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ABSTRACT
The German Sonderweg thesis has been discarded in most research fields. Yet in
regards to the military, things differ: all conflicts before the Second World War
are interpreted as prelude to the war of extermination between 1939–1945. This
article specifically looks at the Franco-PrussianWar 1870–71 andGerman behaviour
vis-à-vis regular combatants, civilians and irregular guerrilla fighters, the so-called
francs-tireurs. The author argues that the counter-measures were not exceptional
for nineteenth centurywarfare and also shows how selective reading of the existing
secondary literature has distorted our view on the war.
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On 1 September 1870, the battle of Sedan decided the first phase of the Franco-
Prussian War. The French Army was beaten and Emperor Napoleon III marched
into captivity with over 100,000 of his soldiers. Under Prussian guidance, troops
from several German states had won a series of victories since the start of the
campaign in early August. In Bazeilles, a small town near Sedan, FrenchMarines
and National Guards put up a fierce resistance. After being repelled, the
Bavarian troops shelled the village with artillery before infantry units resumed
the attack. In the heat of battle, some surrendering soldiers were shot out of
hand and over 400 houses burned down. Convinced that civilians had illegally
taken part in the battle, the Bavarians subsequently captured around one
hundred suspects, but released them unharmed the next day.1 International
media reports and public outrage in Paris and Berlin led to mutual accusations
of atrocities – fact and fiction weremixed. However, investigations after the war
established that ‘only’ 39 civilians were either killed or wounded during the
fighting in Bazeilles, in contrast to 2,600 dead soldiers on each side.2
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The incident hinted at the many problems that the Germans encountered
until the end of the war in May 1871: the continued French resistance impeded
any clear separation between civilians and combatants, as calls for a levée en
masse led to the recruitment of francs-tireurs (literally free shooters)3 to supple-
ment the new armies. Bazeilles also demonstrated the influence of the press and
the precarious nature of slaughter narratives about German ‘barbarism’. They
cast a long shadow andwould be evoked in the opening stages of the FirstWorld
War in order to describe ‘German atrocities’.4

The history of the German military and the ‘totalisation’ of war have sparked
numerous debates over time. Not least due to the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan,
references to historical ‘lessons learned’ from insurgencies and occupations
have flourished over the last decade. But flawed examples and unsustainable
longue durée arguments can dangerously twist historical facts and denude
them of their context.5 Especially in the German case a toxic mix of an uncritical
Anglo-American fascination with Teutonic ‘super soldiers’ that often over-
looked war crimes, the long-overdue debate that debunked the myth of
a chivalrous ‘clean Wehrmacht’,6 and crimes in the colonies were conflagrated
since the early 2000s.7 Some of these debates have showed a tendency, how-
ever, to analyse German military history through the lenses of the Second
World War and have distorted our view on the events of 1870–1871.

In particular, the German atrocities in Belgium in 1914 have been interpreted
as an almost inescapable escalatory step after the Franco-Prussian War. John
Horne and Alan Kramer’s influential study on 1914 also devoted special attention
to German actions against francs-tireurs and civilians in 1870–1871. They argued
that the institutionalised memory of the Franktireurkrieg influenced the harsh
German reprisals against alleged partisans during the advance through Belgium
and northern France in 1914, during which German forces killed approximately
6,500 civilians.8 The initial debate following Horne and Kramer’s book led to
clarifications in their argument that are often overlooked.9 Yet, other scholars
who built on their research even described the German operations in 1914 as
a deliberate terror campaign,10 without offering context or comparisons.11 Along
similar lines, Isabel Hull saw 1870–1871 as a precedent that changed the German
Army’s behaviour towards civilians and irregulars.12 She argued it was the origin
of ruthless military culture centred on ‘military necessity’, which led to the
subsequent atrocities in German colonies and during the First World War.
Other authors followed this nexus between Imperial Germany, colonial war,
and genocide in the Second World War and drew continuities from ‘Windhoek
to Auschwitz’.13 However, several scholars have shown that the German military
did not learn any operational lessons or import cultures of violence from colonial
campaigns.14

