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. . . I lift my lamp beside the golden door



















“In whatever direction we look abroad, we find no pressing problems. There has never been a time in history when the prospects of peace in Europe have looked better.”
Emile Olliver
Prime Minister of France
addressing the Legislative Body on June 30, 1870
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King William I of Prussia (right) and his staff during the epic Franco-Prussian war of 1870. Moltke is second from right, and Bismarck third from left in the front row
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   The dour, spare figure figure of Moltke reports another Prussian victory to his 
king at Rezonville on 18 August, 1870.
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THE FRANCO-PRUSSIAN WAR of 1870


  I

n  the mid eighteen-hundreds, Europe was mostly at peace. The religious and trade wars had diminished and the ravages of Napoleon were becoming a distant memory. There were however, great social and political changes sweeping the continent.
  The revolutions of 1848 had been the first disturbing intimations of mortality for the ruling dynasties of Europe. The Industrial Revolution was upon the land with a vengeance and Socialism was becoming a factor to be reckoned with. The age was marked by a fierce competition to build railroads and the acquisition of colonial empires; the “scramble for Africa” had begun. Life was exciting and generally good, especially to those who remembered it from the far side of the Great War.
  Louis Napoleon Bonaparte III, nephew to the original, reigned supreme in France.
He was five foot two, of doubtful paternity, and subject to condescending assessments from the crowned heads of Europe: “Our friend is an odd little chap. It is impossible not to like him.” Bismarck considered him a “sphinx without a riddle.” His appetite for women was legendary and the scandal of Europe.
  After the Bourbon interregnum (1814-1830), Louis Philippe, the “citizen-king” ascended the French throne. When he was overthrown in the turmoil of 1848, Louis Napoleon saw his chance.
  After a failed attempt to seize power in 1836a tragicomic replay of the Hundred Dayshe returned from exile and was elected President of the Second Republic on December 20, 1848.
  He promised the National Assembly that “I shall regard as enemies of my country, anyone who shall attempt by illegal means to change what France herself has established.” Some three years later, he brutally smashed the Republic and proclaimed himself Emperor. France had come full circle. She was once again an Empire under Napoleon.
  In Germany meanwhile, Otto von Bismarck was making steady and sometimes brutal progress in the unification of a bewildering patchwork of petty kingdoms, fiefdoms, and principalities. Having never before played a dominant role in European politics, Prussia suddenly startled the world with two brilliant military victories; first in 1864 against Denmark, and again in 1866 against Austria. The latter victory gave Bismarck control over the states north of the Main river, and he now formed the North German Federation. It was a long step towards unification and France was beginning to look askance at the growing power of her neighbor to the east.
  It was against this backdrop that the throne of Spain had become vacant . . .



