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This book examines the Austro-Prussian war of 1866,
also known as the Seven Weeks’ War, and focuses on
the military campaign in Bohemia in which Prussia faced
Austria (allied with Saxony) and which culminated in the
clash that gives the book its title. Craig does not examine
the Italian theater of that war, although he does provide
a basic summary of the diplomatic maneuvers that pre-
ceded hostilities between Austria, Prussia, the other Ger-
man states, France, and Italy. In terms of structure, the
first chapter compares the two armed forces, while the
second examines the diplomatic movements and large-
scale strategic decisions that preceded the fighting. The
next six chapters discuss the fighting in the days lead-
ing up to Koeniggraetz (chapters 3-4), and then the bat-
tle itself (chapters 5-7). The final chapter offers a thor-
ough discussion of the political consequences and mili-
tary lessons learned (and not learned) from the battle.

Craig’s book originally appeared in 1964 as part of
the Great Battles of History series published by J. B. Lip-
pincott Company, and has been reissued by the Univer-
sity of Pennsylvania Press. The book contains no explicit
mention of its purpose; but as part of such a series it
may have been conceived less as a primary source-based
monograph than a narrative aimed at a broader audience
interested in military history. No publisher’s preface ap-
pears in the new version that might explain why the text
is being reissued. In fact, literally no changes appear to
have been made to the original 1964 edition. Errors in the
indexing, for example in most of the page numbers listed
for General Karl Friedrich von Steinmetz, have not been
fixed. For such problems the publisher, not the author,
must be held responsible.

Why Prussia won and Austria lost this final round of

their struggle for mastery of Germany are the overrid-
ing analytical questions the book examines. Craig first
compares the armies of the two German powers in to-
tal, and concludes that the Prussian army was superior
in terms of organization, tactics, training, and equipment.
The author also contrasts Prussia’s rigorous application
of the principle of universal service with that of Austria,
where one could purchase a substitute for service at a cost
of 1000 gulden, a path many of Emperor Franz Joseph’s
most talented subjects chose. Furthermore, Craig con-
tends that the superior Prussian educational system pro-
duced soldiers better able to maintain military discipline.
A greater degree of cultural and linguistic homogeneity
gave an advantage to the Prussian forces over the much
more diverse Habsburg troops.

The Prussian army also benefited from a revolution-
ary new piece of military hardware, the needle gun.
Craig maintains that the failure of Vienna to equip its
military with this weapon, despite the urging of some of
its officers, proved a “costly mistake” (p. 9). However, it
was not decisive. He emphasizes a series of tactical errors
by Austrian military leaders as equally important.

Another of the important questions relating to
Koeniggraetz was the role of Austrian leadership, in par-
ticular the commander of forces in Bohemia, Feldzeug-
meister Ludwig Benedek. Craig probes the question
of whether Benedek or another talented officer, the
Emperor’s uncle Archduke Albrecht, should have been
placed in command of the Bohemian theater. Accord-
ing to “the best judges” (p. 12), Archduke Albert was the
better soldier. In order to avoid the appearance of fa-
voritism, in particular if Austrian forces were defeated by
Prussia in the war’s primary arena, Albrecht was named
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commander of the Italian theater. Benedek had had a
glorious career and was more popular than Albrecht,
so Franz Joseph gave him the northern theater, an ap-
pointment that proved calamitous for the Austrian cause.
Craig only lightly prods the Emperor, saying that he ba-
sically had little choice under the circumstances.

Throughout his analysis of the campaign, Craig con-
trasts Benedek’s performance as commander with that of
his Prussian counterpart, General Helmuth von Moltke.
In terms of overall strategy as well as the tactical deci-
sions each made at various points, Moltke proved to be
a decisively better general. Craig offers great praise for
Moltke for having broken out of the previous mindset in
terms of military strategy.

The author relates the errors of the Austrian leader-
ship in terms of grand strategy, in particular the decision
not to move its forces northward in order to maximize
the strength and resources of its allies, especially Saxony,
early in the war, before Prussia could occupy their lands.
Craig also details a series of tactical errors that together
spelled disaster for Vienna. The campaign’s decisive mo-
ment was the opportunity Benedek had to destroy one
of the main wings of the Prussian Second Army, Gen-
eral von Steinmetz’s Prussian V Army Corps on June 28.
The Austrian refused to alter his prearranged battle plans,
which had his forces advancing west to meet Prince Fred-
erick Charles’ First Army before it could link up with
the bulk of Crown Prince William’s Second Army. Most
of his subordinates, including his head of intelligence,
Colonel Karl von Tegetthoff, practically begged him to
turn east against Steinmetz, who was closer and more
threatening, but temporarily unsupported due to the de-
feat and retreat of General Bonin’s Prussian forces by Lt.
Field Marshal Gablenz at Tratenau. This opportunity of-
fered Austria its best chance at victory of the entire cam-
paign, and Craig condemns Benedek for not taking ad-
vantage of it.

Craig lays a number of other blunders at Benedek’s
feet. In one particularly brutal example of his incom-
petence, Benedek responded to a call for reinforcements
by Gablenz after his victory at Tratenau by ordering a
detachment sent, informing Gablenz, and then counter-
manding the order without informing Gablenz, who pro-
ceeded to advance his troops counting on support that
never came. The results were disastrous for the Austri-
ans. However, for his conduct in the late afternoon, after
the battle had already been lost largely as a result of his
previous mistakes, Benedek’s bravery earns strong praise
from Craig, mostly for his success in safely extracting

180,000 of his troops at day’s end.

In the midst of discussions of strategy and tactics,
the book contains some wonderful detail. Craig tells
the story of how Colonel Prince von Hohenlohe, in a
pique after receiving orders he found unsatisfactory on
the morning on June 28, stuffed his pockets with sand-
wiches that saved him from a serious wound later in the
day when a bomb exploded underneath his horse.

This book is largely a discussion of battlefield strat-
egy from the perspective of commanders. More recently
Geoffrey Wawro published a different kind of study of
this campaign as part of his larger analysis of the whole
war, including the Italian theater.[1] Wawro sketched in
broad strokes the historiography of the Seven Weeks’
War since 1866, largely dismissing Craig’s book as be-
ing based solely on published material, as opposed to
his own, for which he researched various state and mili-
tary archives in Austria, Italy, Hungary, France, Britain,
and Germany. Wawro argues that his book broke new
ground in that, in addition to the official archives, he used
private diaries and field correspondence from Austrian
army. As a result of his research, he concludes that the
Habsburg army’s defeat resulted overwhelmingly from
the incompetence of Benedek, a verdict he contends dif-
fers from traditional interpretations that offered a num-
ber of reasons, including the overwhelming numbers of
the enemy, superior Prussian rifles, unhelpful allies, lack
of funds from parliament, etc. Wawro goes on to con-
demn more broadly the kind of system that would place
such a poor strategist in command of the Bohemian cam-
paign, and his work offers a much more thorough anal-
ysis of that system than does Craig, who chooses to fo-
cus largely on the battle itself. While Wawro’s work cer-
tainly relies on a much stronger archival base than that of
Craig, it seems that the latter does place a similarly strong
amount of responsibility for Austria’s defeat on Benedek.
While Wawro is more vehement in his condemnation of
the general, it would seem that the difference is one of de-
gree rather than kind, and that Craig’s conclusions have
held up reasonably well.

Certainly, the field of military history has trans-
formed since the initial publication of this book, and
Wawro’s work has become the new standard resource on
the topic with good reason. Nevertheless, Craig’s narra-
tive remains a highly readable, traditional telling of the
story of one of the most important battles in European
history.
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