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Introduction

F

rom the onset of the First World War, Germany had
planned a swift manoeuvre strategy against both
France and Britain, implementing the “Schlieffen
Plan,” which aimed to encircle the enemy’s forces
in a grand sweeping movement. The plan was the
brainchild of Field Marshal Alfred von Schlieffen, Chief of the
Imperial German General Staff prior to the First World War,
and was carried forward by his successor, General Helmuth von
Moltke [the Younger – Ed.]. The scheme had indeed showed
promise, but had been stopped during the Battle of the Marne in
September 1914. The Schlieffen Plan relied upon momentum,
and when Germany’s forces halted short of its objective, von
Moltke, who failed to maintain control during this decisive
movement, was replaced as the Chief of the Imperial German
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General Staff with General Erich von Falkenhayn. Afterwards,
the Western Front essentially came to a standstill. The deadlock
only moved mere metres in some sectors, while combatants
suffered incredible casualties. Fortunately for Germany, both
their East and West fronts had stabilised by the end of 1915.1
Around that time, Falkenhayn briefed Kaiser Wilhelm II that
a mass breakthrough of the enemy’s lines was beyond Germany’s
means.2 Instead, Falkenhayn believed that separating Germany’s
enemies would enable them to secure victory, albeit a negotiated
victory. Falkenhayn saw Britain as Germany’s true arch nemesis,
one that used Russia and France as projected British weapons on
the European continent.3 He concluded that squaring off against
Britain and France on the field would play into Lord Kitchener’s
strategy of a “war of exhaustion,”4 which Germany was keen to
avoid. In order to defeat Britain, Falkenhayn had to first direct his
forces against one of their allies. Believing that Russia’s internal
struggles would “compel them to give in within a short period,”5
Falkenhayn focused his attention upon France. By attacking
France separately and forcing them from the war, he surmised
that Britain would be no match for Germany, who would then
push the enemy off the European continent. Targeting France was
viewed as knocking England’s “best sword” from their hands.6
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General Erich Georg Anton von Falkenhayn, Chief of the German General
Staff, September 1914-29 August 1916.
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Main offensive.
Dotted black line:
Front line during
the attack on 21
February 1916.
Red line:
Further advance
by German troops.
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Front line after
French counter
offensive.
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Falkenhayn’s strategy was to force France to sue for peace,
independent of England. In order to achieve this, he envisioned
a kill zone on an unprecedented scale, enforced by a massive
artillery concentration. As noted from previous battles, offensive
operations rarely benefitted the attackers in terms of the ratio of
territory gained to lives lost. Those in defensive positions held
the upper hand and could impose huge losses with limited means.
Falkenhayn concluded that Germany must persuade France to
attack prepared defensive positions, which would achieve an
advantageous kill ratio for the defending Germans. The city of
Verdun was chosen for its political, cultural, and historical elements, while also being located close to the German-controlled
railway at Metz, which meant a battle in the vicinity would be
well-supplied.7 Ultimately, Falkenhayn viewed Verdun as an object
“…for the retention of which the French General Staff would be
compelled to throw in every man they have.”8 Through the use of
attritional warfare, Falkenhayn aimed to destroy as many French
soldiers as possible in order to convince the French to give up
their cause. With France no longer a combatant, Germany could
focus what few resources they had left upon Britain. However,
due to contrary and institutionalised strategic beliefs, attritional
warfare at Verdun did not force France into a separate peace, due
to the German 5th Army’s disregard for the intended attritional
scheme, the erroneous belief by Falkenhayn that the French
Republic was near-collapse, and the stubborn devotion of the
French to defend Verdun.

F

alkenhayn’s sole intent, to “…bleed France white,”
was not shared by his subordinate commanders in the
5th Army, the formation selected to carry out the task. Crown
Prince Wilhelm, overall commander of the 5th Army, was
“uncomfortable” with Falkenhayn’s determination to “bleed”
the French army.9 Both the Crown Prince and the 5th Army’s
Chief of Staff, Constantin Schmidt von Knobelsdorf, attempted
to distance themselves in later years from the knowledge of
Falkenhayn’s true attritional intent behind Verdun. Yet, in both
their writings, they acknowledged that Falkenhayn had used
the term “exsanguination” throughout the planning process,
and was adamant about the concept as being central to his
strategy.10 While it is clear that top military officials in the
5th Army understood Falkenhayn’s intended purpose, they
nonetheless re-prioritised objectives, which ultimately contravened the strategic value of the operation. These commanders
disregarded the Falkenhayn’s intent, because his strategy ran
contrary to the established thinking within the German military.
