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This is a ground-breaking study of German operational command dur-
ing a critical phase of the First World War from November 1916 to the
eve of the third battle of Ypres. The situation faced by the German army
on the Western Front in 1917 was very different from the one antici-
pated in pre-war doctrine, and Holding Out examines how German
commanders and staff officers adapted. Tony Cowan analyses key com-
mand tasks to get under the skin of the army’s command culture,
internal politics and battle management systems from co-ordinating
the troops, matériel and different levels of command needed to fight
a modern battle to continuously learning and applying lessons from the
ever-changing Western Front. His detailed analysis of the German
defeat of the 1917 Entente spring offensive sheds new light on how the
army and Germany were able to hold out so long during the war against
increasing odds.

Dr Tony Cowan is a retired diplomat and member of the British
Commission for Military History, Society of Military History and
Western Front Association. He co-edited a translation of the German
official monograph on the battle of Amiens (2019).

www.cambridge.org/9781108830232
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-108-83023-2 — Holding Out
Tony Cowan 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Cambridge Military Histories

Edited by

GREGORY A. DADDIS, USS Midway Chair in Modern US Military
History andDirector of the Center forWar and Society, SanDiego State
University

HEW STRACHAN, Professor of International Relations, University of
St Andrews and Emeritus Fellow of All Souls College, Oxford

GEOFFREY WAWRO, Professor of Military History and Director of
the Military History Center, University of North Texas

The aim of this series is to publish outstanding works of research on warfare
throughout the ages and throughout the world. Books in the series take a broad
approach to military history, examining war in all its military, strategic, political
and economic aspects. The series complements Studies in the Social and Cultural

History of Modern Warfare by focusing on the ‘hard’ military history of armies,
tactics, strategy and warfare. Books in the series consist mainly of single author
works – academically rigorous and groundbreaking – which are accessible to both
academics and the interested general reader.

A full list of titles in the series can be found at: www.cambridge.org/militaryhistories

www.cambridge.org/9781108830232
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-108-83023-2 — Holding Out
Tony Cowan 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Holding Out
The German Army and Operational Command

in 1917

Tony Cowan
Independent Scholar

www.cambridge.org/9781108830232
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-108-83023-2 — Holding Out
Tony Cowan 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Shaftesbury Road, Cambridge CB2 8EA, United Kingdom

One Liberty Plaza, 20th Floor, New York, NY 10006, USA

477 Williamstown Road, Port Melbourne, VIC 3207, Australia

314–321, 3rd Floor, Plot 3, Splendor Forum, Jasola District Centre,
New Delhi – 110025, India

103 Penang Road, #05–06/07, Visioncrest Commercial, Singapore 238467

Cambridge University Press is part of CambridgeUniversity Press & Assessment,
a department of the University of Cambridge.

We share the University’s mission to contribute to society through the pursuit of
education, learning and research at the highest international levels of excellence.

www.cambridge.org
Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9781108830232

DOI: 10.1017/9781108900553

© Tony Cowan 2023

This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception and to the provisions
of relevant collective licensing agreements, no reproduction of any part may take
place without the written permission of Cambridge University Press & Assessment.

First published 2023

Printed in the United Kingdom by CPI Group Ltd, Croydon CR0 4YY

A catalogue record for this publication is available from the British Library.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Cowan, Tony, 1953– author.
Title: Holding out : the German Army and Operational Command in 1917 /
Tony Cowan.
Other titles: German Army and Operational Command in 1917
Description: Cambridge, United Kingdom ; New York, NY : Cambridge
University Press, 2023. | Series: Cambridge military histories | Includes
bibliographical references and index.
Identifiers: LCCN 2022056942 | ISBN 9781108830232 (hardback) | ISBN
9781108820516 (paperback) | ISBN 9781108900553 (ebook)
Subjects: LCSH: Germany. Heer – History – 20th century – Case studies. |
WorldWar, 1914–1918 –Campaigns –Western Front. |WorldWar, 1914–1918
– Germany. | Operational art (Military science) – Case studies. | Command of
troops. | Military doctrine – Germany – History – 20th century – Case studies.
Classification: LCC D531 .C69 2023 | DDC 940.3/43–dc23/eng/20221220
LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2022056942

