The Franco – Prussian War and the creation of the German Empire, 1870 – 1871

Bismarck did not plan the Franco-Prussian war. The war with France is used by historians as an example of Bismarck taking a situation that was outwith his control and using it to his advantage. He was aware of the possibility of conflict with France following Prussia’s overwhelming victory over Austria in 1866. Remember, the French Emperor, Napoleon III promised to remain neutral in Prussia’s war with Austria in return for vague promises of territorial compensation. Now Napoleon was demanding ‘compensation’ and he tried to purchase the Grand Duchy of Luxembourg from its ruler, the King of the Netherlands. This produced an outcry from German nationalists, as Luxembourg had been a member of the German Confederation. Some southern German states were becoming alarmed at French ambitions and became even more dependent on Prussia. All of this was playing into the hands of Bismarck.

Bismarck saw a victorious war against France as essential to bringing about complete unification of Germany under Prussian control.  France had become isolated, without support from Italy, Russia and Austria, and Bismarck knew this. He couldn’t simply declare war on France, he needed an excuse and it came when a row broke out over who was to be the next king of Spain.

In 1868, a revolution in Spain led to a search for a new ruler. A distant relative of the Spanish royal family, called Leopold of Hohenzollern, was found. However, Leopold was a Prussian. This worried France because she could be surrounded by a strong Prussia in the North and a Prussian ‘puppet’ government in Spain. The offer of the King of Spain was offered to Leopold and he accepted. The French protested on the 9 July 1870 and Leopold withdrew his acceptance of the crown on the 12th. The French Foreign Minister, Gramont, demanded that Prussia never raise the issue of Leopold ruling Spain again. King William of Prussia was on holiday at a health resort in Ems when he got the French demand. William politely refused the French demand and he sent a telegram to Bismarck what had happened and how he intended to reply to the French. 

Bismarck saw his chance and altered the telegram slightly so that it appeared the King had insulted the French ambassador, Benedetti, by refusing to meet him. Bismarck then sent his version of the Ems Telegram to the French and German newspapers for publication. The French reacted with anger and declared war on the 19th of July. Bismarck had what he wanted.

Within a few weeks of war being declared, the French army was crushed at the battle of Sedan and France surrendered in January 1871. The North German Confederation and the South German States realised their only chance of security was as part of a strong unified Germany. In the Palace of Versailles, just outside Paris, the German princes proclaimed King William of Prussia as Kaiser (Emperor) of a unified Germany.

