
 
THE DECISIVE POINT 
 
 
Prologue 
 
Paris, France, Terminus Hotel, 24th  February 1916, 3 a.m. A French officer  bursts to the 
entrance hall of the hotel, calling aloud the night porter. Hearing all that turmoil, the elder 
owner goes downstairs. The officer presents himself: he is Lt. Colonel Bernard Serrigny 
and he wants to speak with his commander. “ He is here”, he says. At first, the woman  
denies: you are looking for somebody who is not here; I do not know about whom you are 
speaking, an so on. But Serrigny interrupts her: “The destiny of France is at stake!”, he 
exclaims. The woman gives-up. She goes up at the first floor and shows to  Colonel the 
door of a room.  Serrigny knocks insistently. The door opens and in the doorway a tall man 
appears. His figure is impressing , his whiskers are thick and blond. Behind him, a young 
half-naked  woman tries to cover herself with a blanket. 
Serrigny comes to attention, salutes , apologizes  and then he  delivers  the orders of 
General Joseph Joffre, Commander in Chief of the French Armed Forces. The man reads 
them, then, unperturbed, asks the hotel owner for finding an accommodation for Serrigny. 
“ Rest  a little”, he tells him” Joffre wants  we are at Headquarter at eight o’clock. We shall 
leave within some hour”. Then he closes the door and comes back to his mistress to spent 
with her the rest of that night which, later on, he will define “ memorable”. 
That man is General Henri-Philippe Benoni Omer Joseph Pétain, commander of the 
French Second Army.  
 
“Bleed them white” 
 
At the end of 1914, on the western front, the war of movement has turned into a trench 
warfare. In 1915, the French-British attempts at Neuve Chapelle, at Arras and in the 
Champagne to get war in movement again fail in a bloodbath. The year 1916 is, however,  
seen by both parts in conflict as the turning year, as the year of the final victory. The 
Germans are convinced to win, because they hope to move to the western front many of his 
troops deployed on the eastern front, bridging their gap in men and equipments  in the 
western sector; the Allies are convinced to win, because they, finally, can have at their 
disposal a plenty of trained soldiers, of ammunitions, of artillery. Both parts in conflict 
have even decided where they will win the final victory: at Verdun the Germans, on the 
Somme the Allies. 
The German plan is conceived by General Erich von Falkenhayn, called to replace von 
Moltke the Younger at the top of the Imperial Staff after the Schlieffen’s Plan failure. 
Junker from head to foot, Minister of War, tough officer, reserved but also strangely 
indecisive, held in high regard by the Kaiser, Falkenhayn is touched by the casualties still 
less than Haig or Joffre( Horne). His idea is the following: defeating France to isolate Great 
Britain. Without her most important ally, worn out by the submarine warfare, Great 
Britain would not been able to withstand for a long time and, before or after, she would 
have been forced to leave the conflict. How to do? Easy: if France -- in Falkenhayn’s 
opinion near to collapse-- had been attacked  in a high symbolic valour sector--  for the 
whole Nation, for the public opinion, for the Army-- Joffre would have been forced to 
deploy there the whole forces in his disposal to defend it. 
 
And there, in that decisive point, the French Army would have been wounded to death by 
the German artillery, “ bled white” ( ausgeblutet, in German) during a battle of attrition 



and finally defeated. “The butcher’s bill”, in short, would have determined the collapse of 
France and of the whole western front. 
Defined the plan, the matter is, now, finding the place. In Falkenhay’s opinion, the 
stronghold of Verdun is suitable for achieving what he has in his mind. Crossed by River 
Meuse ( Maas in German), eastern bastion of Paris , protagonist of a heavy and heroic 
resistance during the French-Prussian war in 1870-71, defended against the Joffre’s orders 
by General Serrail in 1914, Verdun is within a bulge surrounded on three sides by German 
artillery. It is, thus, the ideal place to win a great victory at minimal effort and with 
minimal casualties. 
 
 
Execution 
 
The attack on Verdun-- code name Gericht( Judgement, Execution, and this code name 
says a lot about the intentions of the High German Command)-- is fixed for February 12, 
1916 and committed to the Fifth Army, commanded by the Crown Prince ( Kronprinz) 
Friedrich Wilhelm, but in practice led by his Chief of Staff, General Konstantin Schmidt 
von Knobelsdorff.  
Strange commander the Crown Prince. Tall, slim, thin faced, Corporal when he was seven 
year old, General when he was thirty year old, he spoke with his father through a court 
officer. He had no war experience, he loved living the good life, he had always with himself 
two greyhounds,  he wore a black busby with the silver skull of the Uhlans, and he was a 
kind of character for the satiric newspapers in half the world. But he was not a foolish. 
Perhaps he was not very fitting to command unlike other aristocratic commanders--Prince 
of Wuertenberg and Prince of Bayer for instance-- but he was intuitive and had  a kind of 
sixth sense.  He was the first who understood the flaws of Schlieffen Plan; he will be the 
first, at a certain point, who will ask the cancellation of Gericht. 
 