T
he Spanish Cortes, having long anticipated the event, now consulted their short list of candidates and confirmed their first choice. He was one Leopold, hereditary Prince of Hohenzollern-Sigmaringen. A Spanish emissary was duly dispatched to present the young German prince with a formal proposal to become the new King of Spain.
  Leopold was aware that the recent brisk trade in European thrones had ended in disaster for some luckless aspirants. Archduke Ferdinand Maximilian’s bid for the Mexican throne had ended abruptly in front of a Mexican firing squad. Leopold politely but firmly declined.
  Bismarck, aware of the advantage of having a German national on the Spanish throne, called upon Leopold’s father, Karl Anton, to use his influence and get the young man to change his mind. Reluctantly, Leopold did so. He wrote: “I consider it my duty as an Hohenzollern, soldier and subject to submit to the express will of his Majesty, our King, accepting it as the guiding line of my conduct if higher political considerations and the expansion of the power and lustre of our House so demand.”
  News of the affair leaked out prematurely, causing an immediate uproar in France. The French position was that while Spain was a sovereign nation and thus had a right to choose her King, this could not apply if it would upset the balance of power in Europe. (France had apparently forgotten that not too long ago, a number of European thrones had been occupied by members of the Bonaparte family).
  Recriminations flew, insults were traded and European newspapers headlined that war between Prussia and France seemed imminent. In the midst of the confusion and saber-rattling, Leopold announced the withdrawal of the Hohenzollern candidature
  With the crisis now apparently defused, Europe breathed a long sigh of relief. War had been averted and France had won a great diplomatic victory.
  But the French were not satisfied. Back to the Prussian court went the French ambassador; now with a demand that the Prussian King give guarantees that the Hohenzollern Candidature would never be renewed, but King William refused an audience. Prussian dander was up because of the stubborn French refusal to consider the matter closed.
  The King did write a courteous letter explaining that while he could not give such unilateral guarantees, the withdrawal had his “entire and unreserved approval.” It was this letter—the famous Ems telegram—that was doctored by Bismarck so it would have the effect of “waving a red flag in front of the Gallic bull.”
  Bismarck had realized that in the war which now threatened, France could not count on potential allies like Austria, the south-German states, or perhaps Russia. Moreover, the South German states were now likely to join with Prussia thus greatly advancing Bismarck’s agenda of unification. Prussia moreover, had determined to suffer no further French invasions after Napoleon’s humiliation of Jena in 1806. For these reasons, Bismarck secretly welcomed the idea of war with France and doctored the ‘Ems telegram’ to encourage a belligerent French response. But none of this begs the fact that the initiative and the decision for war had come from France. As Poincaré would write later, “Yes, he [Napoleon III] did declare war after the publication of the mutilated telegram of Ems; and I admit that in spite of this attenuating circumstance, he deserved to suffer the consequences of his wrong-doing. France disavowed and dethroned him. It was quite comprehensible for Germany to force the defeated nation to pay an indemnity, which she did to the tune of five billions of francs.”
  Europe was virtually unanimous in its condemnation of France. Thomas Carlyle lamented “vapouring, vainglorious, gesticulating, quarrelsome, restless and over-sensitive France” while praising “noble, patient, deep, pious and just Germany.” Queen Victoria wrote that “we must be neutral as long as we can, but no one here conceals their opinion as to the extreme iniquity of the war and the unjustifiable conduct of the French.”
  The debate in France was intense and prolonged. The peace faction was summed up by Thiers: “Do you want all Europe to say that although the substance of the quarrel is settled, you have decided to pour out torrents of blood over a mere matter of form?” But the war faction carried the day: “Germany has forgotten the France of Jena and we must remind her!” The mob in Paris chanted “Vive la querre! A Berlin!”
  “Thus”, as Michael Howard wrote, “by a tragic combination of ill-luck, stupidity, and ignorance France blundered into war with the greatest military power that Europe had yet seen, in a bad cause, with her army unready and without allies.”

T
he Prussian army was equipped with the new breech-loading Zundnadelgewehr, the weapon which had overwhelmed the Austrians at Sadowa in 1866. The French were similarly equipped with the somewhat superior Chassepot. The Prussians had made better use of the railroad and the telegraph, but it was the innovative all-steel breechloading cannon manufactured by Krupp that gave Prussia a decisive tactical advantage.
  On July 19, 1870, France declared war. Eleven days later, a French corps commanded by Bazaine crossed the frontier and on August 2nd, captured the Prussian town of Saarbrücken.
  “Our army,” trumpeted a Paris newspaper, “has taken the offensive, and crossed the frontier and invaded Prussian territory. In spite of the strength of the enemy positions, a few of our battalions were enough to capture the heights which dominate Saarbrücken.”
  But the minor victory, while touching off wild celebrations in Paris, was illusory. The Prussians soon re-took Saarbrücken, forced General Frossard to retreat from Spicheren which he had taken just the day before, and on the same day inflicted a serious defeat on Marshal MacMahon at Froeschwiller.
  Napoleon wired his wife Eugénie: “Marshal MacMahon has lost a battle. General Frossard, on the Saar, has been forced to fall back. The retreat is being effected in good order. All may yet be regained.” But in fact, the Army of the Rhine had been split in two and was in chaotic retreat.   Instead of the expected French thrust into the Palatinate or east across the Rhine, the road now lay open for a Prussian thrust into the heart of France . . . it would not be long in coming.
  Meanwhile, Bazaine, having abandoned his plan to retreat to Verdun, engaged the Germans at the villages of Gravelotte and St-Privat. In a series of fierce skirmishes involving hundreds of thousands, heavy losses were sustained by both sides. Even though the battle was essentially a draw, Bazaine decided to withdraw to the fortress-town of Metz where he remained bottled-up for the remainder of the war. It was a decision which would cost France the war and for which Bazaine would later be court-martialed and sentenced to life in prison for dereliction of duty.
  The victory of Napoleon Bonaparte at Jena in 1807 was the latest in a centuries-long series of French attacks on German territory. It had the effect of determining Prussia to resist any further aggression from France. Backed by the meticulous planning and preparations of Bismarck, German commander, Friedrich Karl,  issued final instructions to his troops:

