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A Picture of German Unity? Federal
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Most of the Bavarian army - especially the officer corps —
entered the war as Prussia-friendly or at least imbued with
strong confidence in the ability of the North German con-
tingent and the feeling of its military superiority. During the
campaign this feeling has completely changed. Above all, con-
tinuous association with each other has made us for the first
time fully conscious of the complete difference between north
and south and has had a repellent effect. The outstanding
performance by Bavarian troops in all theatres has evidently
very greatly increased their confidence; and it has also had
the perhaps unmerited but natural effect of lowering their esti-
mation of Prussia. In addition there have been infringements,
arrogance and tactlessness by Prussian commanders. In short,
inflamrnable material is piling up...!

This letter from the Bavarian Minister of War illustrates two important
points. First, constitutionally the German army was a federal organi-
sation comprising separate contingents. The largest was the Prussian
army, but three others — from Bavaria, Saxony and Wiirttemberg - were
significant and retained autonomous rights. Second, relations between
the contingents could be difficult. The key question here is not ‘Did
the Prussians and Bavarians (Saxons, Wiirttembergers) like each other?’,
but ‘Did the contingents’ nature and interrelationships affect battlefield
performance?’ A possible comparison would be the relations between
Australian and British formations: clearly there were tensions, but these
did not prevent the Australians being among the most effective troops
in the British Expeditionary Force.?
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Martin Kitchen believes that the division of the German army into
contingents did not prevent effective military unity, and that despite
nominal concessions the predominance of the Prussian army was
unchallenged.? It has also been suggested that co-operation between the
Prussian, Bavarian, Saxon and Wiirttemberg contingents was ‘free of fric-
tion and tensions’. Similarly, explaining his selection of 11th Bavarian
Infantry Division (BID) as a case study of a typical German formation,
Christian Stachelbeck argues that its Bavarian provenance is not rele-
vant because of the widespread standardisation and unification of the
German army.*

This chapter will show that the German army was less homogeneous
than such views allow; that although the contingents could co-operate
effectively together, their continued existence increased administrative
and operational friction; and that their quality and battlefield perfor-
mance varied. After outlining the status of the contingents in peacetime,
the chapter looks mainly at the period from late 1916 to mid-1917. This
was the height of the trench warfare phase on the Western Front and
included the crucial failure of the 1917 Entente spring offensive (the
Battle of Arras and Nivelle Offensive).®

The 1871 German constitution recognised the military forces - the
contingents — of the 25 federal states as the basis of the German army.
In reality, however, 21 of these states ceded most of their military
sovereignty to the Kaiser as King of Prussia through a series of mili-
tary conventions and other agreements. Only formations from Hessen
and Baden retained any form of separate identity within the Prussian
army: these were the Grand Duchies which had signed the constitution
as sovereign entities and they raised complete divisions for the army.
In practical terms, by 1914 there were only four separate contingents:
the Prussian, Bavarian and Saxon armies and the Wiirttemberg army
corps.® Table 8.1 shows the proportion of manpower each contributed

Table 8.1 Contingents’ relative contributions
to the German army (peacetime)

Contingent %
Prussian army 77
Bavarian army 11
Saxon army ' 8
Wiirttemberg army corps 4

Total 100
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to the German army.” The overwhelming numerical predominance of
the Prussian army is clear.

The three remaining non-Prussian contingents all retained signifi-
cant rights, which varied according to their constitutional and treaty
undertakings. Wiirttemberg had the least autonomy, having signed an
additional military agreement with Prussia in 1893; this in effect merged
the two officer corps and facilitated cross-posting between the two con-
tingents. The Bavarian army, as the largest contingent after Prussia, was
the most determined and able to maintain its autonomy. This included
independent appointment of its senior commanders, higher educational
requirements for its officer corps, separate training of its general staff
officers in its own staff college and a separate numbering system for
all units. Saxony was more independent than Wirttemberg but less
than Bavaria. Table 8.2 illustrates these different degrees of autonomy
in terms of institutions.?

