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PREFACE

The world is in turmoil. The United States and Israel have attacked Iran, a nation whose creation first arose out of the Russon-Japanese War, one of the five wars discussed in this book. Russia has invaded Ukraine. China threatens Taiwan. North Korea threatens the world with nuclear weapons. And the United States now finds it almost impossible to continue as the world’s policeman and increasingly difficult to maintain military and economic superiority over China. So how did we get where we are? What forces produced the turmoil that we experience today?

This book answers those questions. In it I demonstrate how all of the geopolitical and military turmoil that haunts the world today derives from five small wars that changed the course of modern history through the proximate causation by those wars of World War I, World War II, and the Cold War, each of which led to, among other things, North Korea and the world, China and Taiwan and Russia and Ukraine, as well as conflict in the Middle East and Africa.

The paradigm is thus as follows: First, three of the five small wars — the Franco-Prussian War and the First and Second Balkan Wars — caused World War I, which gave rise to the Russian Revolution of 1917 — to which the Russo-Japanese War was a major contributor — and the Russian Revolution produced the communist Soviet Union. Moreover, and most importantly, the Franco-Prussian War resulted in the creation of Imperial Germany, with all of the deleterious consequences that Germany sowed in two world wars.

Second, World War II was merely a continuation of World War I, and the Spanish-American War and the Russo-Japanese War were major contributors to that second catastrophe. Third, World War II led to the Cold War, which produced North and South Korea, Communist China, and North and South Vietnam. Fourth, from three of those entities — Communist China, North Korea and North Vietnam — sprang the Korean War and the war in Vietnam, both with disastrous consequences for the United States. Fifth, with the demise of the Soviet Union in the aftermath of the Cold War, came the modern — and avaricious — Russia, with its ursine desire to annex Ukraine in an effort to reestablish the old Soviet Empire. Sixth, with Japan’s defeat in World War II and its withdrawal from Taiwan after forty years of occupation, China, which had never occupied Taiwan, claimed Taiwan as a province and now threatens to annex it militarily. Seventh, and finally, in the aftermath of the Korean War came the North Korean pariah that threatens a nuclear war today. I conclude, therefore, that today’s geopolitical clashes and conflicts are the direct and proximate result of the five small wars that I discuss in this book.

Militarily, I show that from these five small wars, the world received a gold mine of lessons. From Germany in the Franco-Prussian War, it learned how to create reserve forces and how to mobilize and move them rapidly by railroad. Germany in that war also gave the world its General Staff for planning and control of its armies. In addition, Germany gave the world its dull-colored, monotone uniforms and its spiked helmet, which the police in the United Kingdom still use today. These five wars gave the world a myriad of other weapons, from artillery to submarines, and it provided the first military uses for the airplane. All of these military developments would have a profound effect upon the battlefields and sea lanes of World War I and II.

This, then, is what you will find in this book. You may agree with my analysis, and you may not. Either way, I hope that you will find this book interesting and provocative.

Allie Stuart Povall

Oxford, Mississippi





CHAPTER I THE FRANCO-PRUSSIAN WAR


BEGINNINGS

The Franco-Prussian War was fought between July 19, 1870 and May 10, 1871 — 296 days — although it was effectively over on September 2, 1870 after the Battle of Sedan. At Sedan, the Germans captured an entire French army, as well as France’s emperor, Louis Napoleon III. The French, however, did not know that they were defeated and fought on futilely for eight more months, wasting lives and money. This is the story of that bitter, costly war, of its causes and its consequences, which were then, and remain today, immense.

“If the end of the Cold War in 1989 had indeed produced a ‘new world order’ at the end of the twentieth century, then the Franco-Prussian War a century earlier was, in many respects, the final act in the creation of another new world order in the closing years of the nineteenth century.” It was “in strategic, tactical and technological terms, the first war of… the modern military era, which was to last until the advent of the nuclear era in 1945.”1 Indeed, as Field Marshall Count Helmuth Moltke, who commanded the German army during the war, stated, the Franco-Prussian War heralded a change in the very nature of warfare, a change that was to animate all of the wars to come. “The wars of the present day call whole nations to arms; there is scarcely a family that had not had to bewail lost ones.”2



