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Three Wars Of German Unification

Introduction: The Path to a Unified Germany

The story of how Germany transformed from a loose collection of independent states into a single, powerful nation-state is one of the most dramatic episodes
in 19th-century European history. At the heart of this transformation lie the Three Wars of German Unification. Fought between 1864 and 1871, these
conflicts were not random acts of aggression but calculated steps orchestrated by the master strategist Otto von Bismarck, the Minister President of Prussia.
Understanding these wars is essential for grasping how modern Germany was forged and how the balance of power in Europe was permanently altered. This
article explores each conflict in detail, examining the causes, key events, and lasting consequences of the Second Schleswig War, the Austro-Prussian War,
and the Franco-Prussian War.

The Context: A Divided German Confederation

Before delving into the wars themselves, it is vital to understand the political landscape of Central Europe in the mid-1800s. Following the Congress of
Vienna in 1815, the German Confederation was established as a loose association of 39 sovereign states. This Confederation was dominated by two major
powers: the Austrian Empire and the Kingdom of Prussia. The idea of a unified German nation had been growing in popularity, fueled by nationalism and
economic cooperation like the Zollverein (a customs union led by Prussia). However, the fundamental question was who would lead this unification. The
"Greater German" solution envisioned a unified Germany including Austria, while the "Lesser German" solution proposed a Germany without Austria, under
Prussian leadership. Prussia, under King Wilhelm I and his ambitious minister Bismarck, was determined to pursue the latter path, even if it meant war.

Bismarck famously declared that the great questions of the day would be decided not by speeches and majority resolutions, "but by iron and blood." This
philosophy guided the Three Wars of German Unification, each designed to weaken a rival and consolidate Prussian power.

The First War: The Second Schleswig War (1864)

Origins of the Conflict over Schleswig and Holstein

The first of the three wars began over the disputed territories of Schleswig and Holstein. These two duchies were linked to the Danish Crown but had strong
German ties. Holstein was a member of the German Confederation, while Schleswig was not. The issue came to a head when the Danish King, Christian IX,
signed the November Constitution of 1863, which formally integrated Schleswig into the Kingdom of Denmark. This action was a direct violation of previous
treaties and enraged German nationalists.

Bismarck's Diplomatic Trap

Bismarck saw an opportunity. He convinced Austria to join Prussia in a war against Denmark. This was a strategic move for several reasons. First, it allowed
Bismarck to pose as a defender of German interests, boosting his nationalist credentials. Second, it gave him a chance to test the reformed Prussian army.
Third, and most importantly, it created a diplomatic quagmire that he would later use against Austria.

The war itself was short and decisive. The combined forces of Prussia and Austria, with the Prussian army showing remarkable efficiency and modern tactics,
defeated the Danish army quickly. The Battle of Dybbøl became a symbol of Prussian military might.

The Outcome: The Convention of Gastein

By the Treaty of Vienna in October 1864, Denmark ceded Schleswig, Holstein, and Lauenburg to the victorious powers of Prussia and Austria. The
subsequent Convention of Gastein in August 1865 divided the spoils: Austria administered Holstein, while Prussia administered Schleswig. This
arrangement was deliberately vague and created a source of endless friction between the two German powers. The seeds of the second war had been sown.
This initial conflict was not just a war over territory; it was the first deliberate step in the broader campaign of the Three Wars of German Unification.

The Second War: The Austro-Prussian War (1866)

The Seven Weeks' War

Known also as the Seven Weeks' War, the Austro-Prussian War was the decisive struggle for dominance in the German Confederation. The administration of
the conquered duchies (Schleswig and Holstein) provided endless excuses for friction. Bismarck engineered these disputes, accusing Austria of violating the
Convention of Gastein. When Austria brought the dispute before the German Diet, Bismarck declared that the Confederation had been violated, and Prussian
troops marched into Holstein.

Bismarck's Strategic Genius

Bismarck ensured that Prussia would not fight alone. He secured neutrality from France (through a vague promise of territory, the details of which would later
prove explosive), an alliance with Italy (who wanted Venetia from Austria), and even managed to keep Russia neutral. The result was a war in which Austria
faced a formidable coalition. On the battlefield, the Prussian army, equipped with the revolutionary Dreyse needle gun (a breech-loading rifle that allowed
soldiers to fire while lying down), proved vastly superior to the Austrian muzzle-loading rifles.

The Decisive Battle: Königgrätz (Sadowa)

The climax of the war came on July 3, 1866, at the Battle of Königgrätz (also known as Sadowa) in Bohemia. It was the largest battle fought in Europe until
World War I. Over 200,000 Prussian soldiers faced a slightly larger Austrian force. Thanks to superior tactics, better logistics, and the needle gun, the



Prussians achieved a stunning victory. The Austrian army was shattered.

