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<ABSTRACT>

The Actual Circumstances and Combat Lessons Related to
the Battle of Verdun in World War [

Kim, Moo-Il

The Battle of Verdun is considered to be the greatest and lengthiest
battle in world history. Never before or since has there been such a lengthy
battle, involving so many men, sitnated on such a tiny piece of land. The
battle, which lasted from 21 February 1916 until 19 December 1916 caused
an estimated 1,000,000 dead, wounded and missing. The battlefield was not
even a square ten kilometers. From a strategic point of view, there can be
no justification for these atrocious losses. The battle degenerated into a
matter of prestige of two nations literally for the sake of fighting ----- .

The designer of the German plan of attack was General Erich von
Falkenhayn, the German commander in chief, who had succeeded Von
Moltke in 1914, whose campaign in Belgium and in France had failed
completely.

Falkenhayn's view was that it would be beyond German military
possibilities to gain victory in an all-embracing, massive offensive. He
considered England to be Germany’s most important enemy who would lose
its strength as soon as France, its most important ally, would be defeated.
England would then withdraw from Europe’s continent. Then the unlimited
submarine-war, put into action by Germany, would force England on its
knees in the end.

It was for this reason that a war target had to be found that would be
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so important to the French that they would be forced to deploy every man
for the defence of that particular target, as they would never give it up
voluntarily. Germany’s aim would then be achieved: France would be forced
to sacrifice it's army till the last man and the French army would bleed to
death. Then the French army could easily be defeated. Geographically this
had to be Verdun.

Apart from the psychological considerations, there also was a military
consideration for choosing this particular place as the target of war. It was
because Verdun was situated in a salient in the frontline. As a result, the
Germans  surrounded the battleground in a half circular-shape and this
gave the Germans a great advantage in their gunnery bombardments.

Verdun was a garrison-town situated in the Region Fortified de Verdun
(RFV) at the river Meuse. It was surrounded by a double circle (largest
diameter H50km) of 20 big forts and 40 medium sized fortifications in an
almost impenetrable hill country, covered with woods, criss—crossed with
deep clefts and gorges where the Meuse flows right through.

In the outermost circle of forts, Fort Vaux and the dominant Fort
Douaumont were situated. These two forts were the cornerstone of the
defence, towering high above the whole area at a height of 400 m. In the
innermost circle of forts, Fort Souville and Fort Tavennes. Closer to Verdun,
Fort Belleville, Fort St. Michel, Fort Moulainville and Fort Belrupt were
situated. The forts had been built in a sandwich like a construction of
reinforced concrete with a thickness of 2 meters, covered with a layer of
soil, with 2 meters of reinforced concrete on top of it. In the largest forts, a
detachment of 500 soldiers could be accommodated. The armament consisted
of some heavy 155 mm guns placed in turrets which could be lifted and
machine-guns of heavy calibre. The forts were surrounded by concrete
fortifications, equipped with machine-guns for flanking fire and all
connected by trenches.

The defence of Verdun had been seriously neglected ever since the
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beginning of the war. At the fall of Liege and Antwerp in 1914, the
surrounding forts were virtually destroyed by the Germans and their Big
Bertha's. The French supreme command therefore considered forts to be no
longer useful for defence and had them dismantled. All of the guns that
could be displaced had been brought elsewhere. The occupation of the forts
had been brought back to a minimum. The defences around Verdun were
also seriously neglected. The frontline around Verdun was often no more
than a ditch and sometimes the second and third defence-line were simply
absent. Defence-trenches and barbed wire entanglements were often not
laid-out. The armament of the Verdun-sector was minimal as well. There
were only 270 pleces of guns available with too little ammunition (whereas
the Germans had more than 1.200 pieces laid-out).

There were no more than 34 French battalions available at the moment
of attack. The Germans could deploy 72 battalions consisting of seasoned
frontier-soldiers.  General Herz, the commander in chief of Verdun,
repeatedly plead for reinforcement of the lines, especially when it became
clear from messages received from fled civilians and deserted Germans
soldiers, that the Germans were preparing an attack on Verdun. The
French Headquarters at Chantilly, which were under the command of
Commander in Chief Joffre, however, paid no attention to the problems:
‘Verdun is not a possible target, was their judgement.

On December 24, 1915, the decision was made to attack Verdun. The
attack was planned to take place on 12 February, 1916. At the very last
moment, the attack was cancelled. It had began to snow and rain severely;
it was freezing; the wind had increased and turned into a storm and the
visihility was very poor.