CAUSES

The causes of the Franco-Prussian War were “complex and various,”3 but they arose primarily out of complicated and history-haunted relationship between France and the Germanic states, which went back centuries. That relationship — always a troubled one — was a function of the territorial ambitions of both entities and the shifting balance of power in Europe. France wanted the Rhine River — a natural barrier — as its eastern border with the Germanic states, but the Germanic states — especially Prussia — wanted territories west of the Rhine as their western border.4 Moreover, there was a lingering hatred of Prussia among the French arising out of Prussia’s role in defeating Napoleon I in 1815 and concomitantly taking Alsace from France.5

The leaders of both countries were huge factors in taking their people to war. In France, Emperor Napoleon III and his queen, Eugenia, ran the country as despots, France was not the French Republic, but the French Second Empire. Prussia, on the other hand, was ruled by King William and his Federal Chancellor, Otto von Bismarck, and its military was run with an iron hand by the brilliant Field Marshal Helmuth Moltke.6

William was 63 years old in 1861. He was quiet and disliked confrontation. Focused on the Prussian military, he and Field Marshal Moltke instituted reforms that would prepare the Prussian Army for war, extending terms of enlistment from two to three years and creating “layers” of reserves who could quickly mobilize and supplement the regular army. In addition, King William and Moltke introduced new technology into the Prussian Army, primarily breech-loading Krupp artillery and a new breech-loading rifle, the Dreyse “needle gun.” In addition, both saw the efficacy of railroads to rapidly move large numbers of troops.7

Bismarck was “a commanding figure on the scene of European diplomacy.” He was not a career diplomat, but he had served as ambassador to Paris and to Spain early in his career. He was, it was said, “filled with bursts of anger” but had learned to control his temper as he aged.8 Bismarck, it would turn out, was Germany’s political and diplomatic genius.

Born in 1800, Moltke was a career soldier and had been Chief of Staff of the Prussian Army since 1857. The wars against Denmark in 1863-1864 and Austria in 1866 had revealed him as Germany’s military genius. Napoleon’s troops had burned his house in 1805, and he thus hated France.9 The years to come would bring him an opportunity to exact revenge. In spades.

Under his leadership, Prussia had defeated Austria — had overwhelmed Austria — at the Battle of Konigsgratz on July 3, 1866, and in the aftermath of the Austro-Prussian War, Bismarck annexed most of the North German states and put the rest in a confederation controlled by Berlin, the capital of Prussia.10 France, with a population of 38 million, had theretofore vastly outnumbered Prussia, but with those annexations, Prussia’s population rose to 30 million, and there were eight million more Germans in the south-German states: Bavaria, Wurttemberg, Hesse and Baden.11 That combination would give the German states population parity with France, and the incorporation of those four states would also give Prussia a flanking position on the French frontier.

After Konigsgratz, France recognized the military might and the dominant position of the Germans, and it frightened them.12 Prussia’s army was comprised of 230,000 well-trained troops, with more available from the conscripted forces in the north and the four South German states. France, in retaliation for Prussia’s moves in the south, sought to annex Luxembourg, Belgium, and the Rhineland. Bismarck, however, blocked those moves.13

France warned Prussia that the annexation of any of the South German states would be a cause for war. Bismarck thus saw war with France as a necessary predicate to German unification.14 In addition, France was beset by internal forces at play against the government of Emperor Napoleon III, who had wasted a fortune — 360 million francs — in a feckless attempt to create an empire in Mexico. That dysfunctional foreign venture was centered on the Archduke Ferdinand Maximilian, whom the Mexicans shot after Napoleon III gave up and brought his army home.15 Thus France wanted war to reverse a perceived decline in its European standing.16

By the late 1860’s, France’s fortunes mirrored the physical and mental state of its emperor: “languid, his left arm withered and useless, his eyes glazed over with pain and opiates.”17 He was a sick man and was “discouraged (and) wavered between peace, which he wanted, and war, which he was told was inevitable.”18

Napoleon III had suffered a string of foreign policy setbacks: Mexico, a dispute with Poland in 1863, and the failure to annex Belgium and Luxembourg in 1867. The French people were restless and dissatisfied with Napoleon III. There was open talk of revolution in the streets of Paris.19

