@Ve have known that which cannot be told.O Pierre Rouguet, 151% Inf. Reg

BIRD BATTLEFIELD TOURS
presents a tour of the VERDUN battlefield, May 24 - 27, 2002

T VERDUN 1916 ¢

‘Verdun was a complete war inside the Great War...” Paul Valéry

‘lls ne passeront pas!’” _Gen. Nivelle

NIVE

VERDUN, afortress city on the Meuse, was attacked by Gen. von Falkenhayn (with

the Crown Prince as subordinae commande of the 5" Army) on Feb. 21, 1916, in

what he cdlaimed was an attempt at attritiond warfare @ bleed the French amy whiteO
in a Gnindng machined He reasoned that Verdun would be defended at all cods,

because French morale would not survive itsloss. The defendes would ultimately be
destroyed by unlimited artillery attacks. But Falkenhayn attacked initially along the
right bank only, a perhaps fatal mistake. Reservists unde Lt-Col. Driant, crouching

in snall redoubs and gronghotlsin the Bois de Caures, prevented any break-though,
thoughDriant himself, the inpiration and architect of Verdun®tactical defence, was

killed.

Gen. PZain was placed in command on Feb. 26, the day after Fort Douaumont fell (it
had been left virtudly defenceless because, after the fall of Liege the French feared
such fortresses were too vulnerable to heavy artillery). He organised supply and relief
aong the Voie SagZe, the unmetalled Bar-le-Duc road, al rail lines having been
smashed. 6000trucks a day used this artery, carrying atotal of 50,000tonsof stores;
and 90,000men aweek tramped up and down its 30 miles. He organised a system of
congant and rapid relief of batle-shoded divisions (the MNoriaQ, which preserved
thar usefulness (and officers), athoughit did spread the demoralising experience of
Verdun wider Bthe Germansused less divisions minimising the effect on norale.

Falkenhayn then made the further mistake of getting boggel down, like the French, in
fruitless infantry attacks and counter-attacks b attrition was two-edged. Gen. Nivelle




replaced PAain in April, and eventudly retook forts, and ground,previoudy log. The
indecisive Falkenhayn was replaced on Aug. 29" by Hindenburg but Verdun never
fell, the British attack on the Somme (and the Italian attack on the Isonzo) having
relieved the pressure, at aterrible price, by draining German reserves. By December
1916 hebétle was over. 23 million shdls had been fired.

Casudties were hoarrific, perhgps 350,000French dead, and 300,000 German; five
men were killed every second of the battle. The propottion of dead to woundal
nearly haf Bwas partly dueto gas gangrene (and the failure of medical suppott), the
antidote only being discovered at the end of the battle. Verdun, France, had survived,
butat frightful cos, with thekilling groundsof Mort-Homme and Hill 304,0n the | eft
bank, etched into the nation® memoryEa s Lt. Raymond Jubat of the 151% Inf. Reg.
wrote: 0hey will notmake usdo it aganE O Andin 1940, hey didn®

The BATTLEFIELD today

The VERDUN batlefield is compact; the main sites can be visited in two days with
little time spent in the mini-van. Of course, the serious buff could spend weeks
walking its hidden trenches and craters, seeking out overgrown bunkes. The city of
Verdun, crowned by the VICTORY MONUMENT, is attractive, with the Meuse
running throughit, and Vauban® magnificent CITADEL to thewest. It is a place of
pilgrimage, and a tourist attraction, but the principle monunents and war-time relics
are presented withoutcommercialism, sentimentality or triumphdism.

Day1 THE RIGHT BANK

Fort de VauxE. after Alsace-Lorraine had been ceded to Germany, following France@® defeat in the
Franco-Prussian War of 1870, Verdun became a garrison town on her new border with Germany. A
series of forts were constructed on the right bank, as well as the left, of which Vaux and Douaumont
were the furthest east, with Souville 2000 metres towards the city. Vaux was attacked in March 1916;
670 men under Mgjor Reynal withstood an ondlaught of 2000 shells per hour, until 0350 hours on June
7, when lack of water (Big Bertha@® 420 mm shells had damaged the water reservoir), cordite fumes,
and infiltration by German storm-troopers forced capitulation. The last carrier pigeon was sent on June
4; this heroic bird expired on delivering his (or her) message, and can be seen, stuffed, inside the fort.
Vaux was recaptured on Nov. 2" 1916, after being abandoned by the Germans. Just before one
reaches Vaux, there are blockhouses, preserved trenches, and the Monument des FusillZs, where 16
resisters were shot in 1944,

Wounded Lion MonumentE. this marks the site of a destroyed chapel as well as the furthest point of
the German advance.