But the constitution and treaties also limited the contingents’ auton-
omy. They were obliged to adopt conscription, with uniform terms
of service, and to contribute their proportion of the agreed peace-
time strength of the army and its costs. The Kaiser was the federal
commander-in-chief (Bundesfeldherr) in peace and war, with the excep-
tion that the Bavarian army only came under his command on mobili-
sation. A key function was his authority to appoint or at least agree the
appointment of senior commanders, again except for Bavaria. All con-
tingents had to adopt Prussian standards in organisation, equipment,
regulations and training. The Reich authorities had the right to carry
out inspections to ensure implementation of these standards. Other
measures also promoted integration. All three contingents seconded
general staff officers to the Prussian Great General Staff. Bavarians were
also seconded to the Prussian Military Technical Academy as well as to
the artillery and small-arms testing commissions. Saxon officers had a
broader choice of postings outside their own army, and Wiirttembergers

Table 8.2 Independent institutions of contingents’ armies

Contingent Ministry  General Officer Staff Separate
of War statf corps college unit
numbers
Bavarian Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Saxon Yes Yes Yes No No

Wiirttemberg - Yes No No No No
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had access to a range of positions at various levels in the Prussian
army.’ '

Generally the aim of ensuring uniformity of standards and perfor-
mance in peacetime was achieved, despite the contingents’ autonomy.
But it was not possible to eliminate all problems. Even Wiirttemberg,
which believed in co-operating fully on operational issues, was deter-
mined to maintain its rights. There were regular arguments over
the command of the Wiirttemberg army corps, and over delimiting
the spheres of authority of its commander (usually a Prussian) and the
Wiirttemberg Minister of War. In Bavaria, keenness to develop the local
aircraft industry impeded rationalisation of design and supply at a
national (German) level.*

Once war came in 1914, the Kaiser’s formal position as commander-
in-chief meant in practice that the Prussian-dominated Supreme Army
Command (Oberste Heeresleitung, OHL) controlled the contingents’ field
forces. By 1916 the Bavarian Minister of War was forced to concede
that ‘during the war there is a certain internal contradiction between
the unity and independence of the supreme command -~ which must
be recognised as a military necessity — and the constitutionally reserved
rights of Bavarian military sovereignty’.!! Nevertheless the contingents
retained important rights, including control of the forces in their home-
lands and administration. Te defend these rights and in a continuation
of peacetime practice, each contingent posted a senior officer as mili-
tary plenipotentiary to the Kaiser’s General Headquarters (of which OHL
was part).

By early 1917, in terms of divisions in the field Prussia’s relative contri-
bution had increased slightly, whereas Bavaria’s and Saxony’s had fallen
slightly (Table 8.3).12

Table 8.3 Contingents’ relative contributions (number of divisions)

Contingent Peacetime % of 9 April 1917 % of German
German army
army
Prussian 38 76 177 78
Bavarian 6 12 24 11
Saxon 4 8 17 7
Wiirttemberg 2 4 10° 4

Total 50 100 228 100
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The existence of the contingents and their rights undoubtedly
affected the conduct of the war. At the political level the individual
states had their own war aims, and these could impinge directly on
military matters. For instance, Saxony hoped to gain territory in the
east. Deploying troops there during the war would help bolster this
claim in the post-war settlement. Saxony believed that it would be able
to colonise the new territory with its ‘excess’ population. This would
enable the kingdom to raise a third and maybe even a fourth army corps.
Extra military strength would in turn allow Saxony to maintain the mil-
itary convention with Prussia or even improve it along Bavarian lines,
thus winning greater military sovereignty. Wirttemberg went through
the same thought process over acquiring territory in Alsace-Lorraine.'?

