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The Zabern Affair: “The Alsatian Bogeyman” (1913)

Abstract

Germany annexed Alsace-Lorraine in 1871, this followed the French defeat in the Franco-Prussian War.
The administration of the province was difficult, since the local population resented being incorporated
into Germany. The conflict between civilians and Prussian military authorities culminated in the so-
called Zabern Affair of 1913, which occurred in the Alsatian town of the same name. It began when a
Prussian lieutenant used the derogatory term "Wackes" to refer to an Alsatian recruit. The story
appeared in the French and German press, and the lieutenant faced threats and heckling from the local
population, who believed that he had insulted Alsatians in general. The army responded by imprisoning
local citizens. The cartoon below, which was drawn by Olaf Gulbransson and published in Simplicissimus
in November 1913, features small, powerless Alsatian citizens and a larger-than-life Prussian officer, who
scoops up frightened villagers. The affair deepened feelings of mistrust toward the German army.
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Source: Olaf Gulbransson, “Der Bauernschreck im Elsass,” Simplicissimus, no. 35, November 24, 1913.
http://www.simplicissimus.info/uploads/tx_lombkswjournaldb/pdf/1/18/18_35.pdf
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