The Peace of Prague and the Dissolution of the German Confederation

Bismarck showed remarkable restraint in victory. He insisted on a moderate peace treaty, the Peace of Prague, to avoid humiliating Austria and creating a
bitter enemy for the future. Austria lost no territory to Prussia except Venetia, which went to Italy. However, the political consequences were immense. The
German Confederation was dissolved. Austria was excluded from German affairs. Prussia annexed several north German states that had sided with Austria,
creating a contiguous block of territory. Prussia also formed the North German Confederation, a new federal state under Prussian leadership. This was the
second of the Three Wars of German Unification, and it permanently shifted the balance of power in Central Europe.

The Third War: The Franco-Prussian War (1870–1871)

The Outbreak: The Ems Dispatch

The final war was the most dramatic and had the most profound consequences. The immediate cause was the candidacy of a Prussian prince, Leopold of
Hohenzollern-Sigmaringen, for the vacant Spanish throne. The French Emperor, Napoleon III, viewed this as a threat of Prussian encirclement. He demanded
that King Wilhelm I of Prussia renounce the candidacy and give assurances that it would never be revived.

King Wilhelm met with the French ambassador at the spa town of Bad Ems and politely refused the demand. He sent a telegram to Bismarck describing the
meeting. Bismarck edited the telegram, the famous Ems Dispatch, to make it sound as though the King had treated the ambassador with contempt. He then
released the doctored version to the press in both Prussia and France. The effect was electric. National pride was inflamed on both sides, and France declared
war on July 19, 1870.

The War: Prussian Superiority

The French army was considered the finest in Europe, but the Prussian-led German armies were better prepared, better organized, and had superior leadership
under the Chief of the General Staff, Helmuth von Moltke the Elder. The war was a series of stunning German victories. The French army was split into two
main forces. One, under Napoleon III himself, was surrounded at the Battle of Sedan on September 1, 1870. The Emperor was captured, and his Second
Empire collapsed. The other French army was besieged in Paris for months, enduring terrible hardship before finally surrendering in January 1871.

The Proclamation of the German Empire

The crowning moment of the war—and of the entire process of unification—occurred not in a conquered capital, but at the Palace of Versailles, the symbol
of French royal power. On January 18, 1871, in the Hall of Mirrors, the assembled German princes proclaimed King Wilhelm I of Prussia as German
Emperor (Kaiser). This date was deliberately chosen as the anniversary of the coronation of the first King of Prussia in 1701. The new German Empire was a
federal state, with Prussia as its dominant power. This was the final act of the Three Wars of German Unification.

The Treaty of Frankfurt

The war formally ended with the Treaty of Frankfurt in May 1871. The terms were harsh. France was forced to cede the territory of Alsace (minus Belfort)
and part of Lorraine to Germany. France was also required to pay an enormous indemnity of five billion francs and was occupied by German troops until the
debt was paid. This harsh settlement created a deep-seated desire for revenge in France and poisoned Franco-German relations for decades, contributing
directly to the tensions that would lead to World War I.

Key Figures of the Three Wars

To fully appreciate the Three Wars of German Unification, it is helpful to understand the key individuals who shaped them:

Otto von Bismarck: The Prussian Minister President and later Chancellor of the German Empire. His diplomatic skill, ruthless pragmatism, and
strategic vision were the driving force behind all three wars.
King Wilhelm I of Prussia (later Kaiser Wilhelm I): The monarch who supported Bismarck, even when he had doubts about the wars. He became
the first Emperor of a unified Germany.
Helmuth von Moltke the Elder: The Chief of the General Staff who reorganized the Prussian army and masterfully planned the campaigns of all
three wars, especially the swift victory over France.
Albrecht von Roon: The Prussian Minister of War who reformed the army in the years before the wars, giving Prussia a decisive military advantage.
Napoleon III: The Emperor of France whose ill-judged declaration of war triggered the Franco-Prussian War, leading to his own downfall and the end
of the Second French Empire.

Weapons, Tactics, and Technology

The Three Wars of German Unification were not just about politics; they were also a showcase for new military technologies and tactics.

The Dreyse Needle Gun: This Prussian breech-loading rifle allowed a soldier to fire up to three times faster than an Austrian or French soldier using a
muzzle-loader. It could be reloaded from a prone position, making soldiers much harder to hit. This was a decisive advantage at Königgrätz.
The Railway: Prussia used railways to move troops with unprecedented speed. Moltke's detailed planning of rail logistics allowed Prussia to
concentrate forces faster than its enemies, a key factor in the victory over France.
The Telegraph: The telegraph allowed for rapid communication between Berlin and the front lines, giving Prussian commanders better control over
their armies than their opponents.
Breech-loading Artillery: By the time of the Franco-Prussian War, Prussian artillery had also been improved. The Krupp steel breech-loading
cannons outranged and outperformed the French bronze muzzle-loaders, providing devastating fire support.
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Consequences: A New Balance of Power in Europe

The conclusion of the Three Wars of German Unification fundamentally changed Europe. The new German Empire was the dominant power on the
continent. Its population of over 40 million, its rapidly industrializing economy, and its powerful army made it a force to be reckoned with.

The balance of power system that had operated since 1815, in which the great powers (Britain, France, Austria, Russia, Prussia) checked each other, was
broken. Austria was sidelined, turning its attention to the Balkans. France was humiliated