Political and dynastic considerations affected military organisation
and probably operations. A characteristic of the Western Front in spring
1917, and a product of Germany’s political structure, was that the
three German army group commanders were heirs to the thrones of
Prussia, Bavaria and Wirttemberg.!* OHL reportedly wanted to make
Generalfeldmarschall Crown Prince Rupprecht of Bavaria theatre com-
mander for the whole Western Front. This did not happen because
Crown Prince Wilhelm, heir to the imperial and Prussian thrones, could
not be placed under Rupprecht, heir to the Bavarian throne.’® A simi-
lar problem arose in early 1917. Fourth Army, on the coast, could not
be brought into Army Group Rupprecht where it naturally belonged
because its commander, Generalfeldmarschall Herzog Albrecht, heir to
the Wiirttemberg throne, could not serve under Rupprecht. This prob-
lem was only solved when the third Western Front army group was
created and Albrecht given command. Fourth Army then moved into
Army Group Rupprecht.’¢

Dynastic issues also affected operations, or at least were perceived
to. As Sixth Army commander in August 1914, Rupprecht commanded
almost the entire mobilised Bavarian army, which therefore remained
largely under the Wittelsbach dynasty’s control. The positioning of Sixth
Army along the frontier in Alsace-Lorraine met the Bavarian desire
to secure its Pfalz (Rhineland Palatinate) territory against invasion.!’
More than one senior Prussian officer commented that the need for
the Wittelsbachs to gain military glory had influenced Rupprecht’s con-
duct of operations in August 1914. Whether justified or not, these
were serious allegations given the widespread view that the operations
were a major factor in the defeat of the initial German offensive and
therefore in the loss of the war.'® The Prussians were clearly worried
about Rupprecht. Erich Falkenhayn, head of OHL, described him as a
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‘particularist’ or supporter of Bavarian autonomy. Falkenhayn arranged
tor Generalleutnant Hermann von Kuhl to be appointed Rupprecht’s
chief of staff (Chef des Generalstabes, CGS) as a Prussian chaperone.'

Nor were the Prussian Hohenzollerns immune from accusations of
taking military action to promote their dynastic interests. Crown Prince
Wilhelm was said to have asked permission to take the offensive
in August 1914 to emulate Rupprecht’s initial success in Lorraine.?®
Wilhelm’s role commanding Fifth Army at Verdun in 1916 was espe-
cially controversial. It had been hoped that a great victory there by
the heir to the Prussian throne would strengthen the monarchy. But
by April 1917 damaging rumours were circulating that he was respon-
sible for the overall failure at Verdun as well as the two serious local
defeats in October and December 1916. Falkenhayn's successor as head
of OHL, Generalfeldmarschall Paul von Hindenburg, ordered steps to be
taken actively to counter the rumours. Recording this order, Rupprecht
commented that it would be said nothing had been achieved on the
Western Front since the beginning of trench warfare because the army
and later the army group commanders there were chosen only for
dynastic reasons.”’ Prussian dynastic considerations may also have had
an important ~ and negative - influence on decisions relating to the
German March 1918 offensive. Both at the time and later it has been
alleged that General der Infanterie Erich Ludendorff, Hindenburg’s chief
assistant, selected the final- attack plan and distorted the chain of
command with a view to giving Crown Prince Wilhelm a spectacular
victory.??

The existence of the contingents affected military effectiveness in
other areas too, including personnel work and administration of the
army. Many senior Prussian and Wiirttemberg officers served in each
others’ contingents. But with very rare exceptions, only Bavarian and
Saxon officers held command and general staff positions in their respec-
tive corps and divisions: control of these appointments is one of the
clearest signs of the two kingdoms’ continued military autonomy. Only
a few Bavarian and Saxon officers held senior Prussian positions. The
outstanding example is Generalleutnant Max Ritter von Héhn, who for
six months commanded the Prussian 2nd Guard Infantry Division — a
unique distinction for a Bavarian officer.”® It was possible, however, to
see a sinister Prussian plot in this, or at least Rupprecht did: he suspected
that by offering commands to Bavarians the Prussians were skilfully
manoeuvring to demand the right to appoint Bavarian generals.?