In contrast to prior associations of German occupational regimes during
the First World War as precursors to Nazi practices,15 recent scholarship has
painted a more balanced picture.16 It is often overlooked that the atrocities
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in 1914 occurred during the chaotic days of an invasion and not during an
occupation. The last years have seen an upsurge of new studies on German
atrocities in Belgium in 1914, which were accompanied by intense
debates,17 but also comparisons to other theatres, which have repulsed
ideas of a new German military Sonderweg in terms of mass crimes.18

Alexander Watson upheld the notion that reminiscences of 1870–1871
played a role in 1914, but argued that German actions were neither ‘unusual
nor was their conduct out of place compared to other contemporary armies’
norms of violence; if anything, they were milder, and therefore ‘attempts by
historians to present the atrocities as a prelude or pointer to Nazi genocide
and annihilation warfare in eastern Europe three decades later lack
credibility’.19 Also Peter Lieb repulsed the idea of a German military
Sonderweg in the East between 1914–1919.20

The next logical question would be if 1870–1871 could credibly be described
as ‘prelude or pointer’ to 1914, and to what extent it can be classified as the
foundation for a ‘German way of COIN’.21 The Franco-Prussian War – and in
particular the ‘people’s war’ after September 1870 – has been framed as
a conflict ‘on the road to total war’.22 Most scholars agree that elements of
restrained ancien régime warfare existed alongside more total aspects, such as
new technology, a full mobilisation of national economic and human resources,
and excesses of violence.23 Yet, also Hull agreed with Howard that the German
Army by and large behaved in a disciplined manner in 1870–1871, without
wreaking ‘absolute destruction’.24 Despite the fact that the francs-tireurs have
received very little serious study, most reference works on the Franco-Prussian
War still imply German ruthlessness and the alleged headaches the francs-tireurs
had caused them.

The doctoral dissertations of Sanford Kanter and Paul Hatley specifically
studied the guerrilla warfare in 1870–1871, but are frequently overlooked.
Hatley described the francs-tireurs’ highly diverse character and their low effec-
tiveness in combat, which merely ‘prolonged the inevitable’ defeat for two or
three months.25 Kanter’s work stressed that the resistance movement is largely
a myth.26 Indeed, he claimed that there was neither a people’s war, nor wide-
spread destruction by German forces. His findings were backed by similar
assessments byMichael Howard andGerman historianswho based their research
on primary sources. Frank Kühlich, Frank Becker, and Heidi Mehrkens all
remained sceptical as to the actual level of the insurgency and arguments hinting
at an escalation of violence.

Still, several authors continue to claim that there was a fierce counter-
insurgency, which left a lasting ‘influence on the German military until 1914,
and to some extent even during the Second World War’.27 Mark Stoneman did
not consider 1870–1871 as all-out slaughter, but indirectly implied that there was
something different that set a precedent for later.28 The short essay by Marcus
Jones also followed Stoneman’s argument, and cited Bazeilles (!) as an example

970 B. M. SCIANNA



that the francs-tireurs prolonged the Franco-Prussian War.29 David Stone claimed
to provide a view from ‘inside the German army’, but without using German
primary sources, rather he perpetuated myths about the influence and signifi-
cance of the francs-tireurs.30 Henri Ortholan offered detailed descriptions of the
armies at the Loire and in Eastern France, without, however, consulting primary
sources.31 The same holds true for the account by Alain Gouttmann, which
focused little on the francs-tireurs.32 Also Colonel Armel Dirou relied largely on
French post-war memoirs –with all the inherent problems and biases – to depict
the francs-tireurs’ operations and a German trend towards ‘total war’ based on
a flawed reading of Clausewitz’s search for decisive victory.33 Still, Dirou regarded
these irregular units as unorganised and in constant quarrels with regulars and
civilians. Thus, he acknowledged that the government had to tame them in order
to avert a prolonged civil war.