Two very important issues are  being discussed in the preliminary stages of Gericht and the 
decisions which will be chosen will weight on the outcome of the battle. The Crown Prince 
and Knobelsdorff want to launch the infantry attack on both the banks of the Meuse; 
Falkenhayn objects to this proposal, telling that there are no troops enough: for this reason 
the starting attack is concentrated on the right ( eastern) bank of the river. 
The second decision is due to a misunderstanding. The officers of the Fifth Army are 
convinced that the conquer of Verdun be their main goal; Falkenhayn does not object—
because the troops fight better if they think to have to fight an offensive battle, rather than 
a defensive battle, he will write in his memories—but he thinks in a different way. Not the 
conquest of the stronghold, but  “bleeding”  the enemy must be the main goal of Gericht. 
And thus he keeps for himself  the command of the reserve troops. During the campaign, 
in a crucial moment of the battle, the Kronprinz will ask the reserves, but Falkenhayn will 
not give them to him. 
In Falkenhayn’s opinion, the artillery should have done the bulk of the job, clearing the 
way to the infantry, razing to the ground the French trenches, keeping under fire the 
supply roads and hammering the  concentrations of troops. For putting the plan in action, 
one thousand and two hundred cannons and their ammunitions are brought in position in 
secret; whole villages are  evacuated to make room for five Army Corps ( 150.000 men); 
not far from the front, underground shelters – Stollen, in German- are  dug: they are non 
visible to the aerial reconnaissance  and they are destined to hold the assault troops 
(Stosstruppen or Sturmtruppen) armed even  by flamethrowers. 
 
 
 



 
The double ring 
 
Verdun is situated in a woody and uneven area. During the centuries, the Meuse River has 
dug ravines and dells.  For their part, the men have surrounded the area with a double ring 
with almost sixty strongholds, bulwark against every invasion from the East. In 1914, 
General Sarrail, disobeying Joffre’s orders, had not abandoned the stronghold, doing the 
“Miracle of the Marne” possible.  The outer ring stands on the formidable- in theory- Fort 
Douamont and on as much as formidable – always in theory- Fort Vaux. In the inner ring 
there are other forts- Fort Souville, Fort Tavannes, Fort Thiaumont, for instance- smaller 
but not less important. The forts have iron and concrete towers and are linked by a  
trenches system. 
Or, better, they were linked. At the outbreak of the war, in fact, the French High 
Command, obsessed by the offensive-at-all cost dogma, has brought away the forts’ 
cannons for using them elsewhere; it has neglected the trenches- -now more than a ditch 
on the first line of defence, almost non-existent on the second an third line; it has not made 
works of maintenance and of restoration. In short: the defences of Verdun are gone to the 
dogs, without any reason, apparently. 
But, beyond the dogma of the offensive  at all cost, there was a reason. Seen the effects 
caused in 1914 on Atwerp and Liège by the monstrous German 420 mm guns, Joffre and 
his Staff had concluded that the fortifications are useless if the enemy can put in field 
cannons as the Great Bertha.  And thus they had begun to move elsewhere the guns of 
Verdun, without the government knowledge. And they had continued to do it, till when the 
Minister of War, General Joseph Simon Gallieni, by chance, had got to know this  and he 
had blocked  everything. 
On the eve of the attack, therefore, the double ring around  Verdun is weakened, almost 
undefended. The French have at their disposal 270 155 mm and 75 mm guns, while the 
Germans have one thousand and two hundred guns. And what about the troops? The 
French have thirty-four  battalions, the Germans seventy-two.  
General Frédéric Herr, commander of the fortified town, had several times asked for 
reinforcements. And for manpower to built a defence line on the left bank of the Meuse. 
And he had communicated:” The Germans are gathering many troops and artillery in this 
area, they are preparing something important.” For his part, Colonel Emile Driant, 
destined to become one of the Verdun’s heroes, had signalled to the Minister of War the 
weak  defences of the stronghold, the neglected trenches, the lack of barbed wires at 
Verdun.  In front of those observations made without the respect of the hierarchic order , 
Joffre had lost his temper and had reaffirmed : “Verdun is not a possible goal of the 
enemy.” And, in a first time, he had dropped the issue. Then, feeling a storm brewing in the 
air, he had thought it over and he had sent to Verdun his Chief of Staff, General Noel de 
Castelnau in order to have a look.  De Castelnau had been shocked or almost seeing how 
Verdun were vulnerable and he has made pour into the fortified town two infantry 
divisions. Not much, in true, but always better than nothing. They will arrive on February 
12th  , day fixed by the Germans for the attack. 
 
The day of  judgement 
 
On February 12th , in Verdun area at first it is raining, then it is snowing. A cold wind is 
blowing, the visibility is scarce, the artillery is blind. The Germans troops are ready to  
attack. But with that weather, attacking is impossible. The German High Command stops 
the attack at the last moment. For the Kaiser’s soldiers holed into the Stollen the situation 
becomes worse. Heating the shelters is impossible; the rain seeps everywhere, the supplies 
arrive in dribs and drabs; inside, the space is very small. At evening some units have to 