Both Bavarians and Saxons laid claim to one Army command or sim-
ilar position. In 1914 the Bavarians saw Sixth Army as their preserve,
the Saxons Third Army. After the Saxon Generaloberst Max Freiherr von



Tony Cowan 147

Hausen left command of Third Army in September 1914, the Saxons
constantly pressed for one of their senior officers to hold an equiv-
alent job.* Lower-level posts were also of concern. In April 1917,
Bavarian Ministry of War approval had to be sought to appoint a
Prussian as chief engineer officer in Sixth Army, a lieutenant-colonel’s
job; in return, a Bavarian would be nominated to the equivalent post
in Second Army.?® Such issues were often handled by the military
plenipotentiaries at GHQ. In April 1917 the Bavarian military plenipo-
tentiary assured Rupprecht that when a particular Bavarian major was
appointed to a general staff job in First Army headquarters - basically a
Prussian formation — Bavarian rights had been respected and authorisa-
tion requested.” These interventions with Ludendorff and other senior
OHL staff on matters dear to the contingents’ hearts took up time better
spent on more important matters.

In terms of personal relations, naturally some officers got on well with
their colleagues in other contingents, some did not. Similarly, officers
had differing views on how much unification between the contingents
was desirable. Whereas the Bavarian Generalleutnant Paul Ritter von
Kneufll held increasingly strong anti-Prussian feelings, Héhn - who had
had two postings to the general staff in Berlin as well as the Prussian
divisional command - was a firm believer in greater Germany and loved
Prussia’s military tradition.? There was always the possibility of friction.
While commanding Prussian and Bavarian divisions in October 1916,
the Prussian General der Infanterie Max von Boehn said to the Kaiser that
the enemy would not get through as long as there was still one Prussian
soldier alive. Boehn was probably being tactiess rather than malicious,
but the Bavarians complained and he had to apologise.”

The Prussian Ministry of War controlled the army’s general adminis-
tration, but it had to consult with the Bavarian, Saxon and Wirttemberg
Ministries and could only communicate its decisions to the contingents
through them. Inevitably the Bavarians wanted more independence
than the others. An example is the reorganisation of the corps system
from late 1916. Corps was the highest-level military organisation con-
trolled by contingents, originally comprising a fixed formation of two
infantry divisions and supporting units. From late 1916 this organic link
was broken: corps then became group (Gruppe) headquarters, controlling
a fluctuating number of divisions from any contingent which moved in
and out of its sector as required. The Wiirttembergers and Saxons quickly
agreed with the Prussians how this should be handled, but the Bavarians
insisted on being consulted beforehand on a case-by-case basis.*

This corps reorganisation loosened the contingent system, but
generally during the war the system was maintained or even
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strengthened. Pre-war, one Saxon and one Wiirttemberg regiment were
brigaded with Prussian troops as part of the garrison of Alsace-Lorraine.
The rush to increase the number of combat formations in 1914-1916 led
to the creation of many more mixed-contingent divisions as well as the
sending of replacements outside their contingents. Falkenhayn ignored
a complaint by Baden about this. However Wiirttemberg commanders
believed that the fragmentation of their contingent adversely affected
communications and reduced the combat effectiveness of their troops.
Their complaints led to a change of policy by Falkenhayn's successors at
OHL in October 1916. Most mixed divisions were then reorganised so
that each came entirely from one contingent. In moments of crisis after
that, OHL might try to send men from one contingent as replacemernts
to another, but this led to complaints from the contingents citing OHL's
October 1916 policy and the original military conventions.3!