On Monday morning of 21 February, 0715, the heaviest bomhbing that
had thus far ever taken place in a war starts over the entire Verdun front
on the left and right side of the river Meuse. The bombing had a frontal
latitude of 40 kilometers. Verdun itself is also heavily bombarded, the entire
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civilian population is evacuated.

At 1715 the German soldiers reappear from their ‘stollen’ and begin their
attacks on the Bois dHaumont (by the VIIth German army corps), the Bois
des Caures (by the XVIIIth German ammy corps) and the Bois de I'Herbebois
(by the Illd German army corps).

At the French headquarters, it is slowly becoming clear that the situation
is far more serious than initially thought. Joffre sends one of his members
of staff to Verdun in order to observe the situation.

General De Castelnau occupies himself, at the arrival at Verdun on the
2oth of February with the question of how Verdun can be saved He takes
measure! General Herr is dismissed and makes room for General Phillipe
Petain, the commander of the 11th French army. His direct order is to
organize the defence of the right—as well as the left riverbank immediately.
Petain also organizes the supply route between Verdun and the hinterland,
There is a narrow connecting road between Verdun and Bar-le-Duc which
is improved and maintained in such a way that this becomes the life line
for the French troops in Verdun. Later this road is called the Voie Sacree
[Holy Roadl ; the road along which long lines of people and materials are
transported day and night, to and from Verdun. The Voie Sacree is
Verdun's life line during the Battle of Verdun.

Falkenhayn wanted the French army to ‘bleed to death’ and not to
achieve a speedy victory., The result was that the bruising battle, which
Falkenhayn wanted, had now become redlity. The victims are not only
French, as he had pictured it Germans also become victims of this battle
more and more, Verdun seems to be deteriorating into a mass slaughter, as
never seen hefare,

1 July General Nivelle gives a moving order of the day, in which the
French troops are praised for their perseverance and their persistency. He
concludes with the famous sentence: ‘Is ne passeront pas!’ [They will

never pass]



A1z AANAA W2 (Verdun) AF-9) AA AEwWFE 373

Tuesday 1 August In the German headquarters in Stenay it is now
considered to cease the Verdun offensive altogether. There are no more
prospects for any victory: there is a shortage of artillery and ammunition.
Also there are no more reserve troops available and the front troops are
completely exhausted. Nevertheless the battle continues: the area between
Fort Souville and the Froideterre-fortification is one large muddy field with
shell-holes where French and Germans take tums in attacking and
counterattacking.

The French Army Command is determined to beat the Germans for the
last time. The major attack is prepared in great detail. The right riverbank
of the Meuse changes into an enormous construction site: roads and
artillery fortifications are constructed and large supplies of ammunition are
stored. General Mangin has eight divisions available, which are trained in
the hinterland, in a mock battlefield complete with forts.

Tuesday 24 October at 12:00 am. The French attackers come into action,
despite the fact that the battlefield is covered in a thick mist. The system
of the creeping barrage is working perfectly; the co-ordination between
infantry and artillery appears to be flawless and the German front is
pushed back. Fleury and the Bois de Chapitre are taken; the Thiaumont-
fortification and Fort Douaumont are reached.

Many Germans surrender and disappear into captivity. Fort Vaux is the
next aim of atrack for the French.

General Ludendorff is in strong favour of withdrawing the troops from
front situations, which no longer have a strategic purpose, to be able to
avoid unnecessary losses. It is decided to evacuate Fort Vaux and to destroy
it.

On Thursday 2 November at 12:00 pm. the garrison starts marching off
and at 1:30 pm. the explosives are detonated.

Following the fall of Fort Vaux it remains silent at the front for several

weeks. In the meantime General Nivelle has been appointed Supreme
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Commander of the French army and General Mangin Supreme Commander
of the Verdun front. Mangin decides to attack one more time to force the
Germans back to their original position of February 1916.

Monday 11 December The French shelling start again in all intensity and
on Wednesday 13 December the creeping barrage becomes operational again.
Still the Germans do not surrender. The losses on  French side are
enormous but eventually the front hbreaks open: Bezonvaux, the Bois de
Hassoule, the Bois de Chauffour and Louvemont are recaptured by the
French troops.

Tuesday 19 December The German army Command reaches the
conclusion that at Verdun, a complete defeat had been suffered. More than
11,000 German soldiers and officers have surrendered; they often did not
even come out of their shelters to fight anymore. At that date, the German
army is definitively thrown back in its original positions. The Battle of
Verdun has come to an end. We can learn the following lessons from the
Battle of Verdun: first, the importances of combat commander’'s command
ability, second, the importances of morale forces, third, the total security
position of the civilians, the public service personnel, the military. Finally,

never underestimate the enemy’s capacity.
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