come back to their quarters. Somebody, with sense of humour,  comments: “ With the bad 
weather, the battle will be fought under cover." The Landser wait about ten days: in those 
conditions, like an eternity. Those ten days of delay will prejudice the German initial plans: 
the two French divisions, arrived at Verdun on February 12th  , can take position and 
strengthen the defences. 
When, finally, the weather becomes fine, an impressive bombardment begins. From 7:15 
a.m. of February 21st , the Germans guns  literally plough  a front wide about forty 
kilometres on both banks of the Meuse. During more than nine hours, they shoot forty 
grenades per minute, they raze to the ground the trenches, they pull the defenders to 
pieces, they uproot the trees. It seems the end of the world: explosions, screams of pain, 
neighs of dying horses, fire, flames, human rests spread everywhere, men buried alive into 
their shelters. 
At 16:00 p.m. the assault troops come out in small groups from the Stollen and they attack 
towards Bois d’Haumont, Bois de Caures, Bois de l’Herbebois, determined to win a quickly 
victory. At evening they have conquered only Bois d’Haumont. Colonel Driant blocks them 
close to Bois de Caures and the German attacks, brought with grenades and flamethrowers, 
are repelled. The German war machine, because of the fierce-- and unexpected-- French 
resistance seems to be jammed. But from Chantilly, where the French High Command is 
located, all is silent. The far-sighted assessment of the Commanders is the following: local 
manoeuvre , a not important thing. A not  important thing? 
On February 22nd  and on the following days, the usual script is put into scene: appalling 
bombardments and heavy attacks. Bois de Caures falls. The brave Colonel Driant dies in 
combat; only Bois de l’Herbebois withstands. In the positions behind the first line, mess 
and panic are reigning. The reinforcements do not arrive. The High Commands, in fact, 
underestimates the importance and the  strategic meaning of the German attack. From the 
front, moreover, some optimistic reports are arriving: our artillery deployed on the left 
bank of the Meuse is keeping the enemy under fire; the enemy offensive is becoming 
weaker; we can counterattack.  But, when the first line is broken and the poilus ( this was 
the  popular nickname of the French soldiers) withdraw on a second and , then,  on a third 
line which are operative only in theory, at Chantilly wake up and de Castelnau rushes again 
to Verdun. Not before having advised Joffre to sent to the front the Second Army under 
command of General Philippe Pétain.  
 
“They shall not pass!” 
 
The sixty-year-old Pétain, impenitent womanizer, pleasure-seeker  visitor of the 
“memorable” nights of Paris, as a soldier is born “offensivist”: bayonet attacks, the hearth 
beyond the obstacle and so on. In those time in French military circles that is the common 
feeling.  The French officers, in fact, are obsessed by the mystic of the offensive, they talk of 
“Ideas armed with  sword”, they are dreaming the revenge over the hated Boches, they see 
themselves beyond the Rhine River, they are feeling invincible. Pétain is not an exception, 
he can not be an exception.  
And however, in his opinion, if offensive has to be, it would be better substitute the 
bayonet with the coordinated fire of infantry and artillery. His password is: the cannons 
conquer the position, the infantry occupies and holds the conquered positions. He 
considers the attacks in waves expensive, scatterbrained, useless. His “philosophy” is: “ We 
must not fight with the men against the materiel; we must make war with the materiel 
used by the men”. And finally: “ Every attack can be stopped by a well prepared defence”. 
Almost no one listens to him. His theories seem to go against the spirit of the élan, “the 
vital surge”  so beloved by the military circles in those times and so beloved by the  French 
public opinion. In addition, Pétain is a tough character: he always  says what he is thinking  