And then came the issue that propelled France to the razor’s edge of war: the installation of a Prussian prince on the throne of Spain, known as the “Hohenzollern Candidacy.”20 The Spaniards had deposed their old Bourbon monarchy in 1868, and they invited Prince Leopold von Hohenzollern-Sigmaringren to assume the throne.21 This was a kick to France’s backside, as it would place a Prussian ruler in Spain and thus a German-controlled Spain on France’s southern flank. The French people were further incensed by this — another — foreign policy failure.22

Leopold accepted the Spanish invitation, but faced with growing French pressure and threats, eventually withdrew his candidacy.23 France, however, was simmering with war fever and seemed intent on a conflict with Prussia. Napoleon III and France’s other major leader, Premier Emile Olivier, believed that Denmark, which had lost a war and some territories to Prussia in 1864, and Austria, Prussia’s recent victim, would join France in a “revenge war” against their enemy. Such was the hope, anyway. In addition, the two French leaders saw a war with Prussia as a means of relieving all of their internal pressures.24 France thus demanded that William promise never to renew the Hohenzollern Candidacy for the kingship of Spain. Bismarck saw it as a Spanish issue, not a German one, so William refused.25 France, which had made Bismarck’s Spanish issue into a Prussian one, then demanded a formal apology from William.26 He again refused.27 Bismarck was outraged by the French demands, which he saw as an insult to King William. He later would write: “In view of the attitude of the French, German national sense of honor compelled us, in my opinion, to go to war.…”28

In the meantime, Prussia wanted to build a railroad through Switzerland that would connect it to Italy, which, in the French view of the European balance of power, now dangerously tilted toward Prussia. That railroad might connect Prussia to Italy politically, as well, and Italy, the French thought, might join Prussia in a war against France, whom Italy resented for its alliance with the Papal State.29

The final straw was the so-called Ems — Ems was a spa town where King William “took the waters” — telegram, sent by King William.30 Bismarck, ever the scheming “Iron Chancellor,” altered the telegram to suggest that William had treated the French ambassador, Count Vincent Benedetti — in a demeaning manner.31 That, combined with the causes set forth above, was too much for French “honor.” It “proved to be a catalyst which generated a well-directed wind that fanned the flames of French pride and misplaced sensitivity to produce an inevitable clash of national aspirations between the two major powers of Continental Europe.”32 On July 14, Napoleon III ordered the French army to call up its reserves and mobilize. The French parliament voted funding for the war the next day,33 and on July 19, France formally declared war on Prussia.34 Prussia responded by authorizing Moltke to implement its war plans.35 The stage was now set for the bloodiest European war of the nineteenth century.36



THE OPPOSING FORCES

At the outset, the odds seemed to favor France, though the gods of war would not smile upon the French for long.37 The French army was almost 400,000 regulars strong, with another 170,000 reservists in backup.38 There were problems with the French troops, however: first, the reserve troops were untrained, unstable, unprepared, poorly led and poorly armed. Second, the regulars were old and uneducated, and they spent their dull days drinking and complaining about army life. They were also poorly supplied, with shortages of bread, coffee, sugar, rice, salt and potable water. Those shortages engendered violent outbursts among the troops, exacerbated by the large quantities of wine that they drank.39

Count Moltke would later write that France was not ready. Her overseas operations “had consumed immense sums and undermined the discipline of her army. Her army was by no means in thorough preparedness for a great war, but, in the temper of the nation, the Spanish succession question furnished an opportune pretext on which to go to war.”40 He wrote that the French railway system was “chaotic.” The German railway system, and its system for moving large numbers of troops, was, on the other hand, a well-greased piece of powerful machinery, as France would soon learn to its sorrow. The Germans had developed extensive and detailed plans for moving every element of its army by railway to staging areas and on to their positions for the coming war. For each unit, the Germans had established all the details of railroad transportation: place, time of departure, supplies, arrival, detraining, and even refreshments along the way.41 The French had done nothing.42

Nevertheless, the French had two weapons that were potential game-changers: the breech-loading Chassepot rifle, a modern mass-produced rifle with a range of almost one mile and the mitrailleuse, a precursor to the machine gun. The mitrailleuse was mounted on a field-gun caisson, but it had a short range and was difficult to move. Because of its short range, the French had to deploy the gun at or near the front lines, which made it vulnerable to capture.43 Still, however, its rate of fire made it a dangerous addition to the French arsenal.