ISBN 978-1-108-83023-2 Hardback

Cambridge University Press & Assessment has no responsibility for the persistence
or accuracy of URLs for external or third-party internet websites referred to in this
publication and does not guarantee that any content on such websites is, or will
remain, accurate or appropriate.

www.cambridge.org/9781108830232
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-108-83023-2 — Holding Out
Tony Cowan 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

In memory of my grandfather, Captain Alexander
Comrie Cowan, MC and Bar, 16th Battalion The
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Date Western Front Other fronts Political, political-military and diplomatic

13–18 Nov. 1916 Battle of the Ancre (Somme)

15–16 Nov. 1916 Inter-allied conferences in Chantilly
(military) and Paris (political)

21 Nov. 1916 Archduke Karl succeeds Franz Josef as
Austro-Hungarian Kaiser

1 Dec. 1916 First edition of new German defensive
doctrine issued

6 Dec. 1916 Germans capture Bucharest

7 Dec. 1916 Lloyd George becomes Prime Minister

12 Dec. 1916 Central Powers peace proposals

12 Dec. 1916 Nivelle appointed commander-in-chief of
the Armies of the North and North-East,
replacing Joffre

15–16 Dec. 1916 Second French counter-offensive at
Verdun
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(cont.)

Date Western Front Other fronts Political, political-military and diplomatic

18 Dec. 1916 President Wilson calls on belligerents to
state their peace terms

26 Dec. 1916 Joffre resigns as general-in-chief of the French
Armies

26–7 Dec. 1916 London conference on extension of British
front in France and on Salonika

4–7 Jan. 1917 Anglo-French-Italian conference in Rome

15–16 Jan. 1917 Anglo-French conference in London on
extension of British front in France

31 Jan.–3 Feb. 1917 Nivelle visit to Italy

1 Feb. 1917 Germany begins unrestricted submarine
warfare

1–20 Feb. 1917 Inter-allied conference in Petrograd

3 Feb. 1917 United States breaks off relations with
Germany

15 Feb. 1917 Germans capture new French attack
doctrine
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(cont.)

Date Western Front Other fronts Political, political-military and diplomatic

22–3 Feb. 1917 German withdrawal from Bapaume
salient

26–7 Feb. 1917 Anglo-French conference in Calais on
unified command

11 Mar. 1917 British capture Baghdad

12 Mar. 1917 Russian Revolution begins

12–13 Mar. 1917 Anglo-French conference in London on
unified command

14 Mar. 1917 Resignation of Lyautey, French Minister
of War

16–18 Mar. 1917 German withdrawal to the Hindenburg
Line

17 Mar. 1917 Fall of Briand government

20 Mar. 1917 Formation of Ribot government

23 Mar. 1917 Anglo-French-Italian meeting at Udine

24 Mar. 1917 Kaiser Karl makes secret overture for
a separate peace
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(cont.)

Date Western Front Other fronts Political, political-military and diplomatic

4 Apr. 1917 British bombardment for battle of Arras
begins

4 Apr. 1917 Germans capture part of French attack
plan

6 Apr. 1917 United States declares war on Germany

6 Apr. 1917 Compiègne conference on Nivelle offensive

7 Apr. 1917 The Kaiser’s ‘Easter Message’ offering
Prussian voting reform

8 Apr. 1917 French bombardment for Nivelle
offensive begins

9–14 Apr. 1917 Battle of Arras first phase

9–16 Apr. 1917 Lenin travels from Switzerland to Russia

11 Apr. 1917 First battle of Bullecourt

13 Apr. 1917 Nivelle offensive (Oise)

15 Apr. 1917 German attack at Lagnicourt (Arras)

16–20 Apr. 1917 Nivelle offensive (Aisne) first phase
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(cont.)

Date Western Front Other fronts Political, political-military and diplomatic

17–20 Apr. 1917 Nivelle offensive (Champagne) first
phase

17 Apr. 1917 First mutiny in the French army

19 Apr. 1917 Anglo-French-Italian conference on
Salonika

20 Apr. 1917 Anglo-French conference in Paris on
continuing the offensive

23–4 Apr. 1917 Battle of Arras second phase

24 Apr. 1917 Haig meeting with Nivelle

26 Apr. 1917 Haig meeting with Painlevé

28–29 Apr. 1917 Battle of Arras third phase

29 Apr. 1917 Pétain appointed French chief of the general
staff

30 Apr.–7 May 1917 Nivelle offensive (Champagne) second
phase

3 May 1917 Haig’s first meeting with Pétain as chief of
the general staff
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(cont.)

