Of Roses, Monuments and Soldiers
Along the ‘Siegfried Line’

A personal travelogue

“We are hanging our washes on the Siegfried Line”: An English soldiers’ song. The
Siegfried Line — the route of the retreat lines laid down by the German General
Staff in 1914 — from Ypres, via Arras, St Quentin, Reims, Verdun and Lunéville to
Mulhouse: the Belgian and French regions of Flanders, the Argonne and the
Ardennes, whose soil has been soaked with blood and ravaged by metal through
four major wars over the past two centuries.

My paternal grandfather, a soldier in 1914, fell in the second month of the war,
and now, eighty years on, his grandson visits the battlefields.

Douaumont: the rising hill is planted with rose bushes. They are in bloom: 14,637
individual rose bushes. Against the dark green of the well-tended lawn, the red of
the blossoms appears even more intense. A Garden of Eden?

No. A garden of death, and its gardeners were the Grim Reaper, the foreign
enemy, and their own military commanders, who, with their orders, sent
hundreds of thousands into battle.

Each of these rose bushes stands before a white cross. On every cross is a small
plague bearing a name and a date. And however different the names and dates
may be, they all have one thing in common: ‘Morts pour la France’ — Died for
France — is the one thing they share; it is inscribed as the base line on each of
these plaques. The other thing: it is only privates and non-commissioned officers
who found their final resting place here. An entire division. Without officers. Left
to fend for themselves.

‘Necropole Nationale’ — National Cemetery — is inscribed on a large copper
plague at the top of the hill. There, where the large car parks are situated, where
visitors arrive and look down the hill. There, where the wreaths are laid. The
buried soldiers have their backs turned on them — on the visitors and the
wreaths. The nameplates face down the valley, looking across the ridges towards
Verdun. Does the visitor realise that, up here, they are standing in the back row
of the dead?

‘Morts pour la France’? Were the soldiers ever asked for whom they gave their
lives? Was it for France? Or was it for their families, their wives and children,
their parents, their culture — which they sought to defend against the attack?

The German Empire had declared war on France on 3 August 1914, and the
German troops had marched. Seven German armies crossed the borders
simultaneously. Everyone had anticipated this war; they had factored in. Just not
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so soon. It had been factored in for 1916-1917, not as early as 1914. The German
troops had been sent off at home with flowers and cheerful enthusiasm.

Had they been prepared to die for Germany? Or was their willingness — like that of
the eight million French soldiers and the two million American soldiers who went
to war — simply dictated by the military code? A code that left them no alternative.

Taking part meant running the risk of being killed honourably for ‘God and
Emperor’. Later, this became ‘For Fiihrer and Fatherland’. And today?

Refusing to go to war meant a court-martial for desertion, a death sentence and
certain death. Did they have a choice, nevertheless?

If war meant ‘the continuation of politics by other means’: had anyone asked
them whether they were prepared to help carry on that policy? To surrender not
only their political voice, but also their personal lives?

There was no need. Everything had been well prepared. The enthusiasm, the
cheerful acceptance, made any questions superfluous. And today? No, we are no
longer cheerful.

In the immediate vicinity of Verdun alone, there are 74 military cemeteries
containing 153,969 identified dead: 80,726 French (in 43 cemeteries), 54,845
Germans (in 29 cemeteries) and 18,398 Americans (in 2 cemeteries).

Unimaginable figures? Anyone can walk past these 153,969 names. Each and
every one of us.

One by one. Name by name.

And yet, what do they mean compared to the 130,000 French and German men
whose bodies, whose individual identities could no longer be identified, and who
were buried together in the vaults of the Douaumont ossuary?

And yet, what do these 130,000 ‘unknown soldiers’, who were given a communal
grave above the 14,637 individual crosses, mean compared to the 750,000 dead
in the battles for Verdun alone?

Statisticians, who count even the dead without judgement, give us the overall
figures.

The First World War involved 67 million soldiers. Dead?: 8,732,545 men. Dead.
Eight million. ‘In death we are all equal’. The ratio can be calculated: it
is 8:1. Is that a consolation? Were these soldiers then left to their own devices?

But that is not the case: a culture that distinguishes between heaven and hell
acts logically when the ordinary soldiers, who were killed in the hell of the battles
of Verdun, are left to their own devices. The illustrious figures of the officers and
commanders could not be accommodated there either, for order reigns in this
hell: 45 crosses side by side, in 12 rows one after the other, then a large gap, and
again 45 crosses side by side and 12 rows one after the other, and then again ...



No one lies out of line there. So where should the officers have been placed? In
lockstep with their soldiers? No, that must not and therefore cannot be the case.
In that case, one might as well do away with the officers’ messes altogether!