; he is abrupt, he does not agree to a compromise.  No wonder, then, if  in 1914, close to 
retire, he is still Lt. Colonel. 
But with the outbreak of the war, things change and in  a little bit of time, Pétain from 
heretic becomes prophet. The battlefields sanctify  him. There, at the  warfront, the guns 
and the machine-guns  not the bayonets impose themselves as decisive weapons; there, at 
the warfront, the fire power proves to be the sole element able to decide the struggles. The 
crackling  of the machine-guns and the thunder of the guns make topical his theories: 
Pétain stops teaching now in this, now in that military school to move himself on the 
battlefields, before as Brigadier General, then as General of an Army, the Second. Putting 
in practice his ideas, he takes important tactical victories, probing to be one of the most 
capable commander . 
When he arrives at Verdun, the situation is desperate. One of the cornerstones of the 
French defensive system- Fort Douamont- has fallen in enemy hand. A military engineer – 
Sergeant Kunze-- entered into the fort through a tunnel had surprised some men of the 
garrison, had forced them to surrender and then, eating hard-boiled eggs and drinking 
wine, he had waited for Liutenant Radke-- entered, in the meanwhile, the fort . In the 
meanwhile other Germans, exploiting the Kunze’s action, had entered Douamont. Sergeant 
Chenot, commander of the garrison( sixty-eight men at all) had surrendered to Captain 
Haupt; the others had been taken prisoners by Lt. von Brandis. No shot had been shot. 
Whole Germany had gone into ecstasies. Haupt and von Brandis, not Kunze and Radke, 
will receive by Kaiser himself the  German highest decoration, the medal Pour le Mérit.  
The loss of the fort is a heavy blow for the French. And it is not all. In addition to Fort 
Douamont, the Germans are holding the most part of the heights dominating the eastern 
bank of the Meuse and they seem unstoppable. On the contrary, the French soldiers have a 
low morale; a disheartened and discouraged Herr is thinking to leave the right bank of the 
river and to withdraw on the left bank. It is a decision tactically right, but it is also an 
unacceptable decision for whom is grown in the cult of the offensive at all costs; it is a real 
tactical abhorrence for who sees in the abandon of those positions the beginning of the 
end. For Verdun and for France. De Castelnau, then, acts quickly:  he writes the order to 
hold at every cost the right bank of the Meuse –- order which, later on, General Nivelle will 
turn into an affirmation destined to become famous and to make Verdun a symbol: Ils ne 
passeron pas!, They shall not pass!)—and replaces Herr with Pétain. Who, from 
Commander of the Second Army, becomes in few hours, commander of the whole sector.  
He has only a task and only a goal: gaining time. And for gaining time, he must stop or, at 
least, slow the German advance on the right bank of the Meuse. And for doing it, he, the 
“offensivist” Pétain, has to set up a defensive battle. A defensive battle in which one 
attacks, sure, but to stop the enemy and only when the artillery has made possible the 
conditions for an attack. It is not yet disowning the dogmas of the offensive at all cost, but 
it is something very similar.   
Pétain installs his headquarter in Souilly, he hangs on a wall of his office a detailed map of 
the sector and, every time he looks at it, he shudders. And not only because of the cold 
suffered during his travel from Paris. An almost superhuman  task is waiting for him. He 
does not sleep from the “ memorable night” at Terminus Hotel in Paris, but he 
immediately begins to work. He defines the strategy, he takes care personally of the details, 
he draws on the right bank of the Meuse a defensive line  hinged on the forts and, above 
all, he gathers almost five hundred artillery pieces, he deploys them on the left bank of the 
Meuse and keeps under fire the opposite bank. At a certain point, exhausted and shaken by 
a very high temperature, he collapses on a folding bed. 
The medical diagnosis is pitiless: double pneumonia. Cures and rest are prescribed to 
Pétain. But he has no intention to follow the medical prescription. He makes a phone call 
to the commanders of Divisions: “ Here  General Pétain is speaking. I have assumed the 
Command. Inform the soldiers.” And then he concludes: “ I know I can trust you.” 



Encouraged by their officers and by the words of the General in command, the poilus fight 
bravely around Bois de la Cailette, Bois de Hardoumont and close the village of Douamont. 
To approach the village, the Germans are force to advance out in the open, under the 
implacable fire of the machine-guns and of the howitzers. 
Almost everywhere, the men of the Crown Prince are advancing always more slowly, amid 
snow storms and hand-to-hand struggles. The countermeasures adopted by the French are 
working; the artillery deployed on the left bank of the Meuse is giving no truce to the 
Germans; the casualties are very high, the initial momentum is weakening. To conquer the 
village of Douamont, situated close to the fort, the Germans leave on the ground more than 
a half of their troops involved in the operation. Among the defenders of the village, there is 
also a young Captain, destined, in that circumstance to be wounded and taken prisoner 
and, many years later, to cross his way with that one of Pétain: his name is Charles De 
Gaulle.  
In his headquarter in Souilly, a feverish Pétain, wrapped up in heavy blankets, receives his 
officers. His question is always the same: “ And your batteries? What have your batteries 
done?”: The survival of Verdun (and the survival of whole France) is entrusted to those 
batteries. And the effectiveness  of those batteries is linked to the ammunitions and to  
information necessary to direct their shot.  
 
“Give me my eyesight again!” 
 
In those times men, equipments and supplies were transported by railway, not by lorries. 
At Verdun there is a small narrow-gauge railway , Le Meusien, but it completely 
insufficient to keep alive the warfront. Parallel to Le Meusien, from Bar-le-Duc to Verdun, 
a minor excavate road runs. It is around eighty kilometres long and around ten metres 
wide. It is, in that moment, the only way of communication which can be used to supply 
the warfront. The Germans, in fact, are controlling the main road of the Meuse 
Department and are keeping under fire of their artillery the railway of Sainte- Menehould.   
The road of Bar-le-Duc is converted by Pétain with  the help of an excellent technician , 
Major Richard, into a real “ Road of Life”. During months, along its just under eighty 
kilometres, motor vehicles of any sort will carry without any interruption , men, food, 
ammunitions, equipments, medicines towards the warfront and from the warfront they 
will transport the wounded to the zone behind the front. Neither the mechanical failures 
nor the bad weather nor the mud will be able to stop that unbroken and unstoppable 
streaming. The road will be shared in sectors with workshops and fuel deposits; along the 
whole journey, tons of shingle will be thrown under the  wheels of the vehicles  to facilitate 
their grip on the muddy ground; the broken down trucks or those ones which were unable 
to go on will be immediately removed from the road in order to avoid the block of the 
traffic. In some moments, along that road a vehicle every four seconds will pass. 
The skies over Verdun are controlled by the German air force. But it, tactically, is not 
always used in a correct way. The Germans have, for instance, a lot of bombers, but they, 
strangely, do not use them to hit the French ways of communication. They confined 
themselves to maintain empty their own air space. And, however, in theory, the road from 
Bar-le-Duc could be threatened from the air. But, in particular, the reconnaissance planes 
and the aerostatic balloons- -the eyes of the French artillery--could be shot down.  Pétain 
has a desperate need of information about the deployment of the enemy forces: only 
knowing where they exactly are he can hope to neutralize them. And to know where they 
are, he needs a continuous streaming of information. In other terms, he needs the aerial 
observation.  
On February 28th  he summons a pioneer of the fighting air force , Major Charles 
Tricornot, marquis de Rose. He explains the issue to him and concludes: “Je suis aveugle, 
Rose. Balayez moi le ciel”( I am blind, Rose, Make the sky clean!”). With the supervision of 



