most  European
militaries of the time shared similar views. However, the French paid
the highest price for their adherence to an outdated philosophy. The
battle demonstrated, beyond any doubt, that modern firepower had
rendered massed infantry assaults suicidal.

Yet,  there  are  also  lessons  in  command  and  flexibility.  General
Lanrezac's decision to retreat at the Sambre, against the prevailing
offensive doctrine, saved his army from destruction. Joffre's ability to
remain calm amid disaster and orchestrate a general retreat was a
critical factor in the eventual French recovery. The battle was not just
a story of failure, but also of adaptation and survival under extreme
pressure