Officers came home, alive or dead. And if, for national reasons, one did remain in
the area, then an officer was given his own mausoleum, like Colonel Driant. He
was the commander of the 56th and 59th Jager Battalions, who, as a Member of
the French National Assembly representing Nancy, tabled the bill for the creation
of the War Merit Cross.

What did the ordinary soldiers contribute?

Their faith? In the small French military cemetery at Tracy-le-Mont, 200 km from
Verdun, the crosses stand in long rows. Amidst the rows of crosses, there are,
time and again, gravestones that taper into a double arch at the top, engraved
with a crescent and star — for the soldiers of the Muslim Moroccan infantry —and
also individual gravestones with a semicircular top and a Star of David — for the
French soldiers of the Jewish faith. Comrade beside comrade, regardless of faith.

In Douaumont, by contrast, all is in order: fields of 12 by 45 crosses, Christian, all
rows running parallel to the ossuary; the next field of crosses, Christian; all the
fields are laid out in this way, except for one: Muslim headstones, and only those,
16 by 50, running perpendicular to the ossuary. And the French Jews? You really
have to look for them.

Quote: “The ossuary was built on the site of the former Thiaumont farmstead,
the name of which can be read on a ruined wall a few hundred metres further
west. Next to it stands a monument to the Israelites who died voluntarily for
France.” End of quote.

The ossuary is a Catholic institution. The foundation stone was laid in 1920; the
bones were transferred from the temporary ossuary in 1927; and the building
was completed and consecrated in 1932. The funds for its construction were
raised by Catholics in France, Belgium, Canada, Switzerland and the United
States. There were no Catholics in Germany at that time.

In the tower of the ossuary hangs a bell. Weighing 2.3 tonnes: the Victory Bell.

130,000 soldiers lie buried here in crypts. French and Germans, torn to pieces by
high-explosive shells until they were beyond recognition.

One of them was laid to rest beneath the Arc de Triomphe in Paris. As the glorious
‘Tomb of the Unknown Soldier’. A Frenchman. Who knows? A German?

‘History must be rewritten at least every fifty years’. Has it been rewritten in the
meantime?

Change of scene.



Verdun (Celtic: ‘strong fortress’), today: ‘Ville de la Paix’ (City of Peace).

A French garrison town, even today. In February 1916, all the inhabitants had to
leave the town, and Verdun became a military command post, communications
and supply centre.

As you leave the tourist information centre, today’s visitor is suddenly
confronted by five larger-than-life statues of soldiers. To the glory and honour of
the glorious French army.

On the main road, between the houses, built into the hillside that separates the
lower town by the river from the castle hill on which the citadel was erected,
there are wide steps rising steeply, ending in a victory monument. The sword-
bearing figure crowning the monument towers above the town’s houses.

‘City of Peace’? Simply sticking on a new label does not change what lies
beneath. The upper crypt contains the golden book of the order’s recipients. The
monument was consecrated in 1929.

In 1984, French President Mitterrand and German Chancellor Kohl solemnly
reaffirmed at the Douaumont military cemetery that the French and Germans
were no longer adversaries, but had become friends.

Is there a similar ceremony at a German military cemetery in Germany for
German soldiers?

In 1995, in light of the economic difficulties, French President Chirac declared:
“La France est belle, la France est forte, la France est riche!” (France is beautiful,
France is strong, France is rich.)

Is it a masculine nation? Is it a masculine display of bravado, boasting of a power
one does not actually possess?

1914-1918: France’s glorious ‘Great Patriotic War’'? Greatness expressed in the
number of the dead?

Militarily, the First World War was brought to an end by the intervention of the
American armies. One has to look this up in the footnotes or the appendix,
however.

The more modest the claim, the grander the monuments?
A change of scene.

Mont de Lion (Lion’s Mountain). A place better known as ‘The Battle of Waterloo’ or
‘The Battle of Belle-Alliance’.

A towering, artificially constructed circular pyramid. A sign reads: ‘People with
heart conditions are advised not to climb.” Crowning it all is a huge lion. In the car
park stands a statue of Napoleon.

All together — at a bend in a country road — two restaurants — “Napoleon” and
“Les Allies” facing each other — the circular pyramid with the lion, a panoramic
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building, painted white, and the visitor centre with its shows, cinema and
souvenirs: all about Napoleon.

But appearances are deceptive, and the story was different: in 1815, the last
great Frenchman, Napoleon Bonaparte, lost his final major battle here against
the Allied forces of the English, Prussians and Dutch.