The French artillery, on the other hand, was outmoded, with rifled, muzzle-loaded Lahitte “four-pounders” — the shot actually weighed almost nine pounds — that had a slow rate-of-fire because of the muzzle-loading feature and a timed-fuse that often did not explode.44 The Germans had the artillery equivalent of the French Chassepot rifle: the Krupp-produced, steel, breech-loading, rifled, six-pounder, which fired a contact-detonated shell loaded with zinc balls and explosives. The Prussian artillery had a range of almost three miles, and it could fire at a blistering pace. But the Germans still used the twenty-five-year-old “needle” rifle, once the scourge of Europe — and especially of Austria — but now approaching, when compared to the French Chassepot, obsolescence.45

The Prussian regular army was modest — 230,000 — but the Germans maintained a huge reserve of conscripts, who, when mobilized, would bring the Prussian army up to almost 1.2 million soldiers in an unheard-of eighteen days.46 These conscripts were young, fit, well-educated, well-equipped and well-led. Prussian soldiers, it was said, were characterized by “a steady Teutonic determination.”47 Indeed, “the Prussian army of 1870 was a glittering piece of machinery — the mightiest engine of war that Europe had seen in half a century.”48 And France was about to learn this the hard way.

And then there were the command structures. The Germans had the only general staff in Europe, headed by Moltke, seventy years old and brilliant.49 The members of the General Staff “were quite simply the most competent intellectually astute officers of the army,” and they got there through a rigorous and competitive process.50 The French had nothing of the sort; rather they had Napoleon III and Field Marshals Francois Achille Bazaine and Patrice de MacMahon, both of whom would play important roles in the battles to come. One of the main problems for both field marshals was that Napoleon III could not lead, but his presence with the armies meant that neither of those two field marshals, or any other French general, could lead either.51

Finally, the Germans — under Moltke — had been planning for this war over the last four years.52 Moltke had developed detailed plans and the outstanding rail system for calling up and moving all of his reserve units to the front.53 On the other side, the French regulars were already mobilized, but their railroad system was chaotic, and there was no plan for moving their troops to the front. Indeed, there was not even an overall plan for a war with Prussia, one of the few times in history when a nation declared war on another with no plan for carrying out military operations.54 The French rather would rely on French elan, strong defensive positions, and the Chassepot rifles to carry the day.55

The Prussian plan was to take the offensive, move masses of soldiers to confront the French, pound and pin down them with the Krupp guns and with their large number of troops, flank, envelop and destroy their French opponents. That tactic had worked in spades at Konigsgratz, and Moltke had no reason to believe that it would not work against France’s smaller army.56

Mobilizing and moving at what was then warp speed, by August 3, Moltke had 462,000 battle-ready troops deployed on the Franco-German border.57 Tens of thousands of reservists were streaming in behind them daily. The balance of numbers was quickly shifting to the Germans, and the balance of competence, unit cohesion and individual military acumen was already there. The French waited. The Germans planned and moved.58

Upon the declaration of war, the French were jubilant, and the people rallied behind the troops as they marched to war, producing huge sendoffs. But there were dissenters. One said: “I am afraid (our) generals are not geniuses” and “I am dying for fear.” Another said, “You will not go to Germany; you will be crushed in France. Believe me, I know the Germans.” These French voices, however, were ex communicado in deserto; they were merely voices crying the wilderness..59

In that regard, the French thought that the war would indeed be fought in Germany. Accordingly, they issued maps of Germany to their officers, but they issued no maps of France, where the war would actually be fought.60 It was all part of the French Army’s dysfunction, and it would prove savagely deleterious in the months to come.

