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Introduction

The Battle of Verdun is infamous for being the longest battle fought during World War I. It was also one of the bloodiest battles, claiming more than 700,000 victims. The battle was fought between France and Germany from February 21 to December 18, 1916. As a result of the war, the landscape surrounding the city of Verdun was completely transformed and a total of nine villages were utterly obliterated. The battle became symbolic of the brutality of war and the hallmark of French determination and self-sacrifice. The Battle of Verdun was a turning point in the war by halting the German advance and causing heavy losses to the Central forces. The loss of the Battle of Verdun delivered a crushing blow to the morale of the German forces, which ultimately impacted the outcome of the war. 

The Battle of Verdun was planned by German General Erich von Falkenhayn, who wanted to weaken the French army by causing heavy casualties. He believed that the British army, combined with the French army, could severely impact the outcome of the war. The other allies of the British were the Italian and the Russian armies. By then Russia had already been immobilized, and Italy was unlikely to cause any serious threat to the Central powers. That left out France and eliminating the French army would create an advantage for the Germans. Through the battle at Verdun, Falkenhayn wanted to “bleed France white.” 

Verdun was selected for the offensive due to its historical and sentimental value. Verdun was protected by a series of forts, whose history could be traced to the Middle Ages, and the loss of such a citadel was likely to cause a tremendous blow to the French morale. General Falkenhayn believed that capturing the forts of Verdun would trigger a sense of humiliation in the French army, and they would throw every man into its defense. Also, capturing the forts would give the Germans the benefit of height from which they could cause maximum damage to the French army. 

At the initial stages of the war, the German offensive was very successful. They quickly advanced towards the fortress, preceded by heavy artillery firing, making the French army suffer heavy casualties in the first few days of the war. The Germans quickly captured fort Douaumont, the largest and the highest fort around Verdun, and turned it into the dumping ground for the German army. Meanwhile, the French counter attacks during the initial stages of the battle were mostly in vain, as the French army was initially disorganized and totally unprepared for the attack. The intelligence reports were dismissed by the high command, and a lot of troops and war supplies had been moved out of Verdun before the attack. By the time the French army understood the seriousness of the situation and started their battle preparations, it was already too late. The Germans were able to advance in the initial stages of the war with very little resistance. 

Things changed significantly when the command of the French second army was given to General Philippe Pétain who reorganized troops to intensify the defense around the Meuse River. He brought in large reinforcements and introduced a noria (rotation) system to make sure the troops do not suffer from exhaustion. His efforts earned him the title “The Lion of Verdun.” During the battle, he was promoted to Commander of Army Group Centre, leaving the charge of the second army to General Robert Nivelle, who was an excellent strategist himself. General Nivelle was also a spendthrift when it came to the lives of his men, which earned him the title “The Butcher.”  After months of devastating artillery firing, attacks by flamethrowers, trench warfare, and several casualties on both sides, the French took back the land and the fortresses that were captured by the Germans and pushed them to the starting line. The battle lasted for 302 days. 
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