SOLDIERS OF THE II ARMY!
            You now step onto French soil. Without cause, Emperor Napoleon has declared war on Germany. He and his army are our enemy.
            The French people were not asked if they wanted to wage bloody war against their German neighbors. Grounds for enmity do not exist. Be mindful of this in your bearing toward the peace-loving inhabitants of France! Show them that in our century two civilized peoples, even when at war with each other, do not forget the Commandments of humaneness.
            Show the French that the German people are not alone great and brave, but also good and magnanimous to the foe.

  The stage was now set for the final catastrophe at Sedan, and a stage it was. High on a hill-top overlooking the battlefield, von Moltke had erected a series of bleachers from which military representatives from around the world, including the U.S., would view the final battle like spectators at a soccer match.
  William Howard Russell, war correspondent of The Times noted that “the day had become so clear that through a good glass, the movements of individual men were plainly discernible . . . bayonets glistened, and arms twinkled and flashed in the moonlight.”
  At 4:00 a.m. on September 1st, Bavarian troops crossed the Meuse and launched the attack. The fighting spread quickly and soon the two armies were fully engaged. French troops fought with tenacity and courage. Again and again they charged straight into the murderous cannons of Krupp moving the Kaiser to exclaim “Ah, the brave fellows!” Again and again they were forced to retreat, leaving the mounds of dead and wounded on the field. The slaughter went on all day. Finally, it was over.
  Russell describes the scene as “masses of coloured rags glued together with blood and brains and pinned into strange shapes by fragments of bones . . . men’s bodies without heads, legs without bodies, heaps of human entrails attached to red and blue cloth, and disemboweled corpses in uniform, bodies lying about in all attitudes . . . there must have been a hell of torture raging within that semicircle in which the earth was torn asunder from all sides, with a real tempest of iron, hissing and screeching and bursting into the heavy masses at the hands of an unseen enemy.”
  The next day at 10:00 a.m. French commander Wimpffen signed the surrender documents. The day of reckoning had come. Napoleon III had lived up to—and surpassed—his famous uncle only in defeat. He was now a prisoner of war, burdened with the knowledge that, in addition to his previous misbegotten military adventures, he had presided over the most catastrophic defeat ever suffered by Imperial France.

THE AFTERMATH

T
he French attack had failed and brought about the very thing it was intended to prevent. Bismarck underscored the point by announcing German unification from France’s venerable Hall of Mirrors at Versailles. Louis Napoleon acknowledged responsibility: “I admit that we were the aggressors; I admit that we were defeated and that, therefore, we were compelled to pay the cost of the war or abandon part of our territory.” (Much later, Clemenceau admitted that “In 1870, Napoleon III, in a moment of folly declared war on Germany without even having the excuse of military preparedness. No true Frenchman has ever hesitated to admit the wrongs of that day that were committed by our side”) To Bismarck, he maintained that he had been “driven into it by the pressure of public opinion.”
  The passage of time has shed no further light on the muddled character of Louis Napoleon and, other than his burlesque revival of the Napoleonic era and a mystical belief in his own destiny, the “odd little chap” goes unremarked by history. 