Date Western Front Other fronts Political, political-military and diplomatic

3–4 May 1917 Battle of Arras fourth phase

3–17 May 1917 Second battle of Bullecourt

4–5 May 1917 Anglo-French political and military
conferences in Paris

4–9 May 1917 Nivelle offensive (Aisne) second phase

12 May–8 Jun. 1917 Tenth battle of the Isonzo

15 May 1917 Nivelle removed, Pétain appointed
commander-in-chief of the Armies of the
North and North-East

15 May–30 Jun. 1917 Peak of French army mutinies

18 May 1917 Haig’s first meeting with Pétain as
commander-in-chief

20–5 May 1917 Nivelle offensive (Champagne) third
phase

22–5 May 1917 Nivelle offensive (Aisne) third phase

28–9 May 1917 Anglo-French conference in London on
Greece and Salonika
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(cont.)

Date Western Front Other fronts Political, political-military and diplomatic

7–14 Jun. 1917 Battle of Messines

9–29 Jun. 1917 Battle of Asiago (South
Tirol)

1–28 Jul. 1917 Kerensky offensive

10–11 Jul. 1917 German attack at Nieuport

13 Jul. 1917 Fall of Chancellor Bethmann Hollweg

19 Jul. 1917 Reichstag passes Peace Resolution

19 Jul.–3 Sept. 1917 German and Austro-
Hungarian counter-
offensive

31 Jul. 1917 Third battle of Ypres begins
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Abbreviations

a.D. außer Dienst (retired)
AFGG Les Armées françaises dans la grande guerre (French official

history)
AHW Archiv des Hauses Württemberg
AK Armee-Korps
AOK Armee-Oberkommando (headquarters of an Army)
BArch Bundesarchiv, Abteilung Militärarchiv (formerly BA/MA),

Freiburg im Breisgau
BID Bayerische Infanterie-Division
BK Bayerisches Korps
BOH Military Operations France and Belgium (British official

history)
BRD Bayerische Reserve-Division
BRK Bayerisches Reserve-Korps
CGS Chef des Generalstabes
f. folio
GID Garde-Infanterie-Division
GHQ Großes Hauptquartier (General Headquarters)
GLAK Generallandesarchiv Karlsruhe, file series 456
GQG Grand Quartier Général (French General Headquarters)
GRD Garde-Reserve-Division
HAM Bayerisches Hauptstaatsarchiv, Munich, Abteilung III,

Geheimes Hausarchiv
HDK Heeresgruppe Deutscher Kronprinz (Army Group Crown

Prince)
HHA Heeresgruppe Herzog Albrecht (Army Group Albrecht)
HKR Heeresgruppe Kronprinz Rupprecht (Army Group

Rupprecht)
HSAD Hauptstaatsarchiv Dresden
HSAS Hauptstaatsarchiv Stuttgart
ID Infanterie-Division

xxiii

www.cambridge.org/9781108830232
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-108-83023-2 — Holding Out
Tony Cowan 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

KAM Bayerisches Hauptstaatsarchiv, Munich, Abteilung IV,
Kriegsarchiv

KTK Kampftruppenkommandeur (combat troop commander)
LIB Landwehr-Infanterie-Brigade
MGFA Militärgeschichtliches Forschungsamt der Bundeswehr
NARA US National Archives and Records Administration
OHL Oberste Heeresleitung (German Supreme Army Command)
RD Reserve-Division
RIR Reserve-Infanterie-Regiment
RK Reserve-Korps
SHD Service historique de la Défense
USPD Unabhängige Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands

(Independent Social Democratic Party)
z.D. zur Disposition (retired on half pay)
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Map 1 Plan for co-ordinated offensives in France, Russia and Italy
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Map 2 Joffre’s plan for the 1917 Western Front offensive
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Map 3 Nivelle’s initial plan, the German withdrawal to the Hindenburg Line and its effect on the plan
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Map 4 Nivelle’s final plan including exploitation objectives, and ground actually gained
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Map 5 Arras
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XXXXX

Map 6 Nivelle offensive

www.cambridge.org/9781108830232
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-108-83023-2 — Holding Out
Tony Cowan 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Map 7 Messines

www.cambridge.org/9781108830232
www.cambridge.org