Indeed, the main lesson the French Army drew from 1870–1871 was to avoid
placing their bets on the National Guard, a levée en masse, or still less the francs-
tireurs, let alone praise their efforts.34 The latter were too closely related to the
Commune and could function neither as a rolemodel for the Frenchmilitary (who
had made a first step at regaining prestige by defeating the Commune), nor for
society at large, given the Third Republic’s political infighting, anti-militarism, and
civilian-military tensions.35 Calls for a RepublicanArmyexpressed thedesire for an
organised professional army as a school of the nation36 – not marauding and
hapless francs-tireurs.37 These two concepts must not be confused when analys-
ing 1870–1871, or the German debates afterwards. Yet the neglect of French
scholarship (and nineteenth-century context) exemplifies the often-narrow focus
of scholars who work on the German Army,38 and it is astonishing how little
serious study the Franco-Prussian War has attracted despite its importance.39

Therefore, this article will examine the nature of German reactions to the
French war effort under the Gambetta government after September 1870. First,
it will give additional context on nineteenth-century counter-insurgency,
before second, assessing the actual scale of the francs-tireurs, and, third, the
German counter-measures. This will include a brief look at the treatment of
regular soldiers and civilians in 1870–1871. This article will argue that the scale
and intensity of francs-tireurs was very limited and no serious threat to overall
operations in 1870–1871. Far from celebrated heroes, the majority of
Frenchmen – who had no interest in irregular resistance – shunned the francs-
tireurs whose little-fruitful actions were quickly forgotten after the war. The
German counter-measures were in line with nineteenth-century practices and
should not, therefore, be seen as starting point of a Germanmilitary Sonderweg.

Counter-insurgency in the nineteenth century

During the Napoleonic Wars, the revolutionary rhetoric of a people’s war
forged a rather positive image of the partisan in Germany, while many
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insurgencies across Europe were suppressed with varying degrees of
brutality.40 However, irregular combat threatened the established monarch-
ical order and the norms of ancien régime warfare.41 When the anti-
Napoleon coalition advanced into France in 1813, they reached out to
local notables to establish good relations.42 Yet tensions escalated in eastern
France when half-starving allied soldiers and the population contested for
scarce food during winter; but these episodes did not spiral out of control
and never had any influence on the campaign.43 The irregular resistance of
the corps-francs was negligible and French peasants created a new daily
routine under occupation,44 leading to a ‘passive resistance’ against their
own government.45 Unsurprisingly, the memory of the occupations in 1814
and 1815–1818 had been ‘largely erased from the national cultural memory
in favour of more glorious events, except during subsequent conflicts, when
they were reconstructed as, first, justification for revenge against France’s
“hereditary enemy” Germany and, second, evidence of France’s capacity for
regeneration through defeat’.46 Thus, it is important to note the longevity of
the intrinsically linked political myths of ‘brutal occupation’ and ‘heroic
irregular resistance’, and their selective use.

In Prussia, the so-called Befreiungskriege and their propagandised mem-
ory played an essential role in stirring up anti-French sentiments and
forming a collective identity, despite the persistent regional
differences.47 Even though the soldiers in 1870–1871 often linked current
events to the Napoleonic Wars, this did not mean that they could derive
any practical lessons from it48 – especially as the men were trained to
fight a (regular) dynastic war.49 As conflicts between the great powers
were largely evaded after the Congress of Vienna, the monarchs success-
fully managed to retain the monopoly on violence by taming the partisan
and keeping war separated from society. Conscription served as an instru-
ment for improving social cohesion and as a disciplining process for
nation-building.50 Soldiers were intended as tools for upholding the
dynastic order and not to waging war among the people. Consequently,
the Prussian Army was employed – much like other European armies – to
suppress internal unrest, and proved itself as backbone of the monarch-
ical order in 1848.51

Besides domestic duties, small war operations remained a minor issue in
the war against Denmark in 1864 or during the 1866 campaign against
Austria-Hungary.52 However, some senior German officers had gained
experience through liaison duties or service under foreign flags before
holding important command positions in 1870–1871. August von Werder
(1808–1887), the XIV Corps’ Commander, lost an arm during his service with
the Russians in the Caucasus, and Ludwig von der Tann (1815–1881),
commander of the I Bavarian Corps, observed French operations in Algeria
in 1843 and headed a free corps in the First Danish War. August Karl von
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Goeben (1816–1880), commander of the VIII Corps and later the First Army,
even published on his deeds in the First Carlist War and in Morocco. Yet
such experiences were not widespread among NCOs or the rank-and-file in
1870. Furthermore, the handful of writers on small wars had very little
influence – what mattered was great-power war.53