Bavarian military leaders including Rupprecht, the Minister of War
and the military plenipotentiary at GHQ all worked towards maintain-
ing Bavaria’s ‘special position’ as it came under increasing threat in
1916-1917. Their efforts included resisting sending any more Bavarian
divisions to the Somme; pressing for divisions to be reunited in Bavarian
corps and for more to be allocated to Sixth Army, still seen as the
Bavarian army in the field; and if Sixth Army could not be Bavarian,
asking for another Army headquarters to be set up which would be.
They also determined to oppose Prussian encroachment by retaining
the monopoly on posting Bavarian officers, inculcating the feeling
that the Bavarian army was a separate entity and taking practical
steps to strengthen the connection between Bavarian troops and their
homeland - meaning Bavaria, not Germany.*

Did the contingent system described here affect battlefield perfor-
mance? Some background explanation will be helpful. A crucial factor
in performance was fighting power, or combat value (Kampfwert) as the
Germans usually called it. The German official history commented that
‘nowhere near all divisions were suited for major combat’.** The impor-
tance of assessing divisions’ combat value accurately was dramatically
demonstrated by the case of 39th Bavarian Reserve Division at Verdun.
This had been organised only for trench warfare on quiet fronts; it had
no experience of major combat; and it had stated frankly that it was not
fit for deployment to Verdun. It was deployed anyway and not surpris-
ingly overrun during the successful French December 1916 attack.’*

If anything, the question of combat value became even more pressing
by spring 1917: the introduction of new tactics placed heavier demands
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on the troops, at a time when the quality of the army was perceived to
have declined.? Analysis shows that when the Entente spring offensive
opened on 9 April, over 40 per cent of divisions in the field were viewed
as intrinsically not up to the demands of major battle on the Western
Front. Included in this category were divisions deployed long-term to
the Eastern Front, which had become a backwater. It was possible to use
formations there whose combat value prevented their employment in
the west except in emergency.*® From winter 1916 at the latest, all units
which were less effective in battle were being sent to the Eastern Front
and conversely the best divisions were being sent west.?’

Commenting on contingents’ overall performance, Ludendorff wrote
that though they bickered they all did their duty; all had their good
and less good divisions, with the exception of those from Wiirttemberg
and Baden which were all high quality. ‘In spite of the variety of peo-
ples composing it, the [German] Army held together well.”*® Evidence
from early 1917 lends some support to Ludendorft’s comments. In par-
ticular, the contingents were part of an integrated military system. Two
examples will demonstrate this. The first is operational and organisa-
tional. In May 1917, Gruppe Liesse in the Aisne sector was controlled
by Generalkommando 54. This was a Prussian corps headquarters with
a Prussian commander and CGS, commanding one Bavarian and four
Prussian divisions. Three of the Prussian divisions were in the front
line, and units supporting them included Bavarian and Wiirttemberg
artillery. The Bavarian division, 11th BID, was completely integrated
into the Gruppe organisation. Its first role was as a counter-attack divi-
sion (Eingreifdivision) and at one point it had detached two of its
regiments to support a Prussian division. Later, it replaced this divi-
sion in the front line. Kneufl, 11th BID’s commander, strongly disliked
Prussia, but there is no evidence that the Bavarian provenance of his
division caused organisational or tactical problems.*

The second example comes from the area of doctrine and training.
In late 1916 the Bavarian Hoéhn was specially chosen to produce the
first draft of the new defensive doctrine, OHL finalised and circulated
this to the whole army. It then set up a school to train divisional
staffs on the doctrine. The first two commandants of the school were
the Wiirttemberg Generalleutnant Otto von Moser and the Bavarian
Generalleutnant Karl Ritter von Wenninger; the first demonstration units
were Bavarian and Wiirttemberg divisions. Moser later wrote that his
staff, comprising officers from Prussia, Bavaria and Wiirttemberg, was ‘a
picture of German unity’. Students came from all parts of the German
army, and the school taught an integrated doctrine.*
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There is also evidence supporting Ludendorff’s statement about the
excellent quality of Wiirttemberg troops. Six divisional commanders
were awarded the Pour le Mérite, the top Prussian decoration, for their
performance against the 1917 Entente spring offensive. Two of them
were Wiirttembergers, a high proportion for so small a contingent. The
award of Pour le Mérites to two further senior Wiirttemberg officers for
their role in defeating the offensive - Moser, then commanding Gruppe
Arras, and Oberstleutnant Walter Reinhardt, Seventh Army’s CGS - must
have further strengthened the reputation of the contingent. Describing
an action slightly later in the year, the Prussian General der Infanterie Otto
von Below wrote that ‘as ever’ the Wiirttemberg divisions had fought
brilliantly, and he praised a Wiirttemberg commander who had per-
formed excellently on the Somme. Even Wiirttemberg formations could
struggle occasionally though, as shown by disciplinary problems in 26th
ID that autumn.*!

