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Introduction

Fought in 1916 from February 21 until December 18, the Battle of Verdun lasted even longer than the Battle of the Somme to become the longest battle of the First World War. It was fought between the French and German forces and was conceived by the Chief of the German General Staff, Erich von Falkenhayn, as a way to weaken the French troops and bring France’s military to the point of collapse. Falkenhayn saw the battle as a way of winning Germany a quicker victory in the war, sacrificing fewer Germans in the process.

By the time the Battle of Verdun was fought, Falkenhayn had realized that the French Army could not be destroyed by inflicting upon them one crushing defeat in a single battle. Still, he did not believe that that would even be necessary, concluding that a battle that “bled the French white” would be enough to ensure its eventual defeat, collapse, and submission.

What Falkenhayn and the Germans needed was to bait the French forces and lure them into a battle that they would not be able to resist. They needed to attack an area that would compel the French to commit vast numbers of men and resources in a battle they knew they could not afford to lose. This area had to be not just strategically important but also of cultural significance; even better for the Germans if the French fought the battle for pride. The area fought over had to be so significant that the French generals would fear not only its strategic loss but also the loss of morale should they lose it. In the end, Falkenhayn and the Germans decided upon a fortified region named Verdun.

In this book, we will cover why Verdun was so important to the French, what was so strategically vital about it, why the area represented such a point of pride for the French, and why its loss could have had a devastating blow to French morale. We will also look at the battle in detail, covering its various phases from February to December 1916.


Chapter One

The Significance of Verdun

“The German is the discipline of fear; ours is the discipline of faith and faith will triumph.”

—Joseph Joffre

In 1914, Verdun was a formidable fortress town and a highly desirable target for any side in a war to capture and hold. It was surrounded by 20 forts—each one of them fortified with concrete and metal and kitted out with cannons and machine guns. The landscape of the Fortified Region of Verdun was dotted with armored observation posts. With a total of 47 posts strategically placed across the region, whoever commanded Verdun had a commanding and enviable view of the area. It was not only a strong position but a highly defensible position too.

Verdun was not chosen at random to be a fortress town; it actually had a rich and storied past before the First World War and was steeped in political history. The Germans were acutely aware of the history of Verdun, and it was part of their plan to use that history to their advantage in selecting Verdun as their target.

Before Roman times, Verdun was a Gallic fortress, and Attila the Hun had tried and failed to conquer it in the fifth century. The Treaty of Verdun in 843 saw the grandsons of Charlemagne carve up the Carolingian Empire, resulting in Verdun becoming part of the Holy Roman Empire. This treaty also foreshadowed the creation of the modern countries of Germany, France, and Italy.

Later, Verdun would become one of the three in the Three Bishoprics territory, along with Metz and Toul, before they returned to French rule in 1552. At this time, Henry II, then-king of France, took possession of the Three Bishoprics for France, which was later formalized with the 1648 Peace of Westphalia that confirmed French ownership and brought to an end the Thirty Years’ War between the French, Spanish, Dutch, and Germans.

In the mid-1600s, Louis XIV ordered the fortification of Verdun by the Marquis de Vauban, a celebrated French military engineer. He designed a citadel for the heart of the city, and as the years went on, this would be joined by new forts and posts overlooking the Meuse River valley.

The Prussians would later besiege Verdun in 1792 and hold the town for a few weeks before giving it up after a French victory at Valmy. Less than a century later, the area was again contested in the Franco-German War when the Germans captured it in 1870. On that occasion, the Germans managed to keep hold of the town and successfully defend it until 1873. German troops took only a few weeks to march into Paris as they dealt the French Army a crushing defeat in the Franco-German War. The humiliatingly punitive terms compounded the defeat; these included the German annexation of Alsace, as well as Lorraine.