One must not forget that even in countries whose armies were stronger
involved in small wars, such as the British, Americans, French, Polish,
Spanish, Russians, Austrians, and Italians, there were no concise counter-
insurgency doctrines, and the importance attached to irregular warfare was
secondary at best.54 Insurgencies were brutally suppressed: looting, pilla-
ging, and requisitioning were commonplace in the nineteenth century, as
were reprisals against civilians or alleged irregulars.55 In conclusion, the
involvement in counter-insurgency operations constitutes a minor paradigm
in Prussian military history and theoretical writings prior to 1870, and
reminiscences of the Napoleonic Wars could not substitute practical or
theoretical schooling in anti-partisan warfare – when the German armies
advanced into France, they were not expecting irregular resistance, and nor
were they trained to counter it.56

German atrocities 1870–1871?

In 1866, Prussia had won a decisive victory over Austria that changed the
balance of power on the continent.57 Merely four years later, a quarrel over
the Spanish throne officially started the Franco-Prussian War. Despite
Bismarck’s manipulations, the war was initially perceived as a legitimate
German response against French aggression.58 The German armies prevailed
in the bloody battles of August 1870, and advanced into France, where the
campaign culminated on 1 September with the victory at Sedan.59 After
merely four weeks, the German forces had defeated most of the highly
experienced French soldiers and taken close to 300,000 prisoners. The
Prussian General Staff had proven more capable at managing the fog of
war, manoeuvring and controlling the troops,60 and the superior German
artillery outweighed the strength of the French Chassepot rifle.61 Given the
norm of European war, the powers would now resort to the negotiation
table. But in Paris, Léon Gambetta (1838–1882) and General Louis-Jules
Trochu (1815–1896) established a new Government of National Defence
on 4 September 1870.62 Gambetta refused to surrender and used inflam-
matory revolutionary rhetoric to stir up a nationwide levée en masse. The
Germans were forced to mobilise over one million men in order to control
the vast territory, repel possible attempts to relieve a Paris under siege, and
fight on the different fronts.63 In fact, French resistance was centred on the
capital, the Loire, and the so-called Army of the East (around Belfort,
Besançon, and in the Vosges). The following will first analyse German
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behaviour vis-à-vis French regular soldiers and civilians, second, attempt to
assess the scale of the new French forces; and finally, investigate the
countermeasures employed to fight irregular resistance where it emerged.

No brutalisation: the treatment of regulars and civilians

The sudden collapse and chaotic retreat of the French Army made a great
impression on the populace. Seeing their protector demoralised and beaten,
they expected the cruel-natured enemy to turn against them.64 Many
‘slaughter narratives’ and false rumours led to collective fears bordering
panic.65 Yet, in many cases the German forces functioned rather as police-
men and not in a way the myth of the ‘ruthless occupiers’ would have us
believe. For example, francs-tireurs patrolling the villages outside Paris told
atrocity stories about les Prussiens in order to make the inhabitants abandon
their houses, which they then looted.66 When the civilians encountered
Prussians, they returned to their destroyed and plundered houses, trusting
them more than the francs-tireurs,67 and peasants even turned in their
compatriots to the Germans out of indifference to the struggle or fear of
reprisals.68

The interactions were largely marked by peaceful passivity of the
population and proper behaviour of German troops.69 However, tensions
with civilians did erupt, particularly when combat operations were con-
ducted in urban centres, which the German soldiers particularly
detested.70 Moreover, when they were unable to track down francs-
tireurs after ambushes, their anger was at times directed against civilians –
especially if they suspected them of being informants or disguised
rebels.71 Sometimes, hostages were taken in order to assure the payment
of contributions or to increase the safety of German troops.72 This was,
however, a custom of war73 and there is no proof that any hostages were
harmed during the conflict.74 Many misunderstandings and merciless
actions did occur, but this was still far from outright mutual hatred and
deliberate slaughter.75 By the way of comparison, the much-publicised
three-week German bombardment of Paris had resulted in 97 casualties,
whereas up to 20,000 Frenchmen fell victim to the outright civil war
during the crushing of the Commune.76 After the armistice in
January 1871, almost no incidents occurred across France, which left
François Roth concluding that ‘the occupation after the Franco-Prussian
War was neither a terror regime, nor an arbitrary regime’.77