The round pyramid with the huge lion, cast from the metal of French cannons, is
actually dedicated to the memory of the Prince of Orange, then commander-in-
chief of the Dutch troops, who was wounded at this very spot. However, the
monument now stands not only in Belgium — 15 years after the Battle of
Waterloo, the Catholic provinces of the Netherlands seceded and founded the
state of Belgium — but also in the Walloon (i.e. French-speaking) part of Belgium.
What use is a Protestant and Dutch prince there?

The best way to gloss over such embarrassments is simply not to talk about
them.

And wasn’t that a fantastic defeat that Napoleon had to swallow? Apparently, he
didn’t care about 200,000 dead, give or take’.

Quote: “The need not only to exercise one’s power, but also to demonstrate it
constantly — in part through symbolic acts — and to see it reflected ceaselessly in
triumph over others and in the subservience of others — this, precisely, is
‘Gloire’.” A mentality that in Germany would be associated with Emperor
Wilhelm Il or the Fihrer Adolf Hitler.

Just imagine what would have happened if this Napoleon — apparently he fought
there all on his own — had won the battle! We’d all be speaking French today.

So this bend in the country road has two sides to it: the glorious memory of a
great Frenchman who fought valiantly, and the fact that Bllcher arrived just in
time with the Prussian artillery to stand by the Duke of Wellington.

‘Two against one’ has always been unfair. It depends on how you look at it. No
wonder the valiant Napoleon was bound to lose. Only historians still speak of the
Duke of Orange.

Change of scene.

Tracy-la-Val. My grandfather must be buried somewhere here. My father was
only six months old when his father died here in September 1914 during the
advance of the 1st German Army.

A comrade-in-arms wrote this down for my father: “Darkness is falling and
spreading its veil over all the horror that we humans have wrought upon one
another. We creep about, searching for the victims. | go to my friend; together
with three loyal comrades from his corporal’s squad, we carry our dear departed
to his final resting place, which we prepare for him on the battlefield, south of
the road. Part of the 12th Corporal’s platoon, the company sergeant-major and |
wrap our comrade in his tent canvas in the military manner, lay him in the fresh
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grave and cover him with his greatcoat. Amidst the sporadic gunfire of a battle
drawing to a close, we cover the day’s greatest sorrow with fresh earth and
adorn the grave with a cross bound from birch twigs. Late that very night, the
order to march back arrives. | pause for a moment at my friend’s grave ...
Then | must leave my friend and entrust the watch over him to the stars.”

Or as an officer on the staff of the IX Army Corps described it in the *Hamburger
Fremdenblatt* in 1934: “The attack on the village of Tracy le Val, situated below
Tracy le Mont, had, however, failed. The troops had fought their way through the
woods as far as the first houses of this village, where they had been forced to dig
in.”

My grandfather’s grave cannot be found. No military cemeteries are established
during an advance or a retreat.

Grandfather! On the one hand, you were unlucky not to survive the war, and you
weren’t prudent enough to die later on, during the war of position, when the
dead were collected and, at least from a military point of view, could still be laid
to rest in a proper grave. On the other hand, you remained a simple man; with
your body, you gave a great tree the strength to grow, and no one is raking over
you, in the grid-like plots of a military cemetery where nothing grows except the
grass that has sprung up over your graves.

Change of scene.

Hautcourt. Travelling along the N3 national road from Verdun to Etail. Stop, slow
down for a moment — there was a small sign just now: ‘German Military
Cemetery 1914-1918'. Fittingly, the narrow lay-by beside the road is positioned
in such a way that you only reach it once you’ve almost driven past the cemetery.

An area bordered by bushes. Slender black metal crosses on the lawn. Two
names on each of the two sides. Four names per cross. Apparently the German
soldiers were less Christian — one cross is enough for four men.

8,784 German soldiers are buried here. Not husbands, fathers, sons or brothers.
No, they are soldiers — that is what they all were. Well, it is a relief to know that
no civilians are buried here.

Now the reason for the crosses for four becomes clear: it’s simply more space-
efficient, cheaper and less imposing than the fourfold area required for a cross
for each individual.

But | do not wish to be any more unfair than | already am. It was 1,920 French
soldiers who laid out this cemetery. For their German comrades. It is a matter of
final honour. After the bloody battles that tore bodies to shreds, all conducted
honourably in accordance with the rules of decency set out in the agreed Hague
Convention on Land Warfare, a comradely grave.

At the entrance to the cemeteries, in a box set into the entrance wall, there is
always a list of names of those buried there. Here, there is also a visitors’ book.
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Many handwritten entries. Two are worth highlighting: “Very neat. Very proper.
We liked it. Association of Former Frontline Soldiers (town)” and: “After 78 years,
we have found our grandfather’s grave. We are deeply moved. Family (name)”