Napoleon did not move. He split his force into three uncoordinated armies: one under him, one under Bazaine and one under MacMahon, and he frittered away an opportunity to strike quickly, split the Germans away from their south-German allies, and destroy them. Again, he had no offensive plan, only a vague idea that the French army would attack into Germany. The French did have a defensive plan, and that is what the French eventually would follow, after their offensive plan failed. They would follow the defensive plan all the way to their demise.61

The use of their cavalry was another difference between the two armies. The French still believed in massed cavalry attacks, their troopers dressed out in colorful uniforms and wearing body armor. The Germans, on the other hand, used their cavalry to screen and scout. The problem for the Germans was how to get information back to their commanders.62

There were other problems that confronted the two large armies: first, inadequate command and control, largely a function of poor communications; second, the supplies necessary to support those armies, and third, the vastly increased firepower of both infantry and artillery. Good command and control, for example, required tight formations, but those formations were highly vulnerable to improved Prussian artillery and rapid French rifle fire.63



COMBAT

Saarbrucken

August 2, 1870

Under immense pressure from the French public to attack the Germans, Napoleon III had by August 2 brought 200,000 French soldiers to the front. His vague plan was to attack first, and his Intelligence revealed that only one Prussian division was at Saarbrucken, just across the border from Napoleon’s Army of the Rhine, so he ordered Marshal Bazaine to attack there. Somewhat amazingly, the French army leadership was complacent about the German army and believed that an invasion across the Saar River would propel them to victory in this war against Prussia and the German states. Thus, in brightly colored uniforms the French soldiers marched to battle as though in a parade. They were accompanied by bands playing martial airs, as though they were going on a picnic.64

In keeping with their preparations for battle up to this point, the French movement was confused, feckless and it was a harbinger of things to come. Units mixed with one another, and incompetence among its leadership was endemic. There were scant supplies, and no formal plans for the invasion existed. Nevertheless, the French, with their numbers and their new Chassepot rifles, prevailed, and the Germans withdrew. Casualties were about even, and in France, news of the encounter was greeted with euphoria and celebrated as a great victory.65

Reports circulated among the French people that its army had destroyed the town and a complete German corps and captured the crown prince of Prussia, Friedrich Wilhelm, who commanded the German Third Army. Napoleon, too, was jubilant, and he still thought that with offensive action he could persuade the four south German states, Austria and Denmark to join him in his fight with Prussia. He was, as he was with most military-political issues, sorely mistaken.66

With the tactical victory at Saarbrucken the French were presented with a golden strategic opportunity to thrust deeper into Germany, but lacking any strategic plan and cursed with incompetent leadership, they passed on it. “Never again during the war did the French enjoy a strategic advantage as great as that which the Germans were forced to concede at Saarbrucken.…”67 On the German side, Moltke was having none of this. He moved his three armies to the French border and prepared for his own invasion.

Wissembourg

August 4, 1870

The Germans and their south German allies constituted three separate armies: First Army, in the north, consisting at this point of 50,000 men, was commanded by General Karl von Steinmetz. Second Army, to the south of First Army, was commanded by Prince Friedrich Karl and had about 134,000 men, and Third Army, the southernmost army, was commanded by Crown Prince Friedrich William and was comprised of 120,000 men. Von Moltke’s plan was for Second Army to move forward toward Saarbrucken, with the thought — hope — that the entire French force would move to meet that thrust. When it did, First Army and Third Army, on Second Army’s flanks, would move west then swing around to each side of the French Army and then envelop the French, a reprise of Moltke’s performance with the Austrians at Konigsgratz that would destroy the French Army.

The first action in France took place at Wissembourg, when the Prussian Third Army stumbled blindly — the first of several “encounter” battles — into a French division holed up at Wissembourg, an old fortified town near the border. There were about 40,000 Germans — many of them Bavarians — in the attacking force, but the combination of the Chassepot rifles and French tenacity worked this time, and the French held off the Germans for most of the day. Nevertheless, Prussian artillery ripped gaping holes in the town’s defenses, and the Germans, in spite of the incompetence of the Bavarians, who fired all of their ammunition and ran back to the rear, gradually tightened the noose. Then the citizens of the town, independent of the French Army, hoisted the white flag of surrender, and the remnants of the French division fled, barely avoiding encirclement.68

Instrumental in the defense of Wissembourg were the “Turcos” of the First Algerian Regiment, a combination of Blacks and Arabs. “Most of the German troops were riveted by their first sight of Africans; they peered curiously at the dead or captured Turcos as if at zoo animals, and hesitantly touched their ‘poodle hair.’ ”69

