
World War I:

 Verdun

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. 

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 
man. He would, therefore, bleed them “white” 
and force France to sue for peace. 

But a competent Gen. Pétain, leading determined French defenders, 
thwarted German plans. Over 10 months, in the largest and longest 
battle of World War I, it became clear that Falkenhayn’s attrition 
strategy had utterly failed. For the French, the costly victory would 
become a symbol of national pride and an enduring reminder of 
the carnage of war. 

  

Actions by the Germans – By 1916, German plans for swift victory 
on the Western Front had long since ground to a halt. (Map 1) After 
two years of fighting, it was clear to Falkenhayn that a different 
approach was needed. Unlike previous plans designed to break 
through enemy lines and exploit success, his plan would be based 
on attrition. “Within our reach,” Falkenhayn explained, “behind 
the French sector of the Western Front, there are objectives for the 

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….”1  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.

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 
pieces, mountains of ammunition, and initially 150,000 troops. More 
than 2.5 million shells were transported to the Verdun front aboard 
1,300 ammunition trains. To maintain security, German pilots kept 
French reconnaissance planes away. 

Historians still debate the level of disclosure Falkenhayn provided 
to his 5th Army commander, Crown Prince Wilhelm, regarding the 
overall plan. Some speculate that the Crown Prince was completely 
in the dark regarding the objective of capturing Verdun versus 
Falkenhayn’s bloodletting campaign. Others assert that the Crown 
Prince was aware of Falkenhayn’s intent, but unable to personally 
reconcile such a strategy, leaving subordinate corps commanders to 
pursue the capture of Verdun as their primary objective. Regardless, 
there was clearly a disconnect between the commanders.   

The German offensive at Verdun was originally scheduled for 12 
February 1916, but inclement weather caused a nine-day delay. 
Fortunately for the French, this delay allowed them to move two 
additional French divisions to the area. 
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opposing forces

Gen. Erich von Falkenhayn

Historical significance

Strategy & maneuver

Gen. Philippe Pétain

Strategic/Operational:
1) Flawed German Strategy – Falkenhayn’s attrition strategy was not only flawed, but it also backfired. Although the Germans 
possessed significant numerical advantages in the opening days at Verdun, Falkenhayn seems to have ignored the probability of heavy 
German casualties. His assumption of a favorable 5-to-2 casualty rate may have held initially, but the French not only fought harder than 
expected, but they also didn’t allow their reinforcements to run headlong into German artillery fields of fire as Falkenhayn seemed to 
expect. As the battle dragged on, Falkenhayn was unable to maintain superior numbers due to his own casualty rates, combined with 
demands for reinforcements on the Somme. By choosing attrition, Falkenhayn limited any advantage possibly gained by maneuver, 
ultimately putting himself at a disadvantage. 

2) Joffre Ignored French Intelligence – When the Germans began their preparations, Joffre was engrossed in planning other 
operations. Even after receiving intelligence of the German buildup, he downplayed it, thinking there was no strategic objective for the 
Germans at Verdun. Joffre compounded the problem by removing many heavy guns and weakening troop strength in the Verdun region. 
These actions virtually guaranteed early success for the Germans. And although Joffre did belatedly send two divisions to Verdun prior to 
the attack, he still allowed the Germans to gain the element of surprise.

3) Operational Agility – Joffre was surprised at Verdun, but he deserves credit for operational agility.  Once the peril at Verdun was 
recognized, he accelerated the timetable for the Somme offensive, forcing the Germans to siphon strength away from Verdun to meet the 
new threat. This operational adjustment proved critical.

4) Bad Campaign Design – Falkenhayn’s campaign plan was overly simplistic, consisting of massed fires followed by attacks on a 
narrow front, but without the mass to achieve a breakthrough. The result was predictable. Although battered, French forces were able 
to focus their limited resources on a single avenue of attack along a six-mile front. It proved to be just enough to stop the initial German 
assaults. By failing to create any significant deception, diversion, or supporting attacks, Falkenhayn squandered his advantage of massed 
firepower and superior troop numbers. 

Tactical:
1) Superiority of the Defense – Verdun, like most battlefields of World War I, represented a new apex in the superiority of the tactical 
defense. As weapons continued to improve in range, accuracy, and volume of fire, men had to dig underground to survive. Exposed 
attackers, on the other hand, became easy prey. Although this trend had been building for decades, it reached a peak in World War I. It 
would take advances in armor mobility and survivability, combined with the growing lethality of airpower, to eventually overcome this 
dynamic and return significant advantages to the tactical offense.

2) Mass – Initially, Falkenhayn achieved a large advantage in numbers – both troops and artillery. He also massed overwhelming fires 
during the assault. However, because he failed to mass his troops at the decisive place and time to leverage the devastating opening 
artillery barrage, he squandered this advantage. Instead of rushing divisions into the breaches, he chose instead to use patrol-size 
formations of stormtroopers followed by limited numbers of regular troops. Even if he was hoping to goad the French into devastating 
counterattacks as part of his attrition plan, he still squandered his advantage of mass. 

3) Pétain’s Leadership – The 60-year-old Pétain was rightly praised for his performance at Verdun. He quickly 
and accurately assessed the situation and made necessary changes, focusing on two vital aspects of his defensive 

plan – the critical supply route and improving his artillery performance. Additionally, French soldiers felt 
his command presence as he moved among the lines. They also knew he cared for their well-being after 

he created the rotational system that allowed them to move to rear areas for periods of recovery. Pétain’s 
effective leadership was a key aspect of French success. 

4) Mission Command – Successful commanders create a shared understanding of upcoming 
operations. Despite the controversy over whether Falkenhayn purposely withheld his true 
objectives (attrition versus seizing Verdun), it’s clear he failed to create a shared understanding 
with Prince Wilhelm. Indications are that the Crown Prince proceeded thinking that breaching 
French lines and capturing Verdun were immediate objectives, rather than Falkenhayn’s plan to 
take the high ground to gain key terrain for artillery to inflict heavy casualties during expected 

French counterattacks. This led Falkenhayn to send only six divisions forward in the opening 
assault, rather than enough troops to overrun the battered French. In a sense, subordinate 
and senior commanders were fighting different battles. This significant breakdown in a key 
principle of mission command led to lengthy casualty rolls and tactical failure.
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