Indeed, it is more than questionable that a ‘personal hatred of the
French’78 influenced German behaviour, as the relations with civilians and
professional French soldiers were rather “normal”.79 The French (metro-
politan) regulars’ bravery was respected and they were perceived as
equals.80 There prevailed a soldierly ideal of war as honourable duel,
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diametrically opposed to any personal hatred. The good treatment of
French POWs81 is another indicator that contradicts the claim of bound-
less brutalisation. Despite the lacking preparation for such large prisoner
numbers and the beginning of harsh winter climate the mortality rate
remained low: in Bavarian camps 1,508 out of 39,339 POWs had died by
mid-February 1871 (3.8 per cent) and in the North German Confederation
7,230 out of 285,124 (2.5 per cent); low percentages that led to a positive
review by a French delegation, which had been allowed to inspect the
camp conditions.82

Again, only by comparisons we can better understand the German con-
duct: when the French Army of the East fled with 85,000 men to neutral
Switzerland and was interned there, around 1,700 men perished in captivity
(2.0 per cent),83 and the mortality rate in both Confederate and Union
camps during the American Civil War was much higher – out of 195,000
imprisoned Union soldiers approximately 30,000 died in captivity
(15.4 per cent), and around 26,000 of the 215,000 Confederate prisoners
did not survive (12.9 per cent).84 Thus, when analysed in context, the
treatment of French prisoners can hardly account for German brutalisation.
Francs-tireurs did not always enjoy prisoner of war status,85 but were often
taken captive.86 After the capitulation of Strasbourg, for example, many
francs-tireurs were released on their promise not to take up arms again
and no one was executed.87 Most interestingly, the few existing documents
indicate that German POWs in the hands of francs-tireurs also fared relatively
well, which precipitated German comportment vis-à-vis captured francs-
tireurs.88 This would support the findings on relations between regular
soldiers, which were marked by informal agreements that often kept vio-
lence as low as possible in a sort of ‘live-and-let-live’ system.89

In conclusion, the German forces did not deliberately or systematically
target civilians, who largely remained unharmed passive bystanders; nor did
their treatment of French regular soldiers hint at any radicalisation pro-
cesses. Thus, it is vital to differentiate between the treatment of regular
uniformed soldiers, civilians, and francs-tireurs, while it is also useful to take
a closer look at the German reactions and counter-measures against irregu-
lar resistance.

Every Frenchman to the front?

Any analysis has to differentiate between the new regular units, the (mostly
uniformed) National Guards and the less structured, less disciplined men in
the Garde Mobile and the francs-tireurs.90 The lines between these units
remained blurry, however, as manpower fluctuated and both sides had an
interest in over-stating their numbers: it provided the Germans with an
excuse for setbacks and the French government could celebrate an alleged
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volunteer spirit. Further franc-tireur forces were rallied in and around Paris,91

accompanied by calls for a guerre à outrance.92 In the (less enthusiastic)
provinces,93 the Republican Government of National Defence conscripted
around 5,000 new troops per day for their regular formations, which
increased the National Guard to 320,000 men, and overall force levels
reached 830,000 by February 1871.94 Yet, this does not mean that they
were all combat-ready frontline troops or that they could be employed en
bloc against the German occupiers.

It is virtually impossible to give precise estimates of the various francs-
tireurs formations, let alone document their losses. Michael Howard esti-
mated 57,300 francs-tireurs under arms (based on French official sources
published after 1900) and one thousand German fatalities due to their
actions.95 French reports on killed Prussiens vary, but many are too high,
for example in the Vosges.96 Stéphane Audoin-Rouzeau stated that it is
impossible to provide exact numbers, and listed sources offering a range
between 17,000 and 141,000 francs-tireurs.97 Forrest acknowledged the
same problems, and cited over 20,000 volunteers for Paris and an additional
11,502 in the main recruiting areas – for both the Garde Mobile and the
francs-tireurs.98 Dirou listed 393 battalions with 72,000 francs-tireurs (includ-
ing 3,000 officers and NCOs) that he deemed operative between
September 1870 and February 1871 – without acknowledging the highly
fluid character of these formations.99 In fact, only by disregarding traditional
patterns of French history could we believe the myth of a rural population
eager to enrol for a distant government.100 Many men joined the irregular
forces to dodge conscription, and desertion posed a severe problem –
especially after setbacks and the sharp decline of morale in
January 1871.101 Most francs-tireurs formations never gained any reasonable
combat efficiency or military discipline; they wore no proper uniforms and
suffered from poor supply, which led to many quarrels with civilians.102 The
French government recognised these problems: the francs-tireurs needed
official combatant status and stricter discipline. Severe measures in regards
to the latter were taken in October and November 1870, including court-
martialling.103