Although the Chassepot rifle was far superior to the Prussian “needle” guns, the French did not deploy them well. Instead of spreading their troops along a line so that all of their weapons could be brought to bear at once, they concentrated their troops in squares — “blocks,” a la Wellington at Waterloo — so that only a few of their troops could fire at one time. Moreover, those formations were extremely vulnerable to artillery fire, and artillery was one thing that the Germans had in numbers. They used their breech-loading Krupp guns with devastating effect. Wissembourg was a portent — albeit on a small scale — of things to come.70

Spicheren

August 6, 1870

Spicheren was the second of three initial battles that set the course for the entire war. Here, as at Wissembourg, a superior Prussian force of about 43,000 troops stumbled into a smaller French force of around 23,000 troops behind strong defenses strung out along hills that looked down on the attacking Germans. Once again, the French Chassepots ripped into the Germans, and once again, more Prussian troops arrived on the field to pin down the French until the devastating Krupp guns could be brought to bear. As at Wissembourg, the Prussian artillery blasted holes in the French defenses, and the Germans finally mounted a savage charge uphill against the entrenched French troops. After nightfall, the fighting died down. The French general, Frossard, had two corps in reserve, which would have brought his strength up to 55,000 men. Those reinforcements could have won the battle for the French, but Frossard waffled and instead retreated, and the Germans were surprised the next morning, when they charged, to find the French gone.71 The French left a large amount of supplies behind, and lost about 4,000 men.72 The Germans lost 4,648.73

Worth

August 6, 1870

The Battle of Worth took place the same day as the Battle of Spicheren. The German Third Army pursued the French after Wissembourg and caught them at Worth, which would be the first “major” battle of the Franco-Prussian War, with over 100,000 troops engaged on the battlefield. At Worth, the Prussian Third Army of some 130,000 men took on a new French army of only 45,000 under Marshal MacMahon, but the French, according to Moltke, occupied a strong position along the hills overlooking the Sauer River. From those strong positions the French could use their long-range Chassepots to tear into the German troops formations.74

The pattern had been established, however, and the Germans followed it to a “T.” They took heavy casualties at the hands of the Chassepots but once again brought up artillery — 108 guns — to rip holes in the French lines. The short-range French artillery could not reach the Prussian artillery with its counter fire, and the outcome of the battle was soon ordained. The Germans continued to funnel troops into the battle until finally their superior numbers began to tell on the outnumbered French, and any French counterattacks were shredded by the German artillery. The French launched a large cavalry attack on their right, and the French cavalry quickly learned that its day was past in this age of modern weapons. The Germans then groped until they found the French flanks “in the air,” and the French flanks both collapsed.75

The French once again withdrew and once again left vast quantities of supplies behind. Prussian casualties were half that of the French. If Wissembourg and Spicheren had opened the door to eastern France for the Germans, Worth knocked the door from its hinges. The French ordered a general retreat and gave up a large portion of eastern France.76 The German victory thus opened the road to the French interior, including Paris and Strasbourg, the latter of which the Germans immediately besieged. Marshall MacMahon’s army lost heavily — 5,884 killed and wounded and 9,212 captured, the total about one-third of his entire strength — and especially lost supplies and artillery. The Germans lost 10,642 killed and wounded77, but the French army had essentially disintegrated.78

The battle illustrated the efficacy of the Chassepots and the Krupp artillery. It could have spelled the end of the French Army of the Rhine, but Moltke was unable to seal the deal through pursuit in strength. The French lived to fight another day.

Jacta alea est.79 The die was indeed cast after this the last of the “frontier battles.”

Mars-la-Tour

August 16, 1870

Napoleon III on August 12 split the Army of the Rhine into two armies: one under Bazaine in the north — the Army of Rhine — and the other under MacMahon in the south, which would eventually become the Army of Chalons.80 Napoleon ordered the two armies to converge on Chalons, where he would be. Now retreating east to west along the road from Metz to Verdun, Bazaine’s army hoped to avoid another major battle that might affect their escape. Bazaine would not, however, be so lucky, because Moltke was not going to let the two French armies coalesce.81 He thus sent Third Army south after MacMahon and First and Second Armies toward Metz after Bazaine.