Ossuaire de DouaumontE. this mass grave, and hideous D if powerful -
building , was inaugurated in 1932. It contains the bones, which are
visible, of 130,000 French and German soldiers collected from the
battlefield. There is an excellent short film in English about the life of a
Poilu at Verdun.

National CemeteryE. 15,000 graves of French soldiers killed on this
battlefield, a small percentage of the total but an awesome sight.

The Trench of Bayonets [ <«]E. on 23" June 1916, soldiers of the 137"
Inf. Reg. were buried aive by artillery fire, while waiting with fixed

3 bayonets to go over the top, the bayonets visible above the collapsed
trench It was demded to leave them in peace, and to build a memoria covering the trench. The rusty
bayonets have now gone.




Lunch & theBrasserie Abri des PZerins (03 29 84 35 38ylose by.

Fort de DouaumontE. the largest of the forts [A], it was captured on 25" Feb. 1916, the French
having withdrawn all but a scratch garrison, because of the failure of the Belgian forts to stop the
German invasion. But its importance soon became apparent, as you will see when you stand on its
summit. Its guns, still intact, survey the whole battlefield. The fort withstood the effect of about
800,000 shells of all calibre. It was recaptured by Gen. Mangin on 24™ May, and held despite strong
German counter-attacks. Inside, the fort is cold and wet and labyrinthine. The noise during a
bombardment must have been fearsome. The workings of gun platforms can be seen. And thereisa
mass grave of 679 German soldiers killed when a grenade store blew up.

Fleury Memorial MuseumE. Fleury is one of 9 villages which disappeared in the bombardment,
communities that never returned, but are marked by chapels. This splendid museum contains all the
paraphernalia of the battle, plus a redlistic recreation of no-man@ land, as well as planes (which played
acrucid role, particularly after the French gained air ascendancy), photos, and trucks that supplied the
defenders along the Voie SacrZe. Outside the museum is an array of artillery and a massive German
420mm shell.

Fort SouvilleE. the ruins of a once crucial fort. It was here, on 12" July, 1916, that 30 men of the
German 140" Reg. under Gen. von Knobelsdorf, 5" Army@ Chief of Staff (and ®annyOto the
Kronprinz), briefly held the top of the fort. They could glimpse Verdun below. But they were beaten
back, killed or taken prisoner. The Germans got no further. It was a situation similar to 1943, when
the Germans before Moscow glimpsed her unreachable spires. One soldier who fought here was
Oberleutnant Friedrich Paulus, later to command and fail at Stalingrad. In the tunnel that skirts Fort
Tavannes, just to the SE, 500 Poilus were killed when ammunition exploded, a German bombardment
preventing their escape.

Return to ho#l

Day 2 THE CITADEL and LEFT BANK

[10.00 am.] VauquoisE. this hill village, now but a crater, is5 m. W. of Hill 304. Recently Les Amis
de Vauquois have excavated a network of French and German tunnels, far more extensive and
impressive than a Vimy. The German tunnels are in fine (and safe) condition, and are on 5 different
levels. The French tunnels were not built to the same standard (they did not intend to stay). By specid
arrangement, Les Amis will open the system and guide us through these rock-lined burrows, once a
home and conduit for so many. Claustrophobes will find a walk around the perimeter of the crater,
viewing the German positionsto the north, instructive.

Bourrus Ridge and Fort de Bois BourrusE. above Marre, this vantage point, where French guns were
positioned, alows the visitor to view Mort-Homme and Hill 304 to the N. and VERDUN to the E.

Cote 304E. this hill, and neighbouring ridge to Mort-Homme was fought over incessantly, not least
because French gun emplacements could support Mort-Homme to the east. Although the Germans did
manage to gain temporary ascendancy of the summit, they did not capture the entire hill and were also



repelled in August 1917. There is an impressive monument to the fallen, and a footpath that leads one
round the pock-marked landscape of the bitterest fighting. The trees, planted after the devastation,
conceal both shell-holes and the bric-a-brac of war and it is not safe to leave the path.