Other scholars’ estimates on insurgent levels rely mainly on Howard,
whereas Sanford Kanter calculated the number of insurgents killed. Based
on an unpublished official French inquiry after the war, he placed the total
of francs-tireurs killed in action at 53.104 Furthermore, he stated that the
overall damage in the whole country was constantly exaggerated, while in
reality the occupied regions had barely experienced any disruption.105

Kühlich also rejected the idea that there had been a full-scale people’s war
and dismissed as absurd the claims about 1870–1871 representing a new
kind of warfare.106 Wolfgang Etschmann also held that the francs-tireurs did
not hamper any operations, setting the death toll at several hundred
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fatalities on both sides.107 The exact numbers will remain unknown, but they
were marginal in comparison to overall French casualties. In total, the
French army lost 24,031 soldiers in action (plus an additional 28,896 men
who died from combat-inflicted wounds and diseases such as typhus and
dysentery), 89,228 wounded and 14,138 missing; while most civilian losses
occurred during the sieges of Paris (275), Belfort (262), Mézières (53), and
Strasbourg (400).108 In comparison, the German states had on average
around 800,000 men in the field, of whom 28,208 died in combat or from
battle-inflicted wounds, almost 15,000 died from illnesses, and 88,488
were wounded. A great majority of casualties (on both sides) occurred
in the initial encounters in August and September until the battle of
Sedan, i.e. the first phase of the war that preceded the ‘guerrilla
campaign’.109 In fact, German fatalities dropped from 12,299 in August
(1.6 per cent of combat strength), to 6,788 in September, 4,999 in
October, 3,392 in November, and saw a quick rise to 4,476 in December
(0.3 per cent of combat strength) and 4,141 in January (as German troop
levels also rose to almost one million), before ultimately falling to 3,277
between February and June.110 Even if one accepts Howard’s account of
roughly one thousand German fatalities due to francs-tireurs activities during
the entire war, it can still be hardly seen as a serious threat. In general, the
military results of Gambetta’s call to arms were a disaster – the troops were
poorly equipped and officered, and never stood a chance against profes-
sionally trained and combat hardened German soldiers.111 But how did the
Germans react when they encountered irregular resistance?

Sticks and carrots: German counter-measures

The German high command was upset about the continued French war
effort, which they perceived as a futile and unnecessary prolongation of
hostilities.112 The soldiers had anticipated (another) brief campaign and
believed in fighting a just war against French aggression.113 Likewise, inter-
national opinion found it dishonourable to continue a war with a levée en
masse that Paris had started and already lost.114 Given the nature of insur-
gencies, Röhkramer argued ‘it is understandable why the German soldiers
were primarily concerned with their own safety. Without playing down
individual cases of excessive cruelty, one has to conclude that a national
war necessarily includes violence of this kind. The soldiers are less respon-
sible than the circumstances of war’.115 Thus the soldiers in the field gradu-
ally came to accept the harsh measures taken (or claimed to be taken) by
some of their comrades,116 but were wholly inadequately prepared for such
a kind of warfare. As Stoneman noted, the Germans had expected a fair and
open fight, and not ‘an enemy who would not shoot and then run, hide or
pretend to be an innocent civilian’.117
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The Prussian King had equalled irregular resistance to banditry – to be
punished with ten years’ imprisonment, or execution if individuals had
harmed German troops.118 This official proclamation left room for comman-
ders on the ground and we should not take gruesome political rhetoric, for
example also by Bismarck, for the same thing as actual procedures in the
field.119 The Germans struggled to differentiate between the diverse units,
but were willing to ascribe the francs-tireurs combatant status if they were
wearing uniforms, carried their weapons openly, and operated under mili-
tary command – according to the customs of war.120 Indeed, the legal
situation in 1870 was far from clear. The Geneva Convention of 1864 and
the Saint Petersburg Declaration of 1868 had only regulated the treatment
of the wounded and banned certain projectiles, and harsh reactions to
irregulars were commonplace in the nineteenth century.121 We should also
bear in mind that ‘what in 1870–1871 were arguably legal reprisals would by
the twentieth century be regarded as war crimes’.122 Still, the German Army
distinguished between the war-mongering of the Government of National
Defence, the regular soldiers, the mostly-peaceful inhabitants, and the
francs-tireurs.

