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			The Battle of Verdun

			Key information

			
					When: 21 February-19 December 1916

					Where: Verdun, France

					Context: The First World War (1914-1918)

					Belligerents: France against the German Empire

					Commanders and leaders:	Philippe Pétain, French general (1856-1951)

	Erich von Falkenhayn, German general (1861-1922)




					Outcome: French victory

					Victims:	French camp: approximately 146 000 dead or missing and 216 000 injured

	German camp: approximately 140 000 dead or missing and 196 000 injured




			

			Introduction

			A historic engagement of the First World War, the Battle of Verdun was nevertheless one of the most atrocious and inhumane battles in history.

			The attack began on 21 February 1916 at 7:15am, ordered by German Chief of the General Staff Erich von Falkenhayn, who wanted to end the war of position and “bleed the French army dry”. Since November 1914, the war of movement, which involved advancing as far as possible into enemy territory in order to gain ground, was no longer current. The armies were trapped in trenches dug into the ground and neither of them managed to gain an advantage. The conflict became a war of position where each defended the sector that had been assigned to them.

			By launching an attack on Verdun, the Germans hoped to change this situation and achieve a victory over the French army. Thus, the French and the Germans were locked in a fierce battle for nearly ten months, which could have determined the outcome of the war. However, contrary to the expectations of the Germans, the French soldiers, now nicknamed the “Poilus” (literally meaning “the hairy ones”), resisted with the support of their general, Philippe Pétain. In the lunar hell of Verdun, they eventually defeated the Germans, but suffered significant losses, and in the end the battle turned out to be a useless massacre.

		


		
			Political and social context

			The premises of the First World War

			Far from being an isolated event, the Battle of Verdun was part of a much broader military context: the First World War. This conflict, later called the “Great War”, was primarily fought between the central powers of Germany and Austria-Hungary, the Triple Alliance, and the coalition of France, Great Britain and the Russian Empire, united as the Triple Entente, between 1914 and 1918. Subsequently, many countries declared themselves at war due to interplays of alliances and support, transforming the conflict into a global affair.

			
				
					Good to know

					The Triple Alliance was created in 1882 and aimed to unite Germany, Austria-Hungary and Italy. There are several reasons for this rally:

					
							Germany wanted to isolate France, which had become more and more hostile since the Franco-Prussian war (1870-1871);

							Austria-Hungary saw it as an opportunity to obtain allies to counter Russian expansionism in the Balkans;

							Italy wanted to be stronger against French colonialism.

					

					In response to this, the Triple Entente was established in 1907. It brought together Great Britain, Russia and France and aimed to counter the expansionist policy of Germany. Early in the conflict, Italy decided to leave the Triple Alliance, claiming that it had not been consulted before the declaration of war by Austria-Hungary, and declared itself neutral. However, in May 1915, Italy entered the war on the Allied side, thus signaling the end of the Triple Alliance.

				

			

			In 1914, Europe experienced an unprecedented crisis resulting from several tensions:

			
					economic rivalries among states;

					expansionist and imperialist aims from certain countries;

					nationalist outbreaks in the Balkans (peninsula of Southern Europe, bounded by the Danube, Sava and Kupa);

					alliances between state powers.

			

			All of these factors seemed only able to provoke widespread conflict. It only took one trigger to set things off.

			This trigger occurred on 28 June 1914, with the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Habsburg (1863-1914), heir to the Austrian throne, in Sarajevo. This attack demonstrated the extreme tension prevailing at that time in South East Europe. As a continually coveted territory, the Balkans became the scene of rivalries between the Austro-Hungarian, Ottoman and Russian Empires. This is also where Slavic nationalism appeared, which was particularly present in Serbia. At the time, Bosnia-Herzegovina – of which Sarajevo is the capital – was under Austro-Hungarian rule, causing strong protests to arise in Serbia, calling for the unification of the Slav populations within one state, which would later become Yugoslavia. It was discovered soon after that the attack was perpetrated by a young Serbian nationalist from Bosnia, Gavrilo Princip (1894-1918), who wanted to protest against the Austro-Hungarian presence in the Balkans. Although an isolated act, this assassination is seen as the trigger for the First World War, as it was responsible for the activation of the alliance mechanisms.
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			Assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria and his wife Sophie von Hohenberg by a Serb, on 28 June 1914. Illustration from French newspaper Le Petit Journal.