Lundh (possibly before visiting Cote 304) at Village Gaulois in Marre nearby (03 29
85 03 45)

The Mort-HommeE. or ead Man@ HillO in
English, so-called because the body of a man had
been found on this high spot some years before. It
was attacked on 6" March by 5" Army, and was
soon reduced to a lunar landscape. The crest was
attacked, counter-attacked, shelled, occupied and re-
occupied by both sides. The ridge never fell to the
Germans, and the Germans were eventualy driven
off its slopes in August 1917. There is a dramatic
monument [ <] to the dead of the 69™ Division at its
summit, and, in the undergrowth and on the back
1 dlopes trenches and craters; there is a footpath that
guides you around the summit and its V|stas The words inscribed on the monument are wholly
appropriate D ‘ILS N’ONT PAS PASSE’E. (They did not passO

Col. Driant@ Command BunkerE. [ A - the bunker is on the right bank on the D905] Driant took the
full force of the Feb. 21 attack here, in the Bois des Caures. His 1300 men endured a bombardment
from heavy artillery, field guns and minenwerfer lasting from around 7.30 am. until 4.00 p.m when the
German 21 Div. attacked. Only a quarter of Driant@ men survived the barrage, but they held out
(and even counter-attacked) until each French abri (bunker) was over-run by assault troops.
Eventually, on Feb. 22" Driant burnt his papers and withdrew, to be killed in ashell hole shortly after,
while tending a wounded comrade. But the delay imposed on the German schedule by Driant@ heroic
resistance allowed the French to hurry reinforcements forward. In Abri 17 nearby, Sargent L Zger and
five poilus managed to hold off a company of pioneers with one machine gun; when ammunition ran
out, LZger exhausted his store of 40 grenades until incapacitated by wounds.

The CitadelE. not for the claustrophobic; a warren of tunnels and vaulted rooms viewed via a
miniature railway. Started in 1624, completed by Vauban 50 years later, with 5 miles of underground
passages added in the late 19" C., it is an immense fortress that had its own Commander and artillery
defences in the Great War. It was here that the body of the French Unknown Soldier, now lying
under the Arc de Triomph, was chosen from 6 coffins in the presence of Maginot, and the sceneis re-
enacted (in incredibly bad waxworks).

Return to HOTEL
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Itinerary



Flight LG 404 (LuxAir), dep. 13.400n Fri. May 24,2002,from Term. 2 Heathrow;
arr. LUXEMBOURG 15.50. By mini-van and car to Hostellerie du CHATEAU des
MONTHAIRONS [0033(0)3 29 87 78 55] 7k S. of VERDUN, on the D34 to S.
Mihiel (approx. 1.5 hs. from Lux.) for one night and dinner, reaching the hotel viaLa
Voie SacZ the cemetery on the hill at Landrecourt (D163) and the fortified church
and cemetery at Dugny-sur-Meuse (D34). Next day driveto HOTEL COQ HARDI
[0033(0)3 29 86 36 36] in Verdun. Dinna both nights at hotel. This family-run
hotel is undoubedly the best in Verdun, with excellent food, and adequae roons. It
is situated by theriver, and is nearly equidistant from the battlefields of both banks b
ten minutes to the sites on theright bank, 15 mins to those on theleft.

Return Mon. 27 May; LG 403 depating LUXEMBOURG 12.50, arr. Term. 2
Heathrow, 13.00

Cost

Ind. flights, transport, hotel and meals, but not bar drinks or wineE.£4 25 (contact
Nicky Bird & nbird@eidosnet.co.uk or tel/fax: 020 8752 0956)

* READING: The Price of Glory: Verdun 1916 by Alistair Horne (1962), Penguin £9.99, is superb

e

—

/- NSRS e lees ey
NS S
e T

; L -';v -er ~

iyt

|

Ossuaire de DouaumontEw as inaugurated in 1932, here lie the bones, which are visible, of 130,000
French and German soldiers collected from the battlefield.

WWW.BIRDBATTLEFIELDTOURS.COM