The German forces were spread all over France: from Paris to the Vosges.
Their main aim was to uphold the siege of Paris and suppress the newly
recruited armies that operated mainly in the Loire region and near the
Vosges. The Germans did not change their operational procedure consider-
ably and the counter-measures entailed limited active elements, besides
more active patrolling of railways and roads. In order to protect their lines
of communication and to counter-raid the enemy, they established small
‘flying columns’, which chiefly resulted in unsuccessful and frustrating
endeavours.123 The patrolling duties put further strain on the infantry, as
they often had to shield the precious (and scarce) cavalry units124 or march
along the railway lines.125 In short, the lack of any coherent counter-
insurgency strategy during the war was apparent. But had there been any
need to develop one?

We repeatedly come across the number of around 100,000 Germans
deployed (of over one million mobilised) in order to protect their lines of
communication and rear areas for the 500,000 front line troops.126 However,
it was almost exclusively the Landwehr (i.e. second- or third-rate battalions)
who secured these areas.127 Any army needs to safeguard the lines of
communication to secure operational freedom and supply. Accordingly,
the safeguarding of railways should not prima facie be interpreted as
a countermeasure forced upon the Germans by guerrilla activity. Further,
the actual raids against railways and bridges posed no serious threat to the
outcome of the war. The most successful such raid – against a bridge in
Fontenoy-sur-Moselle on 22 January 1871 – destroyed its target, but it
occurred very late in the war, and the bridge was fully repaired within two
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weeks.128 At the same time, the defence of Dijon, often depicted as a large-
scale encounter, ‘merely’ resulted in 25 Prussian fatalities and had no
strategic consequences.129 Thus, it is questionable whether the actions of
the francs-tireurs (which are difficult to separate from those of the Army of
the East in general) were really ‘frequent occurrences’ that ‘imposed crip-
pling shortages on the Prussians’.130

Nevertheless, the German general staff did have difficulties supplying
their men on foreign soil. Lothar Sukstorf even went so far as to speak of
a ‘German crisis’ in early December, when due to a lack of supply and
reserve forces, marching duties and sickness, German troops’ combat-
readiness was critically low, with repercussions for discipline and
morale.131 In some cases, German authorities allowed ‘wild’ food requisition-
ing, but the situation never spiralled out of control, not even during the
harsh winter. Furthermore, Sukstorf did not attribute these difficulties to the
francs-tireurs.

However, safeguarding supplies and controlling the territory were not the
only concerns. All surviving evidence on active engagements by francs-tireurs
mention either ambushes or fierce resistance in urban centres. At the Loire, the
favourable terrain helped the newly levied troops harass the occupying
forces.132 Many reports speak vaguely of ambushes or single shots fired at
enemy columns, which were difficult to attribute. In response such incidents,
the Germans often marched to the nearest village. On 18 October 1870,
German troops reached Châteaudun, a town of 6,000 inhabitants, where
approximately 4,000 National Guards and francs-tireurs133 refused to surrender
and fortified houses for the defence. They repelled the first wave of attackers,
after which German artillery ‘prepared’ the town for a second advance.134 The
French rallied civilians to join the battle, and the evolving fight ‘made Bazeilles
pale by comparison’.135 While many houses burned, the fierce fighting con-
tinued throughout the night, with innocent residents also perishing.136