For decades, German Chiefs of Staff had planned for and relied
upon the principle of fighting a short war, based upon a strategy
of annihilation, where a clear victor was decided in one-ortwo decisive battles. However, due to the industrialisation of
warfare during the First World War, a new strategy of attrition
was taking hold out of necessity. The German army failed in
this new era of warfare by maintaining its theory of seeking
and engaging in a decisive victory.11 Further, Falkenhayn’s
subordinate commanders found it difficult to accept a battle
without clearly-defined territorial objectives, which is why
they developed their own objectives.
The battle began on 21 February 1916 with a massive
bombardment, fired from over 1200 artillery pieces, and
Falkenhayn ordered patrols
to survey what was left of the
French after the bombardment had concluded. Instead,
5 th Army officers exacerbated German casualties by
sending their men to capture
territory, again disregarding
the intended process. General
von Zwehl, Commander of
the Westphalian Reserve
Corps, “disregarded these
orders,” and sent forward his
entire force.12 In fact, upon
hearing of Zwehl’s advance
that evening, Knobelsdorf
“removed all limits” imposed
by Falkenhayn on the
5 th Army with respect to
their advance.13
Reflecting in his postwar memoirs, Falkenhayn had
envisioned that the German
troops at Verdun would be “…
free to accelerate or draw out
[their] offensive, to intensify
it or break it off from time to
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time, as suits her purpose.”14 Movement of this nature was crucial
to ‘sell’ the trap to the French, and to encourage their continued
attacks. This deception was so important to the entire operation
that Falkenhayn kept the purpose of the battle vague, only sharing
the truth with top military commanders. If the French realised
the true purpose behind the battle, surely they would not have
entered the trap at all. Falkenhayn determined that the soldiers
would play their part better if they honestly thought they were
sent to capture Verdun.15 Due to the General Staff’s secrecy and
the disregard for the intent by their corps commanders, troops
were manoeuvred in the real sense, rather than for deception. The
5th Army was aiming to occupy territory and change the battle
lines, forgoing their role as bait, and proceeding with actual
conquest. Importantly, Falkenhayn believed the capture of Verdun
itself to be irrelevant. The only objective was to lure in and kill
French troops.16 While introducing the scheme to the Kaiser,
Falkenhayn reported that in the off chance that France did not
commit troops to the battle, Germany would simply take Verdun,
thereby inflicting an enormous moral defeat upon the French, and
providing reasons for celebration in Germany.17 However, as the
French were intent upon defending the line, Falkenhayn had no
intention of actually capturing Verdun, because attempting to do
so threatened to ensnare his own troops in the trap. In an attempt
to curb potential losses and ensure his strategy of attrition was
being followed, Falkenhayn had ordered that “…all plans of attack,
redeployment and eventually withdrawal” had to be sent through
him for approval.18 Despite this, on the 4th of March, the Crown
Prince ordered his 5th Army to capture the city of Verdun, at which
point they suffered “intensive shelling” from French artillery, and
failed to reach even the outskirts of the city.19 This is further proof
that Falkenhayn’s subordinates continued to disregard his intent,
as well as his orders. If they had been committed to following his
strategic plan, they would have withdrawn in order to lure more
French soldiers to within range of the waiting German artillery.
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resistance been forecast, more troops would have been necessary
at the beginning of the battle. The French army, shaken from the
initial bombardment, did, in fact, offer limited resistance in a few
areas. As the battle raged on in the following months, Falkenhayn
merely observed the dogged French resistance as a dramatic lastditch effort that would surely succumb to German military might.
He had surmised, erroneously, that the will of France would not
“slowly and visibly bend,” but would rather “snap” all at once.
To him, these “most strenuous acts of resistance” were the “last
gasps” of the dying French state.28 This “last gasp,” as viewed by
Falkenhayn, turned out to be extremely dangerous and costly to
Germany. By assuming that every renewed resistance was at the
apex of the French tipping point, German soldiers were repeatedly
thrown into the ‘mill’ with the assurance that they were on the
verge of victory. Unfortunately for these soldiers, who were being
chewed up by this purposeful battle of attrition, France was far
from being at the tipping point. In fact, their soldiers were rallying together and strengthening their resolve to fight. They were
quite aware they were taking many casualties, but Falkenhayn was
right when he picked Verdun as a French symbol that the nation
would strive to retain.