Colonel Barrés, Rose begins to work. He chooses the best pilots, he asks  new warplanes 
"Nieuport", he forbids to his pilots to fly  isolated and to try the individual combat: they 
must fly in squadron. And the Rose’s squadrons -–the Storks—as time goes by always more 
numerous-- will do perfectly their task, taking away to the Germans the aerial superiority. 
One of these squadron is very active: L’Escadrille de Lafayette( Lafayette’s Squadron). Its 
aviators are all Americans. 
The brave pilots of Tricornot de Rose (Jean Navarre, Georges Guynemer, Charles 
Nungesser) and the road from Bar-le-Duc –renamed after the end of the war, Voie Sacrée, 
Sacred Road-- allow to Pètain to withstand. 
 
The Mort Homme. 
 
If the road  of Pétain is a sacred road, the road of the Germans is,  day after day, a Way of 
the Cross. Falkenhayn has obtained his purpose attracting into the Verdun furnace--
become, now, more than ever, a symbol for all the French—huge forces to “bleed white”. 
But blood is flowing also among his soldiers. In addiction, moving artillery on that ground-
- almost a unique muddy crater- cost superhuman efforts and causes an unavoidable 
slowing down; the camp kitchens can not be prepared, food and water are lacking, the 
trenches are flooded and  fill by mud, the wounded can not be evacuated, the French 
resistance is firmer than foreseen. And the Pètain’s guns on the left bank of the Meuse are 
a real scourge.  
For getting rid of them, one thinks about an attack on two fronts: east of the Meuse 
towards Fort Vaux, west of the river towards a height called, because of an obscure episode 
involving bloodshed happened in past times, le Mort Homme ( The Dead Man). And 
around this observation point, around the close “ Height 34” and in the surrounding 
woods, a real inferno takes place . The bombardment is incessant; the attacks are followed 
by counter-attacks; in March it rains and snows, in April the rain floods the trenches, in 
May the water lacks and the thirsty forces  the soldiers to drink their own urine; whole 
units are swept away; the wounded agonize on the battlefield, the stink of unburied corpses 
wraps up everything and everyone; the desertions, from one hand and from the other 
hand, increase. Around Bois d’Avocourt , whole units surrender to the Germans: someone 
speaks of mass betrayal.  
The nerves are submitted to a very hard ordeal. Imagine to be bound at a stake-- a young 
soldier will write--and to have in front of you a man with a hammer. You are seeing that 
the man is around to hit you and you are trembling because of the scare. The hammer hits 
the stake at an inch of your head. Every time is the same thing and you do not know 
whether the next time the hammer will hit you or whether it will hit the stake. 
It is an appalling slaughter. Pushed by Pétain ( Courage, on les oura!, Come on, we shall 
defeat them!”), the poilus withstand during three months in nonhuman conditions before 
yielding. For the Germans is a pyrrhic victory. First of all, because of the suffered 
casualties. And then because of the wear to which they are submitted. They do not remove 
from the first line their units: they replace only their casualties. With the result of having 
on the warfront always less experienced soldiers and always more recruits. On the 
contrary, Pétain after a certain period ( usually a week) on the first line, alternates the  
whole regiments, sending them to rest in the zone behind the front,  before using them 
again. In other words: the Germans alternate the men, Pètain the units. Thus, in every 
moment the French can count on relatively fresh forces with many experienced soldiers, 
while the Germans see their troops becoming, attack after attack, always weaker.  And, 
above all, also they, as well as the French troops, are “bleeding white”. 
 
Change at the top. 
 



While all that is happening on the left bank of the Meuse, on the right bank the battle for 
Fort Vaux is being fought. It is a fight without quarter, begun two day later compared to 
the foreseen, because of the difficulties in moving artillery on a muddy terrain, dug by huge 
craters. The night of March 8th , first day of battle, the Germans take by surprise the 
enemy and occupy the village of Vaux. The following morning, they head towards Bois 
Fumin, close to the fort. They have just left their trenches  and already the rumours go 
round: the fort has been captured, our flag has been hoisted on the top of the fort, we have 
won. An officer communicates: I have reached the fort with two companies. The high 
commands interpret their own way the communication and “I have reached” becomes, in 
the frenzy of the moment, “ I have conquered”. As custom, the highest  officer in the rank 
responsible of the operation, General Hans von Guretzky, is decorated with the medal Pour 
le Mèrit. He will keep it only a day. The day after, in fact, the war decoration will be 
revoked: Fort Vaux has non been conquered and it is withstanding. And the attack ordered 
by von Guretzky to revenge the suffered affront and to recuperate the much sought after 
medal, ends into an appalling slaughter. The first assault to the fort has failed. 
 