			The agreements made between states (the Triple Alliance and the Triple Entente) promptly made a regional dispute into a generalized war. Once the Serbian responsibility in the attack of 28 June was recognized, the Austro-Hungarian Empire issued an ultimatum to Serbia on 23 July. However, Serbia refused the cooperation of the Austrian police in the investigation aiming to find those responsible for the attack. Indeed, accepting such a condition would have undermined Serbian sovereignty. The consequences of this refusal were quick to follow: on 28 July, Austria-Hungary, strengthened by German support, declared war on Serbia. Russia, considering itself to be a protector of the Slavs and an ally of Serbia, declared the general mobilization of its army. Germany then saw this as an opportunity to impose its interests on Europe and consequently declared war on Russia on 1 August, counting on its alliance with Austria.

			The German Empire then posed an ultimatum to France to ensure its neutrality, but France refused to comply and began to mobilize. From then on, Germany developed a strategy based on the Schlieffen Plan (named after its creator Alfred, Count von Schlieffen, a German marshal, 1833-1913). This plan was developed between 1898 and 1905 (i.e. a few years after the Franco-Russian alliance), and detailed a tactic that aimed to attack and beat France in only a few weeks and then fight Russia, its ally. The commander in chief of the German army decided to apply the principles of this plan and prepared to launch an attack on France before Russia began fighting in the east. Once France was defeated, German troops would then be transferred to fight Russia. To achieve this objective, Germany issued an ultimatum to Belgium in order to allow the army to march through the country, but Belgium refused. Then, on 3 August, Germany declared war on France and attacked Belgium the following day. A guarantor of Belgian neutrality, Britain entered into the conflict by declaring war on Germany.

			While the conflict was originally essentially European, the search for allies transformed it into a world war over time. 

			From a war of movement to a war of trenches

			The First World War began to unfold just like any other conflict, namely as a war of movement. The enemy troops tried to move as quickly and as far as possible into enemy lands in order to seize the territory. This was what Germany aimed to do by implementing the Schlieffen Plan and it hoped to quickly defeat France and then turn against Russia. A victory over both enemies would ensure the economic and territorial expansion of its empire.

			It was with this aim that the German Chief of the General Staff, Helmuth Johannes von Moltke (1848-1916) implemented the war plan in August 1914 by invading Belgium. He was certain that the Belgian army, which was badly organized, would not hold up against them. Contrary to these assumptions, the Belgian soldiers resisted and managed to delay the German attack by eight days. This time period allowed the French and the British soldiers to enter Belgium to counter the German army. Nevertheless, the horror of the fighting, the lack of training of the French army, their aging military strategy, and the inadequate use of artillery gradually forced the Allies to retreat. The German advance continued on Paris and therefore, on 2 September 1914, the enemy invaded the Department of the Marne, causing the French government to transfer to Bordeaux. Undeterred, General Joseph Joffre (1852-1931), commander of the French army, ordered the troops to resist in the Marne and launched a counter-attack.

			
				
					Good to know

					The Battle of the Marne took place from 6 to 13 September 1914 and was fought between France and Britain, and the German Empire. The Germans were advancing towards Paris according to the terms of the Schlieffen plan. However, the French noticed that part of the German army was no longer heading towards Paris, but southeast towards the Marne, leaving its flank open to the French army. The French command then launched a powerful counter-attack. To avoid an overflow in the north of the front, many soldiers were sent to help, assisted by the Parisian taxis requisitioned for the occasion. After several days of battle, the French managed to push back the Germans, prompting the failure of the Schlieffen plan. The toll was heavy: around 80 000 died on the French side and 250 000 were dead or missing on the German side.

				

			

			The Battle of the Marne was a victory for the French who had forced the Germans to retreat. Gradually, the front line stabilized and, faced with heavy firepower and the extreme violence of the fighting, the armies buried themselves in the trenches. The war of movement was over, giving way to trench warfare. 

			[image: ]

			German soldiers on the front of the First Battle of Marne.

			Socio-economic consequences

			From the beginning of the conflict, everyday life was affected in the belligerent countries. In fact, the war required significant material and human forces. In full harvest, the French were forced to join the army. The industrial sector was also deserted. Therefore, all economic activity slowed down.

			The end of the war of movement did nothing but heighten this disruption. Although the war was only intended to last a few months, it got bogged down in the trenches which suggested the possibility of a much longer conflict. This caused inevitable consequences in terms of supply: communication channels were requisitioned for the benefit of transporting weapons and supplies to the front, which greatly disadvantaged trade. The war was now affecting the different sectors of society. It could now be referred to as a total war.