  
W
hile the historical facts of the war are not in serious dispute, historians have generally neglected to emphasize the full extent of the calamitous French defeat and its subsequent effect upon the course of European politics. As past is prologue, that eminence grise of American politics, George F. Kennan, tells us that “Throughout these years (1871-1914) the revision of the humiliating Treaty of Frankfurt, by which Germany had sealed her victory over France in 1871, remained at all times the supreme and undeviating objective of French statesmanship.” Professor Kennan elaborates:
  “The sense of humiliation and resentment flowing from the defeat of 1870 was profound and enduring. France was not accustomed to the experience of total defeat, in the modern manner. The desire for revenge permeated, in one way or another, almost the whole of French society. It would, as Bismarck believed, probably have existed, and this in scarcely smaller degree, even had the Germans not insisted on taking Alsace and Lorraine; but this loss of territory served as a convenient symbol and rallying-point for it. Equally profound was the belief that France would never be able to achieve this revenge by her own efforts alone: that to make this possible she would have to have an ally. For these reasons, the thought of an alliance with Russia was never, through the entire period from 1871 to 1894, wholly absent from the minds of French political and military leaders. There never was a time when this possibility did not appear as the greatest hope, the highest ultimate objective, of French policy.” 
  Many years before Kennan, Karl Marx observed with uncanny accuracy that “If Alsace and Lorraine are taken, then France will later make war on Germany in conjunction with Russia.”
  Bismarck had opposed the annexation of Alsace-Lorraine predicting that it would be the Achilles heel of the new German Empire, but he bowed to von Moltke and the General Staff which insisted that Germany needed a geographical barrier against any further aggression. King Wilhelm agreed. He stated that Germany was demanding Alsace-Lorraine not for territorial aggrandizement, but for its security; “to push back the point of departure of the French armies which, in the future, will come to attack us.” In view of the fact that France had declared war on Germany no less than thirty times in the last two centuries, the demand does not seem unreasonable.
  France could neither forgive nor forget. Never mind that she herself had initiated—even insisted upon—war despite outraged European opinion. It seemed not to matter that the provinces of Alsace and Lorraine had been forcibly annexed by France two centuries earlier—Louis XIV acquired the provinces by the Treaty of Nijmegen in 1678—and that the German claim to these was at least as legitimate as that of France; or that the terms of the Treaty of Frankfurt which ended the war were far less harsh then those imposed by Napoleon upon Prussia in 1807. And never mind either that Imperial France, after many costly failures, had at long last been set firmly on the road to parliamentary democracy.
  To the French, what mattered was that French pride had been grievously injured. After centuries of hegemony in Europe, Paris would no longer be Europe’s capital. In the European symphony, France would henceforth play second fiddle to an upstart Germany and this was all too much for French pride to accept. The French are nothing if not proud. The eclipse of Imperial France by the birth of the German nation rankled, and its effects lingered over the political landscape like a chill and foreboding fog.
  Victor Hugo wrote: “France will have but one thought: to reconstitute her forces, gather her energy, nourish her sacred anger, raise her young generation to form an army of the whole people, to work without cease, to study the methods and skills of our enemies, to become again a great France, the France of 1792. The France of an idea with a sword. Then one day she will be irresistible. Then she will take back Alsace-Lorraine.” Such sentiments were symbolized and kept alive by Gambetta’s famous phrase: “Speak of it never; think of it always!”
  While the French desire for revanche would wax and wane through successive republican administrations, it would color and poison the political atmosphere in Europe. It would lead first to the Franco-Russian Alliance in 1894 and, finally, to the explosion of 1914 . . .   
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AFTER SEDAN: Napoleon and Bismark outside the
weaver’s cottage, painted by William Camphausen.
(Bettman Archive)
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