The German soldiers, by now  in inhuman conditions, are finally alternated. Because of the 
thirsty, they have drunk the water gathered in the holes of the battlefield and now almost 
all are suffering dysentery; many of them have their nerves broken; whole regiments are 
reduced to a handful of men.  
When they reach the zone behind the front, they have to built their quarters; day and night 
the latrines are occupied, the stink is unbearable. But ,at least, here there are no bombs, no 
explosions, no asphyxiant gas , no mud, no bayonet assaults, no blood, no screams of pain. 
From the frontline, where the soldiers are dying  like flies,  the first swim against the tide 
voices are arriving. I do not attack any more, my soldiers are exhausted , they are not able 
to continue the fight, General von Bahrfeld communicates. Knobelsdorff yields: we will 
wait for fresh troops before beginning again. The main attack to Fort Vaux is fixed on May 
7th , Kronprinz’s  birthday. But, in the meanwhile,  von Bahrfeld is replaced.  
And also Pétain is replaced. In the most classical of the ways: I promote you and I send you 
elsewhere . So, you do not ask me anymore reinforcements and supplies, at the risk to 
make fail the next offensive on the Somme River. You have done what you had to do. Now 
our time has arrived. It is not more time to endure and wait, to endure and defend 
ourselves. At Verdun the Germans are on their knees: time to attack has arrived, time to 
defeat them definitively has arrived. Whether not now, when? 
As Chief of the Group of the Armies of the Centre, Pétain remains, in theory, responsible 
also of Verdun, but in practice, in this important sector , from May 1st General Nivelle is in 
charge. He is an “offensivist” from the head to foot. As his right-hand man: General 
Charles Mangin. To whom the soldiers have given a nickname that is a whole program: le 
boucher, the butcher. His most important goal: conquering again Fort Douamont.  
 
The negroes! The negroes!” 
 
On May 1st  the attack on Fort Vaux starts again. It is a scatterbrained attack. It is badly 
prepared and it is born dead. The Germans head towards the fort, instead of concentrating 
before on the fort’s flanks and on the key positions of Bois Fumin and Bois de la Cailette. 
Caught in the middle of a tremendous crossfire coming from both places, they are literally 
pulled in pieces. And for them things are not better close to the strongholds of Fort 
Thiaumont: no progresses and very heavy casualties.  
Also Fort Douamont – under a constant enemy fire-- knows its troubles. When a French 
grenade hits a fuel deposit for the flamethrowers, inside the fort an incredible mess 
happens. A scream runs from mouth to mouth: “The negroes! The negroes!”. The hand 
grenades are thrown. Some of them reach the deposit of ammunition and that one of the 



gas grenades, making them explode. More than eight hundred men die , many of them 
suffocated. There is no trace of “negroes”. Because of  the chaos and the confusion followed 
to the explosion, someone had mistaken the faces of the comrades, made darker by the 
dust and the smoke, for the faces of the French colonial soldiers- North Africans and 
Senegalese- very feared , because they did not take prisoners.  
The French are non aware of the “ negroes” arrive to Fort Douamont and they do not take 
advantage from the situation. 
 
The clever move. 
 
The German certainties begin to creak. On May 13th  , the commanders of the Fifth Army 
meet and decide to stop, at the moment, the attack against Fort Vaux; they want to wait for 
new troops and gas grenades before resuming the attack. The Kronprinz ‘s opinion is to 
stop everything. He says it clearly: we do not gain results, we lose men and materials, we 
are in stalemate. 
Knobelsdorff, on the contrary, wants to continue: in his opinion, the French are “ bleeding 
white”.  “Ok”, bursts out the prince Friedrich Wilhelm “If the Headquarter commands to 
continue, I will obey the orders. But I do not want give them.” On May 17th Falkenhayn 
communicates: stop to the operations on the right bank of the Meuse and huge effort on 
the opposite bank. But, before all, it is necessary to eliminate the defences close to 
Thiaumont; moreover Fort Vaux must be conquered.  In other words, all as before. Or 
almost. 
But the French have in store the clever move: they anticipate the Germans and head 
towards Fort Douaumont. From 16th to 22nd May, they hit the fort with every mean: 
grenades, bombs, gas. On May 22nd the Mangin’s Regiments launch an attack. Mangin is 
firmly decided to maintain his promise to conquer the fort again. It is a disaster. During 
two day of combat, whole units are decimated; the casualties reach and sometimes go over 
the eighty per cent of the effectives; the Germans are able to make arrive in line the 
reinforcements, the French, on the contrary, are unable to do it. In the its last phases, the 
battle for Fort Douamont is fought bayonet.  
Mangin has got wrong: he has crowded a too short front, putting his soldiers at the 
German artillery’s mercy; he has announced the fall of the fort when the fort was still in 
German hands; he has used very badly his reserves, sending them to assault with the first 
wave and finding himself lacking of them in the moment of the need. As the events in the 
previous months had demonstrated, the offensive at all cost , in Verdun’s context, did not 
pay, it could not pay. 
Mangin and, once more, the soldiers  pay. The first is removed by Pétain; the latter  are 
beginning  to show signs of fraying; the first asks to serve as a private; the poilus desert or 
do not obey the orders. The nerves are collapsing. Unbroken months of struggles, of 
starvation, of implacable thirsty , of horrors, of inhuman conditions have left their sign. 
When will the end of that night mare arrive? When will that “ useless slaughter” finish? 
 