Bavarian formations had a mixed record against the Entente spring
offensive. On the one hand, 3rd BID’s part in the Battle of Arras was
viewed as a model implementation of the new defensive tactics; its com-
mander, Wenninger, lectured to the assembled officers of two Armies;
and his talk was circulated more broadly on the Western Front. Other
Bavarian divisions had performed less well, especially 14th BID which
was regarded as having failed in the severe defeat at Arras on 9 April.#?
This led to a temporary Bavarian loss of confidence in their military rep-
utation, particularly when the division was sent to the Eastern Front to
recover. At this moment of crisis, Ludendorff had to spend time reassur-
ing the military plenipotentiary that the move did not reflect badly on
the Bavarians.®

The battlefield failure of 14th BID illustrates another characteristic of
the contingents, that they were not homogeneous within themselves.
Explaining the failure, a regimental commander from the division
included the point that there were many men from the Pfalz in it.*
No evidence supports this explanation of the defeat, but negative views
of the Pfdlzer were common in the rest of the Bavarian army. The next
month, Kneufl of 11th BID commented in his diary on one of his
regiments which was performing badly:

I've never had a really high opinion of the 22nd Regiment. From
the Pfalz of course! But they’ve now gone so far that they can barely
be used in the defence, that’s to say that in an enemy attack they
may stay where they are, but...only because retreating would be



Tony Cowan 151

even more dangerous. The Pfalzer really don’t have much guts, except
when it comes to talking. ..

Prussian commanders too had definite views on the combat value of
troops from different areas of the Prussian army. Ludendorff clearly
thought highly of troops from Baden. In contrast there had been
widespread doubts before the war, including at a senior level, about
the reliability of Rhineland troops.“s Incidents involving a number of
divisions from the region in late 1916 and 1917 would have fed such
concerns, whether justified or not. There were serious disciplinary and
morale problems in 15th ID from its second deployment on the Somme
to at least autumn 1917, leading to a series of court martial cases and
the sacking of two successive divisional commanders. 16th ID was also
viewed as having failed in action on the Somme; there was an inves-
tigation and the divisional commander was removed.? A regiment of
15th Reserve Division (RD) was seen as having failed at Arras in May
1917, ‘and not for the first time’.*® OHL raised concerns, unfairly, about
the performance of a fourth Rhineland division, 16th RD; a fifth, 185th
ID, suffered from morale and disciplinary problems in late 1916 and
summer 19174 )

Some of the sources describing these incidents refer to Rhinelanders
gratuitously or with ironic exclamation marks, perhaps reflecting the
pre-war doubts.® There is a temptation to see such remarks as mere gos-
sip or prejudice: in an echo of British martial race theory, officers often
commented on the characteristics of troops from different regivons.Sl
However there clearly was high-level concern about the Rhineland cases.
The CGS of the corps in which 15th ID was serving contrasted the tough
northern troops in the corps with the Rhinelanders. He backed up his
comments with references to whole companies of Rhinelanders refusing
to advance and to men shooting at their officers.*? Similarly, the courts
martial and sackings demonstrate official recognition of the problems.
Tellingly, four of the five Rhineland divisions mentioned were sent to
the Eastern Front for a few months to sort themselves out in quieter
circumstances.

