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FAMOUS EVENTS: What happened on ... ? 

Was ist am 18. Januar 1871 geschehen? 

excluded Austria, they decided to offer the imperial crown to Frederick Wilhelm 
IV, the king of Prussia. 

In "Bismarck and the German Empire," historian 
Erich Eyck wrote: "It was now up to Frederick Wilhelm to fulfill the ardent 
desire of the German nation for unity by accepting the imperial crown. Wilhelm 
was uot the man who the historic hour demanded. He detested election by a 
parliament, a crown offered by representatives of the people. Thal was 
revolution, and he hated the revolution ... So he declined the crown on tl1e 
grounds that he would accept iL only if offered uuanimously by the German 
princes." 

He later wrote famously that he would never accept a crown "from 
the gutter." 

Still, the hopes of the German people for unity did not die, 
and soon von Bismarck, chancellor to the king of Prussia, decided that if German 
unity was inevitable, it must come from the top down rather than the bottom up. 
A.ndjust as important, the new emperor must be the king of 
Pr ussia. 

Serving the new king of Prussia, Wilhelm I, Bismarck orchestrated 
a series of wars in the German states in order to empower Prussia and make unity 
under its leadership ceriain. In 1864 Prussia allied with Austria and won a war 
against Denmark over the territories of Sch les>\~g a11d Holstein. Then, in 1866, 
Prussia went to war with Austria, its Ge1111an rival, and soundly won the battle. 
The road was open to German unification. All of the German princes recognized 
Prussia's power. There was one problem left, however: France. 

For 
centuries, a cornerstone ofFreuch policy had been to play one German state off 
another, and Lhe most powerful nation in Europe would not look kindly upon the 
crf'ation of a massive, powerful neighbor next door. Bismarck knew that before 
11uifrcation could be achieved, France must be humbled. 

In the wake of the 
1866 war, Prussia created a new North German Confederation, an important step in 
w1ification as it brought many German states under direct Prussian authority. 
Manufacturing a diplomatic crisis over the successor to the Spanish throne, 
Bismarck was able to engineer a war between the North German Confederation and 
the Second French Empire under Napoleon III. 

Historiau Alistair Horne 
wrote iu "The Fall of Paris: the Siege and the Commune, 1870-71": "On .July 28, 
1870, Louis-Napoleon rode forth in command of his armies ... with not a s ingle 
Army corps at full strength. As he passed through Metz .. . to an 18-year-old 
(and future World War l general) called Ferdinad Foch, he gave the impression 
'nfa man utlerlyworu •>UL"' 