Nevertheless, there were no reprisals, and after the battle the Germans took
44 francs-tireurs prisoner.137 Other than the number of burned houses and
captured French, we have no reliable data on the number of fatally
wounded.138 Châteaudun was immediately used as a symbol for resistance
and German brutality.139 But this case also demonstrates, that even in fierce
urban encounters, there were limitations to operational procedures. Francs-
tireurs were rarely shot outright, despite the high command’s gruesome rheto-
ric. Wartime propaganda and the post-war desirability of painting the picture of
a brutal invader should not distort our view of the facts. Examples such as
Bazeilles and Châteaudun were the exception: in countless towns, the mayor
and other notables managed to preclude a defence.140 The Bavarians, for
example, behaved terribly in Orléans, but nothing comparable happened in
Rouen, Nancy, Reims, Dijon or Tours. Roth has argued that the taking of
tributary payments was the most common form of reprisals against
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civilians,141 while Mehrkens concluded that ‘a consistent procedure [vis-à-vis
the francs-tireurs] cannot be demonstrated by the source material. The indivi-
dual commanders decide[d] themselves on the spot, how to react to attacks
and how to deal with captured national guards and francs-tireurs’.142 Even in
the rare cases where towns were burned down, the civilians had left already.143

Thus, even the sporadic acts of irregular resistance did not necessarily lead to
bloodshed – situational factors were the main driver for the few excessive
applications of force.144

Conclusion

The German soldiers did not adopt a ‘kill anything that moves’ policy in
1870–1871. As argued above, the Germans were placing their bets on
deterrence, and resorted to demanding monetary payments. Reprisals
against alleged insurgents were ‘in comparison to other wars, particularly
in the twentieth century, rather mild’.145 The views of the Germans in
1870–1871 were comparable to other historical examples – not least the
US Civil War: the soldiers lacked counter-insurgency experience, and
detested the specific nature and methods of guerrilla warfare, rather than
the overall French resistance or the French people in general.146 Their
treatment of regular soldiers, POWs and civilians fell within the norms of
war. On the other hand, the Germans held little sympathy for the irregular
francs-tireurs. Sometimes they shot them on the spot, in other cases they
were trialled and even after that often unharmed. The German forces clearly
committed acts of excessive violence that would today be seen as war
crimes, i.e. the killing of innocent civilians. However, based on the almost
unanimous scholarly verdict, these reactions were far from exceptional or
excessive, and declarations that demanded a ruthless dealing with francs-
tireurs and enemy resistance in general should always be compared to
actual deeds. There was neither a carte blanche nor a ‘Commissar Order’,
and German soldiers could be held responsible for illegitimate acts of
violence. Situational factors, such as combat stress, fears of subversion,
and threats to supply, were the main reasons for excessive violence and
sometimes-harsh symbolic punishments.147 In this regard, the German occu-
pation was not very different from 1813–1815, where relations had been
rather cordial, and deteriorated only where a combined set of situational
factors emerged.

The Franktireurkrieg should finally be recognised as what it was: an
exaggerated myth. As Alan Forrest stated in accordance with Kanter: it
‘was an invention, a convenient alibi for failure, since in many parts of the
country the call for a partisan insurrection was met with embarrassing
indifference, especially among the peasantry, while agriculture was largely
left undisturbed by the Prussian invasion, even in many departments that
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lay directly in the invader’s path’.148 Rather, the idea of a spontaneous rush
to the colours fitted the French revolutionary narrative and the goal of
creating an image of German ruthlessness, which could be used as rallying
calls in 1914 or after 1940. Yet politicised wartime propaganda – which
various scholars have debunked – continues to serve as a point of reference
for longue durée arguments about the German military.

Pieper maintained that the Germans had ‘a predisposition towards unu-
sually brutal counterinsurgency’.149 However, he also cited Hull’s assessment
of German East Africa (1905–1907), which is backed up by Bührer’s findings,
and Lieb’s research on Ukraine 1918, as counterexamples to German brutal-
isation. If we add to this the almost unanimous scholarly verdict that the
Germans did not exercise extreme measures in 1870–1871, as well as the
more differentiated analysis of German atrocities of 1914, the picture of an
exceptional ‘German Way of War’ before the Second World War must be
questioned. Further research has to investigate whether an alleged
‘guerrillaphobia’150 and ‘dread of irregular warfare’ was inherent or even
‘endemic’151 in the German Army after 1870–1871. After all, which armies do
like guerrilla-wars? And why should the German military have been daunted
by cauchemars of a phenomenon that even the French acknowledged to be
a failure? Only transnational and contextualised comparisons – based on
archival research, or, at least full use of available secondary literature – can
provide anything resembling satisfactory answers and enhance our under-
standing of the German armies between 1870 and 1945.
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