World War I ;

Verdun

OPPOSING FORCES

Imperial German Army: Initially 150,000 troops of the German 5th
Army commanded by Crown Prince Wilhelm (son of the Kaiser).
German forces would grow to 50 combat divisions commanded by
General Erich von Falkenhayn, Chief of the General Staff.

French Army: Initially 30,000 troops under General Frédéric Herr.
Forces grew quickly with the deployment of the 2nd Army, under
the command of General Philippe Pétain. French forces eventually
reached 85 divisions under the overall command of Field Marshal
Joseph Joffre, Commander-in-Chief of French forces on the
Western Front.

@ HISTORICAL SIGNIFICANCE

By early 1916, World War I was in its second year. Germany was
fighting on two fronts - France and Great Britain in the West and
Imperial Russia in the East. With the prospect

of prolonged fighting in the East, Gen. Erich von
Falkenhayn, Chief of the German General Staff,
believed the war would be decided in the West.
To break the western stalemate, Falkenhayn
planned a battle of attrition. He believed the
French would defend Verdun, with its significant
military and historical importance, to the last
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retention of which the French General Staff would be compelled to
throw in every man they have. If they do so, the forces of France will
bleed to death...”! To prepare, he would build up superior numbers
of men and artillery at the point of attack, then lure the French into

a series of prolonged counterattacks. With an assumed loss rate of
5-to-2 in his favor, he believed such losses would force France out of
the war. The upcoming campaign was code-named Operation Gericht
(Judgment).

Verdun was chosen as the “schwerpunkt”

(point of attack) for several reasons. First, the
region provided the Germans with significant
logistical advantages. They were positioned to
utilize multiple rail lines and roads for resupply,
while the French would have access to only a
single road. Additionally, previous fighting had
left the area as a salient that could be assaulted
from three sides. And finally, the city and its
surrounding fortifications were symbolic of
French heroism and prestige. With Verdun’s long
history of defending France against invaders, Falkenhayn believed the
French would put forth every effort to defend it.

Gen. Philippe Pétain

In the two months leading up to Operation Gericht, German engineers
constructed railroads and bunkers to house troops. Falkenhayn
assembled massive firepower, including more than 1,200 artillery