			The situation was even more critical for Germany, which was at risk of economic strangulation. Its economy, largely based on the industrial sector, was indeed dependent on imports of raw materials. The agriculture sector was also heavily affected and the German Empire alone could not ensure subsistence. Furthermore, the Allies did not fail to exploit the situation by imposing a trade blockade and preventing any country, even those that were neutral, from procuring raw materials on its behalf. This had negative consequences for society: seeing their living standards decline, the Germans would eventually challenge the war. In 1917, the country narrowly avoided a communist revolution similar to the one that took place in Russia later that year. For Germany, exiting the war soon became an emergency.

			
				
					Good to know

					In 1917, Russia was in total crisis. The soldiers sent to the front were lacking in weapons and the country’s situation was catastrophic. Life was becoming more and more expensive, making it impossible for people to eat. Demonstrations and strikes broke out in Petrograd (St. Petersburg) in February, then spread around the country. The people were uprising and, in March, part of the army rallied the protesting workers, allowing them to obtain weapons. Powerless in the face of the events that were tearing his country apart, Tsar Nicolas II (1868-1918) abdicated in favor of his brother, who refused the throne. A provisional government was then set up. But the situation was far from resolved due to the opposition between the bourgeois and popular powers. Soon, Russian revolutionary Lenin (1870-1924) re-launched the fighting and triggered the October Revolution. The coup led to the creation of the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic and the communist regime.

				

			

			Verdun: a strategic location for Germany

			Faced with the risk of an economic crisis, Germany realized that it must end the war as soon as possible. The empire therefore sought to negotiate peace on its own terms with several countries, but the various negotiations failed. Therefore, the only solution that remained to end the conflict was to see it through and win.

			General Erich von Falkenhayn, who replaced Helmuth Johannes von Moltke after the failure at the Battle of the Marne, established a plan of attack for the Western Front from December 1915. It involved forcing France into a battle of attrition which would gradually destroy its reserves. The only thing left to do was to find the place where such a fight would occur: Verdun.

			The city of Verdun was chosen as it was a strategic objective. Indeed, it was the cornerstone of the French front and also had a sentimental value for France, which could not bring itself to abandon it. It offered many opportunities for the Germans:

			
					The French front drew a salient around the city, allowing the German army to attack its flanks;

					The Meuse runs through the city, cutting the field in half, making the defense of the city more difficult. Stuck in the valley, it could be dominated by German artillery;

					Only a single communication line allowed for the sending of French supplies, while the Verdun area was well served by railways on the German side, facilitating supply;

					Forts located in the city were not sufficiently protected. General Joseph Joffre had exhausted much of his artillery in other fights.

			

			Through this attack, the German commander was hoping to attract the French forces, defeat them and, in the words of Erich von Falkenhayn, “bleed them dry” (Association nationale du souvenir de la bataille de Verdun, 1976: 55). Such an operation would result in the surrendering of the French and force them to sign a peace agreement according to German conditions. After that, the British in the West would not last long.

		


		
			Commanders and leaders

			Philippe Pétain, French general

			Philippe Pétain was a French general who officiated during the Great War. When the conflict broke out, he was delivering lectures as a colonel in the War College and was approaching retirement. During his lessons, he offered his students completely innovative theories: he went against the military perceptions that prevailed until then by refusing the doctrine of “attaque à outrance” (French, meaning “attack to excess”), which stated that victory was gained through the massive engagement of armed troops. He based his ideas on a more logical concept: “Fire kills”. (Le Naour, 2008: 346). He therefore prioritized the economizing of human lives and the increased use of artillery. The violence of the fighting in 1914 gave him reason and re-launched his military career. He was appointed brigadier general, then commander of a troop that participated in the Battle of the Marne.

			The year of 1916 changed the status of Philippe Pétain. Given the brutality of the German attack, General Joseph Joffre put him in charge of the defense of Verdun, where the French army was in trouble. Philippe Pétain became its savior. He reinforced the only supply route of the city, which was given the name “the sacred path” and, concerned for morale, he organized the rotation of the armed divisions. He proved himself to be close to his soldiers and did not hesitate to encourage them, as confirmed by his command on 9 April 1916: “Courage! We will get them!” (ibid.: 348). His lack of offensive character nonetheless prompted his replacement in May 1916 by General

			
			
				
					
					
				

			

			
			Erich von Falkenhayn, German General
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