Statistical analysis of German divisions engaged against the Entente
spring offensive illuminates German commanders’ assessment of the
combat value of different contingents (Table 8.4). Just under half of
all divisions were committed to the battle. The percentage of Prussian
divisions reflects this closely. Bavarian divisions figure more promi-
nently, not least because the battle of Arras was fought by Sixth Army



152 Federal Contingents in the German Army, 1916-1917

Table 8.4 Deployment of divisions facing the Entente spring offensive,
April-May 1917

Contingent No. of divisions Total divisions %

engaged available participation
Prussian 88 177 50
Bavarian 14 24 58
Saxon 3 17 18
Wirttemberg 6 10 60
Total 111 228 49

in which many Bavarian formations were still concentrated. No such
reason applies to the Wiirttemberg divisions, and their 60 per cent par-
ticipation rate is well above average. But what stands out is the low
participation rate of Saxon divisions. Even combining participation in
the battle of Messines in June with the spring offensive, the rate only
rises from 18 per cent to 29 per cent, and it fell slightly at Third Ypres
that autumn.

This is all the more striking because Saxon divisions had been heav-
ily engaged in the 1916 battles: 85 per cent had fought at Verdun or the
Somme or both, roughly the same as the Bavarians and Wiirttembergers.
Their casualties were also about average; and as with other contingents
their performance varied - some divisions were reported as fighting
excellently, others as having completely failed. Comment from outside
the Saxon contingent apparently focused on the negative aspects. Senior
Wiirttemberg officers were especially critical, Generalleutnant Wilhelm
Herzog von Urach commenting that the Saxons did not exactly enjoy
the best reputation.*® The influential head of the Prussian Military Cabi-
net wrote that a Saxon division in particular was responsible for a serious
defeat on the Somme. Other officers contented themselves with ironic
remarks when describing Saxon successes or failures.* There are sugges-
tions in British reminiscences too that the Saxons were a softer touch
than the Prussians and Bavarians.

In early 1917 specific problems with Saxon formations emerged. Sixth
Army’s operations officer described the Saxon XII Reserve Corps as ‘bad’.
Two weeks before the battle of Arras began, it was removed from the line
and replaced by Prussians; its CGS was sacked.> The incoming Prussians
had no hesitation in blaming the Saxons for the poor development of
the defences they had inherited, which they saw as a large part of the
reason for their defeat on 9 April: ‘It’s a real pity that our wonderful
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corps had to eat this soup which our Saxon predecessors deserved as
they had prepared nothing. Frankly if we had not replaced them the
British would now be in Valenciennes.””” Reporting an OHL briefing on
the first day’s fighting in the Champagne, the only detail the head of
the Military Cabinet mentioned was that a Saxon division had given
way.*® This was 58th ID, which had an indifferent reputation in 1916
and was shortly after sent to the ‘sin bin’ on the Eastern Front. Kuhl
recorded that regrettably all Saxon divisions had to be taken out of
the front line just before the British attack at Messines in June.*® The
corps commander there was the Saxon General der Kavallerie Maximilian
von Laffert, who was believed to have mishandled the defence; he was
not sacked, but his corps headquarters was removed and sent to a quiet
sector.% ‘

The corollary of the low Saxon participation in the Western Front
battles of 1917 'was a noticeable build-up of divisions on the Eastern
Front (Table 8.5). For comparison, in October 1917 only one-fifth of
Bavarian and one-tenth of Wiirttemberg divisions were on the Eastern
Front. The concentration of formations there suited Saxon war aims,
but there may have been other reasons for it. The British assessment
was that among the units sent to the east were those the Germans
wanted to save from heavy casualties for political reasons, including the
Saxons.®

More likely, they were part of the transfer of less capable formations
to the Eastern Front. Only one of the five Saxon divisions raised in late
1916-1917 served on the Western Front, in a quiet sector, before mov-
ing east. In contrast, many of the other contingents’ divisions formed
at this time took part in the heavy western fighting of late 1917. This
suggests that these new Saxon divisions were of low quality. The reason
for this is not clear, but one factor may be that between 1871 and 1913
Saxony was the state which saw the largest increase in its army. Infantry
battalions almost doubled in number and artillery batteries more than