Honours of war . 
 
On June 1st Bois de la Cailette falls in German hands. The same day also Bois Fumin is 
conquered with the flamethrowers, but at cost of heavy casualties. One walks amid piles of 
horribly mutilated or burned corpses. Louis Barthas, a cooper before the war, writes: “ Two 
our comrades are agonizing after being enveloped  by the flames. One of them dies almost 
soon, the other, totally went mad, begins to sing a lullaby, he talks with his wife and to his 
mother, he speak about his native village. We break down and cry.” Now Fort Vaux, 
without any protection on its flanks is vulnerable. There are around five hundred men 
inside the fort. They are under command of Major Sylvain Raynal. 



A carrier pigeon reaches the Command and soon after it dies because the gas breathed 
during its flight. It brings, tied to a leg, a Major Raynal’s message: he ask for 
reinforcements. And he asks for them because into the fort, submitted to a appalling 
bombardment and attacked with flamethrowers and with grenades, water is ending. Till 
that moment, Raynal and his six hundred men had withstood, avoiding the Germans 
entering the fort. But their brave defence had been almost useless and also the attacks 
brought from outside had been useless: the German assault troops were always closer, the 
fort was in practice surrounded; the soldiers were drinking their urine or were licking the 
drops of condensation on the walls; the barrels of the weapons could not be cooled. Also 
the Germans were suffering thirsty, the hot, the combat stress, but, unlike the French, they 
were making progresses, they were feeling that the victory was close. And they were 
coming forward. On June 7th the  French garrison surrenders. 
The carrier pigeon of Fort Vaux, fallen in the performance of its duty, is decorated with the 
Légion d’Honneur; the survivors of the garrison are honoured by the Germans; the 
Kronprinz in person allows that Major Raynal keep his sword; Nivelle try to capture again 
the fort, sending to die thousands of other men; Pétain order to finish those useless, 
suicidal and senseless attacks. Now the targets of Germans are Fleury and Fort Souville. 
Next stop: the stronghold of Verdun. 
 
 
Farewell Verdun? 
 
The main obstacle towards Fleury is Fort Thiaumont: it is necessary neutralizing  it before 
beginning the main assault. The fort is under fire of the enemy artillery located on the close  
heights, but it is withstanding. Till June 21st , in fact, the German attacks fail. The 
assailants gain some success here and there, but they are not able to enter the fort. 
At 6 a.m. of June 23rd  , dawn of a hot day, the Germans launch a massive attack, using for 
the first time a highly toxic gas: the phosgene.  In part, the attack succeeds. The gas puts 
out of combat the artillerymen in the rear positions, but it is not able to neutralize 
completely the men on the first line of combat. Some whole units or some small companies 
led by brave officers avoid the German breakthrough. But the Germans are able, however, 
to conquer Thiaumont and part of the village of Fleury.  
The situation is very critic. The French Command seems to be  dazed and in difficulty; 
many soldiers, confused, stunned, demoralized abandon the lines for withdrawing, in 
disorder, towards the town of Verdun. The scenario is apocalyptic: on the roads, on the 
fields devastated by the bombs, into the uncovered trenches, everywhere, there are 
wounded, dead and dying. The men who have breathed the poisoned gas are agonizing, 
shaken by atrocious spasms.  
Why the men are continuing to combat? And where do they find the strength to withstand? 
Why do they not desert en masse, on the one hand and on the  other hand? Before falling 
under the bombs at Verdun, a young French lieutenant writes: “ Humanity has become 
mad.. The hell is nothing respect to Verdun… Men have become  mad.” 
It is a bad moment, a very bad moment. As Herr time before, now also Pétain and Nivelle 
are thinking to leave the right bank of the Meuse. But is it possible? If one withdraws, how 
does the French public opinion react? And the world public opinion? They would tell: has 
the blood shed until this moment shed in vain?  Are many brave young dead uselessly? No, 
nothing to do: Verdun is France. Renouncing is impossible. We must withstand and  
counter-attack. When it is possible.  
 
And on June 25th the French unexpectedly , counter-attack and they conquer again Fort 
Thiaumont. What happened? The Germans have stopped: they have no phosgene enough 
for a new attack, they are suffering thirsty, they have not been able to neutralize completely 