The French, determined to make it so the Germans could never do this again, ordered further fortification of Verdun, this time by General Raymond Adolphe Sere de Rivieres. A project of reinforcements commenced in the 1880s to boost the forts’ resistance to artillery. The outer forts were improved with the aim of offering a resolute defense of Paris at a point on the route through the Plain of Woevre, the most direct route from Germany to Paris. With hundreds of guns, machine guns, and artillery pieces, the forts were now a force to be reckoned with.

To further support them and plug any gaps in the defense, smaller forts called ouvrages were constructed, as well as troop shelters, artillery emplacements, and a railway to transport ammunition and personnel. New fortresses had been constructed in two lines, one from Belfort to Épinal and another from Toul to Verdun. They were meant as defensive measures to protect nearby villages and towns that could be used as the bases for counter-attacks. Thus, by the time the First World War began in 1914, the forts of Verdun had been brought up to date, prompting Winston Churchill to describe Verdun as a “great advanced citadel of France.”

For the French fighting in the First World War, the most significant part of Verdun’s colorful history would have been the Franco-German War. The ancient city had been one of the last to be captured by the Germans, and its fall had dealt the French a huge blow to their morale and sense of national pride. The German capture of the ancient city of Verdun was deeply humiliating to the French, and it was a defeat that they had not forgotten.

All the improvements to Verdun were supposed to keep the Germans at bay, should they choose to attack again. The combination of concrete and steel was intended to make things difficult for the Germans, and the range of modifications was also necessary for France to keep up with German artillery, including siege artillery, such as the 420mm “Big Bertha” howitzer, that were becoming increasingly effective and sophisticated. Instead, Verdun was, as Churchill said, “the anvil upon which French manhood was to be hammered to death.”


Chapter Two

Prelude to Verdun

“One cannot fight a war for one or two years, from position to position, in 12-day-long battles until both combatants are completely exhausted and weakened and forced to sue for peace. We must attempt to defeat our enemies quickly and decisively.”

—Alfred von Schlieffen

To fully appreciate the events of the Battle of Verdun, we must first examine the circumstances leading up to it for both the French and German sides.

Finding itself fighting a war on two major fronts—to the east against Russia and to the west against Great Britain, France, and Belgium—Germany was eager to knock one front out so they could concentrate on dismantling the other. These commitments were all part of the so-called Schlieffen Plan. The Schlieffen Plan dated back to 1905 and was first suggested by then-Chief of the German General Staff, Alfred von Schlieffen. His plan set out how Germany could successfully wage war on two fronts.

By the time the First World War came about, the plan had been adapted by Helmuth von Moltke, the successor to Schlieffen. These changes implemented by Moltke would later be blamed as one of the key factors behind Germany’s inability to win the First World War. Had the Schlieffen Plan been successful, it would have seen the French and British armies quickly collapse; then, Germany would have concentrated all its efforts on defeating the Russians. Instead, Moltke’s changes, including reducing the size of attacking armies, meant the war dragged on far longer and contributed to Germany losing the war, at least according to his critics.

At any rate, following the Schlieffen Plan, Germany began their war on two fronts by invading Belgium and France to the west and Russia to the east in August of 1914. The Germans advanced quickly, soon occupying most of Belgium and penetrating deep into French territory within 50 kilometers (30 miles) of Paris. They were stopped in their tracks in September, however, when British and French forces mounted a fierce counter-attack and came out victorious at the First Battle of the Marne.

With the German defeat at the Marne came the realization that there would be no quick victory on the Western Front. Both sides dug their trenches, and a terrible war of attrition began as the combatants fought to move the front inch by inch while sustaining massive casualties. By the time 1916 rolled around, it was clear to the Germans that they needed to go on the offensive if they were to break the stalemate. General Erich von Falkenhayn devised a plan meant to cause the French Army enough casualties to bring it to the point of collapse.

More than a heavily armored fortress, Verdun was a national treasure that symbolized enormous pride for the French. The Germans knew that an attack on Verdun would be a battle the French could not ignore—not only for the strategic benefits the fortress town offered but also for prestige and national pride.
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