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GEOFFREY WAWRO, The Franco–Prussian War: The German Conquest
of France 1870–1871 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003),
xvi + 327 pp. ISBN 0 521 58436 1. £25.00 ($35.00).

German historians who have become enthusiastic about the value of
the ‘new military history’ may scratch their heads in bemusement on
picking up The Franco–Prussian War. There are no new methodologies
or terminological debates to be found in its pages, nor are there any
really new interpretations of the conflict. This book is a straightfor-
ward military–political history of the war. It provides a solid over-
view of the unfolding events, with the emphasis very much on the
major military encounters. It is also a clear reminder that military his-
tory still needs lively and well researched accounts of wars and cam-
paigns. The appearance of the first major history in English of the
Franco–Prussian war since Michael Howard’s standard work, first
published in 1961,1 does, though, prompt the reader to compare the
two volumes. Indeed, it is only when one refers back to Howard’s
study that the significance of Wawro’s book becomes fully apparent.

The fact that military historians largely ignored this war in the
second half of the twentieth century can be explained by the abun-
dance of publications which appeared before 1914—indeed, Howard
himself noted that a bibliography printed in 1898 listed some 7,000
titles.2 But it is interesting that at the same time he admitted that his
book, with the exception of ‘a little documentary material in the
Archives de l’Armée at Vincennes bearing upon French diplomatic and
military preparations for the war, ... is based entirely upon printed
sources’. Even more noteworthy is the further admission that he sim-
ply could not bring himself to look through the European military
periodicals for the period from 1870 to 1914. He points out that had
he sifted their contents, ‘much important material would thereby
have become available, and that this book is the poorer because my
spirit quailed before the task’.3

Of course, this is not to suggest that there were somehow major
deficiencies in Michael Howard’s work. His book has, after all,
remained the standard account in English for some forty odd years.
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1 Michael Howard, The Franco–Prussian War: The German Invasion of France,
1870–1871 (London, 1961).
2 Ibid., p. vii. 3 Ibid., pp. 457–8.



While his book is similar in a number of respects, what Wawro has
done is to provide a history of the war which exploits to the full the
available archive material. With consummate skill he has woven
together diplomatic developments before and during the war, the
decisions and motives of the key political and military figures on
both sides, and military operations with detailed accounts of the
fighting in the different battles. In doing so, he has employed not
only published documents, diaries, and memoirs, but also material
from the French Army and Navy archives at Vincennes, the Haus-
Hof- und Staatsarchiv in Vienna, the military archives in Munich and
Dresden, the US National Archives in Washington DC, and the
National Archives/Public Record Office, Kew. Rather than trying to
consult all the military journals, Wawro is content to make use—very
effectively as it turns out—of the Österreichische Militärische Zeit-
schrift, which continually provides informed and balanced commen-
tary by contemporary observers watching from the side-lines.

Of the twelve chapters in Wawro’s book, the fourth to the
eleventh concentrate on the advances and retreats, the manœuvring
armies, and, of course, all the major battles. The build-up to the war
is, none the less, very competently presented. The first chapter exam-
ines the causes of the war in twenty-five pages, making good use of
diplomatic correspondence. The second compares the two contest-
ants on the eve of the conflict, examining the relative strengths of the
two armies, the effects of the most important military reforms, the
general state of morale, the training, the tactics and the weaponry of
both armies. This chapter demonstrates Wawro’s ability to enliven
already well known facts. In discussing the introduction of the
French breech-loading rifle in 1866, he recounts a test in which the
corpse of a middle-aged man was fired into from various ranges.
Bones were smashed, veins and arteries crushed, while the exit
wounds were considerably greater than the entry wounds. The bul-
lets had cut straight through the body and two mattresses to which it
had been attached, and had then bored themselves deep into a wall.
Such information brings home the Chassepot’s capabilities much bet-
ter than the dry observation that it represented a significant improve-
ment in infantry capabilities. The third chapter covers the mobiliza-
tion of both armies.

With the exception of the twelfth and final chapter on the making
of the peace, the remainder of the book contains an account of the
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course of the operations and well executed portraits of all the major
battles. The reader is taken from Wissembourg and Spicheren in
August 1870 to Froeschwiller, Mars-la-Tour, and Sedan, then to the
siege of Paris, the Battle of Le Mans, and the French capitulation. Part
of the value of this book is that the movements of hundreds of thou-
sands of troops are explained clearly, while the battles are brought to
life through the diary and memoir material the author exploits. This
material frequently brings out the truly horrible nature of the slaugh-
ter which took place on the majority of the battlefields.

