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THE FIRST DAYS OF VERDUN

By Matt Moran

LA MORT  
D’EMILE DRIANT
Among the memories of France’s great fallen in World War One, Emile Driant 
has a special place. Not just for me, but for thousands of others in France, 
where he is a national hero. Born in 1855, he had already retired from the army 
and joined the Chamber of Representatives when the war broke out.

In a career spanning a captaincy in the 4th Regiment of 
Zouaves, time on the staff of General Boulanger (whose 
daughter he married), an instructorship at the academy 

of Saint-Cyr and command of the 1st Battalion of Chasseurs, 
as well as over fifteen years of writing pulp military fiction, 
Driant had always been obsessed with the safety of France. 
He had campaigned tirelessly for France to strengthen her 
defences in the wake of her defeat in the Franco-Prussian 
War. He feared a return to the complacency of the 1860s 
which had led to that shattering humiliation.

When the Great War started, he was recalled with a captain’s 
rank, and soon promoted to a lieutenant colonelcy over two 
reserve battalions, the 56th and 59th Chasseurs. By the spring 
of 1915 he and they were stationed in the Verdun sector. All 
through this time he kept his seat in parliament, and was 
even involved in the drafting of the legislation which created 
the Croix de Guerre (which he later received).

Late in 1915, the French command General Joffre began 
removing artillery and infantry from the fortresses around 
Tours and Verdun. He was confident that the fortresses could 
stand on their own merits, and convinced the guns were 

greatly needed elsewhere. Driant wrote to complain about 
this, even using his political contacts to go over Joffre’s head 
– but to no avail. Joffre, Hero of the Marne, was not to be 
crossed... except of course by the German High Command.

On the 21st of February 1916, the Germans started 
Unternehmen Gericht (Operation Judgement) the infer-
nal slaughter that was Verdun. As the last French fortress 
to surrender in the Franco-Prussian War, Verdun was a 
symbol of French pride and valour. Therefore, Falken-
hayn decided to attack it in order to draw French forces 
into a battle they could not politically afford to lose, and 
could therefore be bled white in fighting. As time wore 
on however, the Germans began to see victory at Verdun 
as a point of pride as well, until both sides were locked 
in a grim war of attrition that far exceeded the Somme in 
every respect. The impact of this eleven month siege on the 
French consciousness can only helpfully be compared to 
that of Stalingrad on the Volga.

Before the big guns began their weeks of remorseless 
pounding and before whole divisions were swallowed 
by fire and earth, there were two battalions of reservists 

A map of the board.After months of fighting, Verdun became a hellish nightmare.
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in the Bois des Caures, twelve hundred strong, under the 
command of Lt. Col. Emile Driant.

Since the area had a high water table, trenches were 
impractical. Therefore, Driant ordered his men to create a 
series of foxholes and similar small positions, backed up 
by existing concrete works. When the German guns began 
firing on the 21st, the French lines were unaccountably thin 
– Joffre was still convinced that there would be no attack 
against Verdun, and refused to weaken the line elsewhere 
to reinforce a “quiet sector”, despite numerous reports of 
the Germans massing men and guns in huge numbers.

SCENARIO FOR ‘TO THE LAST MAN’ – 
LE BOIS DES CAURES
It is late on the 22nd of February, and the Chasseurs are 
finally falling back under immense German pressure. Emile 
Driant and the men closest to him are trying to reach safety 
with the enemy right on their heels.

French Forces – All Stubborn:
2 Sergeants & Lt. Col. Emile Driant
Section 1 – 6 men with rifles & bombs
Section 2 – 6 men with 4 rifles & 2 Chauchats
Section 3 – 8 men with 6 rifles & 2 VB grenade launchers
Section 4 – 8 men with 6 rifles & 2 VB grenade launchers

German Forces – All Regular:
Leutnant & Feldwebel
8 Gruppen – 8 men with rifles each

Victory Conditions
The French must attempt to leave the board via the far short 
board edge, while causing as many casualties as possible. 
They gain victory points for the following events:

2pts: Emile Driant exits the board
2pts: A French section exits the board at half strength or more
1pts: A German section is routed or destroyed
1pts: A French section exits the board at less than half strength

The game ends once there are no more French models on the 
board. The levels of victory are as follows:
12pts+  French major victory
7-11pts  French minor victory
3-6pts  German minor victory
1-2pts  German major victory

AFTERMATH
As the French lines began to break under the storm of the 
Germans’ massive assault, Driant held his men firm. When the 
guns stopped and the infantry advanced, his men broke cover 
to scythe them down over and over again, forming a salient 
well into the afternoon of the next day. They were buying 
France time to reinforce Verdun with their lives, but soon their 
position was clearly untenable. They were outflanked and 
worn down to just five hundred men, most of them wounded.

Driant ordered a retreat, and the chasseurs began to fall back 
through the woods with the Germans hot on their heels. At 
one point, the now sixty-one year old colonel saw one of his 
men fall and ran back to help him. He too was hit. “Oh Là!” 
he cried, “Mon Dieu!” - “Oh my! My God!” He fell to the 
ground, and was dead before his men could reach him.

He and his men had stood against the German tide for over 
twenty-four hours, and bought the time needed to turn Verdun 
into an even fight rather than a German victory. His Chasseurs 
slowed the overall German advance too, since their dogged 
defence proved that even the new tactics of overpowering 
artillery fire in unbelievable quantities were not enough to 
wipe out determined, dug-in defenders. They advanced much 
more cautiously from then on! Driant’s Chasseurs were not 
alone in their defiance of the odds on those cold hillsides, 
but he was the first high-ranking casualty of the Battle of 
Verdun. Combined with his Cassandra-like predictions about 
the danger the sector was in, and his undoubted personal cour-
age, he has become a symbol of French valour in the face of the 
same bureaucratic war-making we accuse our own generals of 
in Britain. Whether you believe Joffre to be a donkey or not, his 
reservists fought like lions among the horror of Verdun. WS&S

The Germans set up their line.The Germans advance on Verdun.
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