Table 8.5 Saxon divisions by front at different periods

Date Total Saxon ‘Western Eastern % of Saxon
divisions divisions on
Eastern Front

July 1916 12 12 0 0
April 1917 17 11 6 35
October 1917 18 7 11 61
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trebled; the corresponding figures for Bavaria were much lower. There
was a perennial shortage of officers, many of whom had to assume
posts for which their experience did not qualify them.% It is possible
that Saxony had simply outstripped the manpower resources needed
to properly maintain the units it had raised by 1917. It is also possi-
ble that Saxon formations had suffered lasting damage from their heavy
engagement in the 1916 battles. Finally, restricting senior command and
general staff posts to officers from the relatively small Saxon contingent
seriously limited the available pool of talent. This may have contributed
to the performance problems.

The influential Inspector of Aviation Troops, Oberstleutnant Wilhelm
Siegert, wrote that the particularism of the individual federal states had
disastrous effects on Germany’s conduct of the war and in fact was one
of the nails in its coffin.®® The traditional view is diametrically opposite,
claiming that there was effective military unity despite the existence of
the federal contingents, and that co-operation between them was free of
friction and tensions. The analysis here has shown that both these views
are exaggerated and that the truth lies somewhere in between. There was
effective military unity, but the existence of the three non-Prussian con-
tingents increased administrative and operational friction. Their combat
value and reputation in late 1916 and 1917 varied: contemporaries per-
ceived the Wiirttemberg formations as best, the Bavarians as average and
the Saxons as worst.

The contingent system remained significant in military terms because
it was part of a bigger political picture, the Kaiserreich’s dynamic between
centralising and particularist tendencies. Specific military points should
be viewed in this context. As an example, underlying criticism of units
from the Pfalz was the difficult relationship between the region and the
rest of Bavaria. Similarly, Bavarian and Saxon restriction of command
and general staff posts to officers of their own contingents was part of
their overall effort to retain military sovereignty; in turn, this was an
important aspect of their struggle for political autonomy in a united
Germany.**

Against this background, it is not surprising that there were both cen-
tripetal and centrifugal forces acting on the military during the war.
Centripetal forces included the army working together as a whole in
a way it did not during peacetime. Mobilisation gave the Kaiser — and
therefore OHL — greater authority over the contingents. Especially after
the fixed corps structure was abolished, divisions were moved round
as operations required. In addition, the new defensive tactics often
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necessitated the ad hoc deployment of regiments and other sub-units
regardless of their contingent affiliation. The contingents co-operated at
least well enough to run this system effectively.

On the other side of the coin, various factors increased the signif-
icance of the contingents during the war. Chief of these was OHL's
decision in October 1916 to reunite units with their parent contingents.
As the quote opening this chapter suggests, the strain of a long war
and military necessity aggravated the tensions between non-Prussian
contingents and the centre which had existed in peacetime. The con-
tingents, especially the Bavarians but including smaller ones like the
Badenese, strove to maintain their rights under the original military
conventions and other agreements. This could always lead to disputes
and cause effort which would have been better deployed elsewhere. The
contingents’ views of their own interests might lead them to oppose
measures which were militarily sensible: Rupprecht’s (eventually unsuc-
cessful) attempts to avoid sending Bavarian formations to the Somme
are an example.

The analysis here has focused on late 1916 and early 1917. Some
evidence suggests that relations between the contingents deteriorated
later in the war. Ludendorff wrote that from summer 1918 the sepa-
ratist spirit in Bavarian troops increased and only a few divisions fought
as well as before. Postal censorship also showed that as the war con-
tinued, troops from different regions increasingly distrusted Prussian
dominance.®® Summing up, then, despite the German army’s unification
and generally successful measures for standardisation, it was ultimately
unable to overcome particularism. We should therefore not exaggerate
the role it played in creating national unity. In fact, during the war prob-
lems arising from the army’s regional composition had a major effect
on its character and performance and so contributed to its eventual
defeat.%
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