In the description of the Battle of Wissembourg, the reader learns
that the French troops firing the mitrailleuse did not traverse their fire
across the battlefield; ‘rather they tended to fix on a single man and
pump thirty balls into him, leaving nothing behind but two shoes
and stumps’ (p. 99). At Froeschwiller a Bavarian captain observed a
crazed, red-faced infantryman stamping through the woods hunting
‘coloured’ troops. When he found a wounded Algerian—the Ger-
mans thought that Algerian troops shot the wounded, or gouged out
the eyes of prisoners—‘the Bavarian would press the muzzle of his
rifle against the man’s head and blow his brains out’ (pp. 130–1).
There are frequent references to the appalling effects of artillery fire
on the massed ranks of the infantry during a battle. The scenes on
battlefields after the fighting had come to a close are also recounted.
The day after Gravelotte, Prussian infantry spent the day burying
their dead and transporting the wounded to makeshift hospitals. The
work of filling mass graves with 9,000 decomposing corpses was
indelibly branded on to the memories of those who had to carry out
the task, one German officer recalling later: ‘The battles, the shooting,
the freezing winter bivouacs: all those things I’ve long since forgot-
ten, but not the interment of the dead at St. Privat; that was so ghast-
ly that it still wakes me in the middle of the night’ (p. 186).

What is striking is that these and various other observations on
the horrors of combat all have a remarkable twentieth-century ring to
them. Their impact is increased by the illustrations—with the excep-
tion of three photographs, all from paintings and lithographs com-
pleted after the conflict and reflecting a largely ‘heroic’ view of the
fighting—which contrast starkly with the descriptions presented by
the participants. A reading of the book does in fact suggest that our
historical perception of wars and mass killing is perhaps much more
strongly influenced by visual images than we would like to believe.
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In the hands of Wawro, the slaughter and destruction in 1870–71 sud-
denly does not seem so far from the First World War, the only differ-
ence being that the battles were over much more quickly and with
fewer casualties. Yet in relation to the battle at Königgrätz only four
years previously, the difference is dramatic.

The ‘modernity’ of the fighting is underscored by examples of the
‘empty battlefield’. At Wissembourg on 4 August 1870, ‘[m]ost of the
Bavarians and Prussians, hacking their way through the vineyards,
recalled never even seeing the French; they merely heard them, and
fired at their rifle flashes’ (p. 100). And, despite their at times clumsy
and bull-like tactics, the Prussians often prevailed quite simply
because their artillery and its tactics were superior to those of the
French. Indeed, despite all the tactical and operational mistakes
French commanders made, it could be argued that victory went to
the Germans merely because they had industrialized their arms pro-
duction more effectively.

Nevertheless, it should not be forgotten that, quite apart from
their tactical inflexibility, if the French had a weaker strategic hand,
they played it with breathtaking incompetence. Reading Wawro’s
book one is astonished once again by Marshal Achille Bazaine’s
bizarre behaviour, most notably while holed up in the fortress com-
plex at Metz, which to-day still defies a satisfying—or, at the very
least, rational—explanation. Yet Wawro also successfully banishes
any illusions of overwhelming German military superiority or
prowess. He makes clear, for example, that the first battlefield per-
formances of Bavarian troops were not particularly impressive:
equipment was discarded as they marched; there was little or no dis-
cipline under fire; they were unwilling to attack with the bayonet;
and four or five infantrymen could often be observed assisting one
wounded comrade towards the rear. And, even if the Prussians were
more determined and dogged than their southern German allies,
they often indulged in senseless frontal attacks.

In addition to its highly readable style, another merit of The
Franco–Prussian War is that its author has managed to pack so much
material into the 314 pages of text without ever slackening the pace
of his narrative. There are several pages on the role of seapower in
the war, as well as a number of references to German executions of
anyone they suspected of franc-tireur activities. The looting and plun-
der carried out by the German troops as they marched through
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France is not forgotten either. In addition to the illustrations, there
are also thirteen maps.

The fact that a book on a war which now lies over 130 years in the
past, and on which thousands of volumes have already been pub-
lished, can reinvigorate and enhance our understanding of this con-
flict through a judicious use of archival and published contemporary
material may seem a little surprising. However, a comparison of
Wawro’s book not only with Michael Howard’s study but also with
one of the last major German-language books to be published on the
subject, an essay collection entitled Entscheidung 1870,4 makes clear
that Wawro has written not only an extremely good book, but one
which will quickly take its place as the standard single-volume
account. Military historians and doctoral students will certainly not
want to dispense with Michael Howard’s Franco–Prussian War, but
university teachers will probably prefer to recommend Wawro’s
book to their undergraduates. Geoffrey Wawro is to be congratulat-
ed on his Franco–Prussian War. It deserves to be in the library of
everyone interested in German, French, and European military histo-
ry in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

4 Militärgeschichtliches Forschungsamt (ed.), Entscheidung 1870: Der
deutsch–französische Krieg (Stuttgart, 1970).
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