the 155 mm and the 75 mm guns deployed on the heights.  And, above all, on the eastern 
front, Russian General Brusilov has launched a powerful offensive, overwhelming the 
Austrians. For taking remedial actions, Falkenhayn has to send on the Russian front three 
divisions and he has  to order  Kronprinz to suspend temporarily the attack against 
Verdun. In the meanwhile, on July 1st, on the Somme, the Allied offensive has begun. Men 
and warplanes are necessary  elsewhere. Verdun is at risk of becoming a secondary front, 
but not an extinct front. On the contrary, the struggles start again with much more violence 
than before. The Fleury village sees the alternation of attacks and counter-attacks and 
bayonet fights. The Germans, determined to win, prepare two offensives: the first on a 
short front, between Bois Chapitre and Fleury, in order to make the best use of their 
artillery; the latter towards Fort Tavannes. Both offensives would have been launched on 
July 7th. 
But the weather does not allow it , and waiting  is necessary. On July 11th , with two days of 
delay on the originally  foreseen date , the Germans launch their attack. They shoot gas 
bombs, but with little results: this time the French soldiers are wearing gas masks able to 
filtrate the deadly phosgene. In addiction, the warfront chosen for the main action,  is 
narrow, too narrow. And too crowded.   The units amassed one behind the other in the 
midst of a big confusion; the French guns are giving no truce; some units refuse to 
advance. The attack towards Fort Tavannes does not start : the French artillery fire is too 
heavy. There is only a success: the conquer of Fleury. Fort Souville is at less than five 
hundred meters. If it falls, also Verdun is lost. 
The first attempt on July 12th  fails. There are no reserve troops to support a new attack. 
After this failure, Falkenhayn changes his tactic and he orders to strengthen and to defend 
the positions. The French reorganize their troops and counterattack. During the whole 
months of July and August in the areas of Fort Tavannes and of Fleury, the fights become 
heavier.  And they become heavier despite the Germans are thinking to leave definitively 
the game  , despite they have few ammunitions, despite their soldiers, by now exhausted, 
are weighted down by thirsty and by starvation. The battle is fought in open spaces, amidst 
mutilated corpses, amidst enormous craters dug by the bombs, amidst the screams of the 
wounded and of the dying. Who collapses is accused of cowardice. The stalemate, by now, 
is clear. 
Falhenhayn and Knobelsdorff are replaced: the first is sent in Rumania( in the meanwhile 
entered the war) to take the command of the Ninth Army; the latter, decorated with the 
medal Pour le Merit, is destined to the eastern front. 
For the new commanders, Hindenburg and Ludendorff, Verdun is not important. Not for 
Nivelle. At the end of October, the French soldiers, supported for the first time by a 
creeping barrage, conquer in a short time both Fort Douamont and the area around 
Thiaumont. On November 2nd  also Fort Vaux is conquered again. On December 11th , 
Mangin, reinstating in the command, leads the last offensive taking again the last part of 
French soil still in German hand and forcing the Germans to return on the positions from 
which they had started on February 21st. On December 18th  when at Verdun, after nine 
months and twenty-seven days of unbroken struggles, the battle is over , French and 
Germans are occupying, more or less, the same positions occupied before February 21st . 
So, from a tactical and strategic point of view, the battle of Verdun was a completely  
useless  battle. But that useless battle caused more then three hundred thousand  French 
dead and two hundred thousand German dead. But someone speaks  of a million of dead, 
wounded or missing in action. 
At Verdun, the Germans were close to victory at least three times: at the end of February 
and in June. In February the chance was lost because of the excessive caution of 
Falkenhayn( who perhaps had been surprised by the initial overwhelming success); in 
June because the reserves, necessary to bring the final blow,  by now lacked. If the 
Germans had broken the front  in February,  they would have won a symbolic victory; if 



they had broken the front in June, they would have put France on its knees, perhaps for 
ever.  
This did not happen. 
 
Epilogue 
 
Joffre “ de la Marne” fell from grace and waited the end of the war, doing nothing  in an 
office as much pretentious as useless. Mangin was put aside—as Nivelle, moreover—after 
the failed offensive on the Chemins des Dames, but he was recalled in time for winning in 
1918,  important victories which brought him at the top again. Falkenhayn led a brilliant 
campaign in Rumania, but he did not recover the prestige lost at Verdun and, always more 
isolated and reserved, spent the years after the war writing his memories in third person, 
as he were Julius Caesar. The Kronprinz went to exile in Holland, returned for a short time 
in Germany, understood the danger of the Nazism and he returned in Holland to share his 
flat—“without a bath room” --with his last mistress, an ex hairdresser. Major Raynal, 
returned from the imprisonment, became a politician and an ardent pacifist; his fellow of 
imprisonment, Captain De Gaulle, used the years of his detention for improving his ideas 
about the army of the future; lieutenant Radke, one of the conquerors of Fort Douamont, 
became a railway officer; ex Sergeant Kunze tried to claim his merits, but in vain; von 
Knobelsdorff disappeared and, after the war, nothing about him was known. 
Pétain, appointed Marshal ( Marèchal) of France, played an important role in building 
Maginot Line, destined, in 1940, to be outflanked by the German armoured columns. He 
signed the armistice and he was the Chief of Government of France of Vichy till the Nazi 
occupation. Judged after the end of the war, he was sentenced to death for high treason . 
The sentence was afterward commuted in life sentence. He left the jail at the end of 1951. 
He will die less than a month later. He was 95 years old. 
 
Horne writes that at Verdun the Pétain’s portrait  in the “ Hall of the Honour” under the 
stronghold has been removed and his name erased with an axe from the wooden plate  on 
which  the names of the “Liberators of the Stronghold” are written. There are no statue, 
Pétain forbade the raising of statues while he was alive, but in front of the War Memorial, 
the keepers indicate a small empty  part of ground where Pétain had hoped to rejoin with 
his beloved soldiers. “Perhaps” they say  “ Perhaps one day it will be allowed the Marèchal 
to come back here.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