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Falkenhayn’s plan for wearing down the French through
Verdun rested upon the ‘miscalculation’ that France’s war efforts
were near the point of collapse, and that they could be “coaxed
to the bargaining table.23 The French were facing manpower
shortages, and had “suffered enormous losses,” both realities of
which Falkenhayn viewed as the further weakening of their resolve. In his
post-war memoirs, he recounted that
“…the strain on France [had] almost
reached the breaking point,” and that
his strategy would be the element to
push them past it.24 He was further convinced of France’s decline by virtue of
German intelligence reports. In August
1915, one such report stated that, due
to the amount of French casualties during the war to that point, the French
Government “…will be faced with the
question of whether, despite all outside help, the ending of resistance is a
more fitting path for the future of the
nation.” 25 Reports such as this fueled
Falkenhayn’s decision that France
would give up after losing thousands
more soldiers, so much so that only nine
divisions were allotted to the 5th German
Army at the beginning of the battle.
This would have been more than enough
to execute the feint that Falkenhayn
intended, but not enough to conduct an
actual assault upon a fortified position,
such as Verdun. In order to ‘compel’
the French to give up, the Falkenhayn
relied upon the devastating fire power
of the artillery.26 An enormous amount
of artillery and ammunition was massed
prior to the battle, the Germans having fired around a million projectiles
alone in the initial bombardment, leaving virtually nothing standing within the
kill zone.27 Falkenhayn did not allocate
extra divisions due to his reasoning that
the artillery would inflict the wounds,
while the troops lured more French into
the trap. Had a lengthy and drawn-out General Joseph Joffre and General Philippe Petain visit the front at Verdun, France, in 1916.
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The reason Falkenhayn was continually undermined was
because the German officer corps was brought up on the teachings of Field Marshal Alfred von Schlieffen, who focused upon
strategies of massed breakthrough, encirclement manoeuvres,
and decisive victories.20 Falkenhayn was not a disciple of these
Schlieffen strategies, having only served a short time under the
former Chief of the Imperial German General Staff. This contributed to the officer corps’ view of Falkenhayn as an outsider and
untrustworthy.21 Wilhelm Heye, an officer in the German General
Staff and supporter of Falkenhayn, wrote, how “…immediately
obvious even to us young General Staff officers that he lacked
the schooling in operations taught by the genial Schlieffen.”
Heye concluded that he was not astonished that Falkenhayn’s
operational methods at Verdun found “little acceptance” from
the subordinate commanders.22
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Falkenhayn acknowledged in his memoirs that the French had shared the same feeling towards the city as that of his superior,
borne their considerable difficulties “with the most remarkable Joffre. Pétain even intended to evacuate Verdun if the Germans
devotion.”29 The fact that their enemy recognised their determi- could not be stopped. But due largely to the significantly-favournation demonstrates just how committed the French were during able improvement of the French soldiers’ morale at Verdun, the
this period of the First World War. Ironically, despite the symbolic Germans were halted and the city was ultimately not evacuated.33
nature of the city, defending Verdun itself made little-to-no strategic This is largely accredited to Pétain’s arrival at Verdun, as he was
sense. After the Germans began their attack,
viewed by soldiers as a general who valued
Marshal Joseph Joffre, the Commander-intheir lives, and who would not use them up
Chief of all French forces on the Western Front,
in vain. He understood the effects of artillery
“Ironically, despite the
fire power, and he grouped large numbers of
initially proposed that the city be abandoned,
symbolic nature of the
so that better defensive positions could be built
guns together with his defences in order to
on favourable terrain, and could thus hold the
cripple any German advances.34 With Pétain
city, defending Verdun
30
Germans in place. In fact, the forts around
in charge, the Germans were being crushed
itself made little-to-no
Verdun were viewed as relics of the past. Joffre
under the weight of his artillery.
strategic sense.”
went as far as having dozens of artillery pieces
Another source of pride within the French
and more than a hundred thousand projectiles
army was the way in which supplies reached
removed from around Verdun in 1915 for use
the battered sector. The Germans had destroyed
elsewhere on the Western Front. When the local
commander, General Frédéric-Georges Herr, voiced his concern all the rail lines connected to Verdun. Dubbed the voie sacrée, or
over the removals, Joffre replied that the strongholds no longer had the “sacred way,” a solitary forty-five mile stretch of country road
a role to play, and that Verdun must “…under no circumstances be was the only link between Verdun and the rest of France. Pétain
defended for itself.”31 While the French General Staff saw Verdun employed a small army just to maintain that route, ensuring that
as a ‘liability,’ French Prime Minister Aristide Briand insisted the trucks, passing day and night in both directions at intervals
to Joffre that it must be held, “…believing that national morale of every fourteen seconds, would be unencumbered along their
and his government’s survival was at stake.”32 Six days after the route.35 Hundreds of thousands of troops were trucked in and out
offensive began, General Philippe Pétain assumed command of along this lifeline, along with thousands of tons of ammunition.36
the 2nd Army, as well as command of all the forces at Verdun. He Without this lifeline, soldiers would not have been able to deploy
immediately issued orders strictly forbidding counter-attacks. to Verdun as rapidly as they did, while the same can be said of the
Despite how Prime Minister Briand felt about Verdun, Petain wounded being evacuated. Due to the constant German bombard-

Large caliber French munitions for the Battle of Verdun. Photograph taken from the magazine l’Illustration, Yr.74, No. 3810, 11 March 1916.