In Paris, the masses were restless for a victory. There was open talk of a rebellion and a new French republic. The wound had been opened. It would fester with discontent and then outright anger at the incompetence of the French commanders, and in time it would boil over into open rebellion.82

On August 16, the Prussian III Corps of 30,000 men caught up with the Army of Rhine,83 numbering 135,000, just east of Mars-la-Tour, and attacked, even though the Germans were outnumbered over four-to-one. The Prussian commander, Lieutenant General Konstantin von Alvensleben, was, if nothing else, bold, and thinking that he had found only the tail of the French Army, as opposed to its head, attacked at Vionville in an effort to cut off, isolate and destroy the tail. When Alvensleben finally realized that he had the head of the French Army, he decided that the only way to save his corps was to make the French think that they had encountered the entire Prussian Army, so he attacked again.84

In this strange battle, the French were east, on the German side of France, and the Germans were west, with their backs to Paris. Only the dysfunction of the French command could save the German III Corps, but once again, the French commanders would come through for the Germans so horribly that the French would subsequently court martial Marshal Bazaine for treason. Among his errors — and there were many: mostly errors of omission — Bazaine had two full corps to the north and east of the 30,000 Germans and could have easily destroyed the Germans with a pincer movement. Instead, he worried about being cut off from Metz, which was behind him, and he thus kept those troops in his rear.85 Indeed, Bazaine gave few orders to his subordinates that day. Instead, he spent his time directing units at the regiment level in combat, brave but incompetent.

The battle raged for most of the day, the French playing defense against the wild Prussian attacks. Then, with about half of his men wounded or slain and the outcome of the battle in the arms of fate, Alvensleben, the Prussian commander, launched increasingly desperate attacks, one of which would long live in European — and especially German — lore and legend: “The Death Ride,” led by General William von Bredow in the early afternoon, around 2:00 P.M. With ammunition running low and reinforcements still some distance away, General Alvensleben sent two heavy cavalry in a wild charge into the battle.86 They slammed into the French lines, stunned the French, overran the French artillery, and forced the panic-stricken defenders back onto their heels. The audacious charges, in which the Germans lost 440 of 800 men — one account has the losses at 38087 — achieved their primary objective: they disrupted the French line and delayed French attacks. Once again, Prussian pluck — It was “perhaps the last successful cavalry charge in West European warfare”88 — had saved the day.89 “It was yet again the sheer determination and courage of the German regimental officers and soldiers in the face of appalling casualties, and the quantity and quality of their supporting artillery that determined the outcome of the day.”90 For the day, the Germans lost 15,788 killed and wounded and the French 16,959.

Bazaine’s performance at Mars-la-Tour defies explanation. He gave no orders to his corps commanders, when he enjoyed vast numerical superiority and could easily have destroyed the Prussian III Corps.91 Finally, the Prussian X Corps arrived on the battlefield, and the Prussian artillery again took over, engendering a refusal of some French troops to charge,92 when a charge might have turned the tide of battle. Finally, flummoxed and hammered by the two Prussian corps, Bazaine withdrew east toward Metz, setting the stage for the next battle. On August 16, at Mars-La-Tour, it was Prussian — not French — elan that had carried the day. Even though the battle was a tactical draw, for the Germans it was a strategic victory, especially given the disparity in the strength of the two combatants and the fact that III Corps drove the entire French Army back to the east toward Metz, away from Verdun, away from France, and into a place called Gravelotte.93 The German First and Second Armies then moved between Bazaine’s army and Verdun to the west.94 Moltke now knew that he had Bazaine’s army in a vice west of Metz and could destroy it. The stage was now set for the next great battle of the war.

Gravelotte-St. Privat

August 18, 1870

The Battle of Gravelotte-St. Privat was not an “encounter” battle; rather it was a set piece battle — the largest battle of the Franco-Prussian War — in which both sides knew where the other was, and as was usually the case, the Prussian-German forces went at the entrenched French, who once again, relying on the long-range and rapid-firing of their Chassepots, chose to play defense.95 After Mars-La-Tour, the French took up their defensive positions along a line running from St. Privat in the north to just south of Gravelotte in the south. The French line was eight miles long.96 In the north, on the French right, the troops, hampered by a shortage of entrenching tools,97 did not dig in, and because the terrain afforded them no natural protection, as their troops on the left — in the south — enjoyed, they were vulnerable. Indeed, French troops on the left were shielded by the Maunce (also spelled “Mance”) Ravine, which would long live in
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