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resource limitations, both in materiel and in manpower. Germany
also could not conduct a decisive battle because it was beyond
their means.41 For other nations, attritional warfare would prove
feasible with the colonial contributions in the form of troops
and materiel. In fact, the Entente powers built more of these
“bleeding machines” on the Western Front, the next one occurring
at the Somme, which began five months after Verdun, and which
was instrumental in relieving some of the pressure on the French
[although at great cost – Ed.].42 After July 1916, the German capacity to continue their actions at Verdun diminished. The Somme was
now causing great anxiety in the German army, and on 11 July,
Conclusion
Falkenhayn ordered all offensive operations at Verdun to cease
and to remain in a “strict defensive,” because he needed to transfer
he Battle of Verdun proved to be one of the longest troops to the Somme.43 Verdun would have a lasting effect upon
and costliest battles of any war in history, in terms of the rest of the war. Due to the volume of German artillery fired
both lives and material resources spent. The poignant truth at Verdun, the Germans had depleted their ammunition stocks so
behind the battle is that it was purposely designed to grind up much, especially with respect to phosgene shells, that they had to
troops, with the intent of pressuring France to sue for peace. resort to using inferior projectiles, while the supply system strived
Falkenhayn only envisioned Verdun as a means for “…the to keep pace. Also, both combatants had to re-design their future
forces of France to bleed to death,”38 never actually intend- operations due to the diminished pool of soldiers from which to
ing to capture the city itself.39 His subordinate commanders draw. The French had originally planned a much larger contribuwere hard-pressed to accept his views,
tion to the Somme offensive then they ended up
as his logic was alien to the established
sending, while the Germans, who may have lost
Schlieffen way of thinking in the German
less men than the French, could not really stage
officer corps. Falkenhayn was an outsider
“Verdun will forever
any large-scale successful offensives for the
and ultimately not accepted by the officer
rest of the war. In total, about thirty per cent of
be synonymous with
corps, nor by the Crown Prince. The corps
the German army fought at Verdun, compared
attritional warfare.
commanders’ preconceived notions of battle
to seventy-five per cent of the French army.
hijacked Falkenhayn’s vision for Verdun,
During the First World
For France, this would have a profound effect
while the Falkenhayn made little effort to
upon its soldiers, who would use the battle as
War, this strategy
‘rein in’ on their misguided interpretations
a rallying cry and a symbol of solidarity during
presented the Germans
of the task.40 With respect to France reachthe mutinies of 1917.44
ing the breaking point, many warning signs
with a paradox.”
certainly may have given that impression.
Once the battle was set in motion, the
The French army had been battered, was
kill zones created to destroy French forces
exhausted physically, and was running low
sucked German soldiers in as well. The planned
on new recruits. Falkenhayn was correct in picking an object and purposeful destruction of troops at Verdun had worked, but
of attention for which France would be prepared to fight. unfortunately for the German forces, they would end up suffering
However, he was wrong in assuming he would be able to push almost as much as the French. The battlefields around Verdun still
them past their breaking point. French will in 1916 was still show the shell holes one hundred years later. The area is believed
strong enough to fight on. Her soldiers proved their devotion to be the most heavily bombarded site in history, with over thirty
by defending Verdun, even though it may have made more million artillery shells having been fired by both sides, that bomsense strategically to simply pull back to prepared positions.
bardment wiped nine villages off the map, never to be rebuilt.45
Falkenhayn planned for attrition, but nothing could contain the
Verdun will forever be synonymous with attritional warfare. resultant destruction that scarred both Germany and France.
During the First World War, this strategy presented the Germans
with a paradox. By avoiding decisive battles and implementing attritional strategies, Germany would have had to endure a
lengthened war, which it could not afford, due to economic and
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ments, flamethrowers, and phosgene gas, the French soldiers had
to endure a new type of hell that undoubtedly wore on them. To
ensure that units would not be completely exhausted, Pétain instituted a unit rotation system, which “…allowed the French army to
endure massive casualties [from] the battle without breaking.”37
This policy enabled France to fight on, but it also meant that,
for better or for worse, the horrors of Verdun were shared by the
majority of the entire French army. The pain and suffering was
dispersed over many soldiers, and it even acted as a unifier for
Frenchmen, solidifying their determination.
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Shell craters still mark the battlefield at Verdun, 100 years later.
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