
        
            
                
            
        

    
[image: image]

WORLD WAR I

The War That Shaped Our World
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Stripes and stars U.S. soldiers who remained in Russia until 1919 cheer the beginning of their journey home. They are displaying the flag backward, as Army regulations require it to be aligned on the right sleeve of uniforms. Or maybe they were too happy to notice their mistake.
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Wearily we roll along British soldiers march through the muddy, battle-scarred fields of Flanders during the Battle of Passchendaele in 1917.
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Introduction

America Tips the Scales

As the Great War descended into mass slaughter, the U.S. stepped in

By Jeff Shaara
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Hail to the victors: joyous U.S. Army troops return to America in 1918, after helping bring four years of war to an end.

Not every war has a victor, or a vanquished foe. Korea, for example, produced neither, an unsatisfying result for all concerned. But where there is a clear-cut victory for one side over another, history and geography are often altered. Empires collapse, all-powerful leaders vanish, the boundaries between nations shift, some borders are eliminated altogether. In the case of World War I, all were true.

The war years, 1914 through 1918, can be described as some of the most dismal in human history: powerful nations slugged it out in what became a bloody stalemate, its killing fields narrow and well defined, a slice of Western Europe churned into the perfect ruin of a no-man’s-land. The war stories include attacks and retreats, bloody disasters and short-lived successes, mistakes and brilliance and human carnage on a scale the world had never seen before. As so often happens, new technology had outpaced man’s ability to adapt to it. The machine gun, poison gas, the tank, long-range artillery, the airplane—all were brought to a fight that began with men still advancing in long lines, some on horseback, straight into the guns of their enemy.

Though few leaders on either side would admit it, the great challenge facing their most inventive military minds was: How do we end this? Slaughter without victory can, and did, become slaughter without end. When both sides exercise an equal capacity for killing, what can be done to tip the scale?

Enter the U.S.

After three years of vain attempts to keep America neutral, President Woodrow Wilson finally committed the nation’s industrial might to our closest allies, the British and French. Steel, petroleum, chemicals, manufacturing: all the assets of a burgeoning industrial power were sent to the Continent. But it was manpower as much as hardware that our European allies required: their desperate hope was for fresh troops they could feed into the meat grinder that had already consumed a generation of young Frenchmen, Britons, Germans and others.

To command this force, Wilson selected Gen. John J. Pershing, a 56-year-old veteran of the Spanish-American War, a West Pointer with a rugged disposition and a reputation as a straight-backed disciplinarian. Pershing came with a nickname, “Black Jack,” picked up from his days commanding a unit of the Army’s Buffalo Soldiers, a post that few white officers of the day had been willing to accept. He also had his detractors, mostly the Army’s Old Guard, men perched in lofty offices in Washington, each one believing himself more capable for the task. But Wilson wouldn’t bend. The job belonged to Pershing.

As the American Expeditionary Force mobilized, volunteers flocked to various training facilities across the U.S., and shortages of every kind of equipment emerged. Men trained with wooden rifles, wooden artillery pieces, fired nonexistent ammunition. The AEF officers scrambled to house, instruct and inspire this new fighting force, led by a man who knew the value of training. It was then that Pershing received a very special gift, offered to him by the commandant of the Marine Corps: two regiments of well-trained and experienced Marines. Pershing accepted the offer, and men accustomed to life on the sea would soon find themselves fighting as foot soldiers.

Once he arrived in Europe, Pershing came under immediate pressure from his Allied counterparts to distribute the newly assembled and barely trained Army into understrength French and British units, to plug the enormous holes caused by their unending war of attrition. But Pershing would have none of it: he insisted the Americans be kept together, under U.S. officers who would lead their men under an American flag. Skeptical European commanders warned that Pershing’s fledgling force would be no match for the hard-earned experience of their enemy, and argued that without European guidance, the wet-eared Americans would quickly become cannon fodder. Instead, Pershing’s men brought a surge of energy and fighting spirit that the brutal war had drained from the Allies.

If there had been doubts about the adaptability of the Marines to war on land, they soon vanished. In June 1918, at a large patch of forest known as Belleau Wood, these Marines, alongside U.S. Army and scattered Allied units, surprised and halted a massive German offensive that was driving hard toward the city of Paris. If the Germans occupied the French capital, the crumbling morale of the French army and its government would likely have resulted in surrender. Instead, the Americans offered their Allies something rare: a victory. They saved Paris.

In September 1918, Pershing drove his forces against the Germans in the Meuse-Argonne Offensive, where more than 500,000 Americans engaged in nearly two months of bitter fighting. For a German army accustomed to stalemate and the weakening resolve of its foe, Pershing’s brutal pressure resulted in Germany’s acceptance of an armistice. At last, on Nov. 11, 1918, the war ended.

For generations since, the most prominent European histories of the war have played down the impact of America’s involvement. With all due respect to our Allies, who sacrificed so much for so long to hold the Central Powers at bay, it was the AEF that turned the tide. I am asked often if there is a single event responsible for the Allied victory. Heroes are many, of course, on all sides. For the Americans, there are the familiar legends: Alvin York, Douglas MacArthur, Eddie Rickenbacker and the lesser-known Raoul Lufbery, Samuel Woodfill, Charles Whittlesey, men who have earned their place in our history. But above them all is their commander, John J. Pershing, who led his inexperienced Army to a war none of the original participants knew how to win. Black Jack showed them how. And for that, this American hero deserves special mention, and a place in our memories.

Jeff Shaara is the widely acclaimed author of 14 best-selling novels on U.S. military history. The Frozen Hours, his fictional account of the Korean War, is scheduled to appear in May 2017.


Gallery

Darkness, Visible

The Great War brought combat into the modern age, as new weapons turned battles into artillery duels and the fighting at times resembled sheer carnage
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The fog of war The Great War introduced a host of new weapons to warfare, taking combat into the sky with dirigibles and airplanes and beneath the waves with advanced submarines. Yet for many soldiers on the Western Front—like these Scottish troops at the Battle of the Somme in 1916—the war was confined to trenches dug deep into the earth. Months could be spent on the same acre or two of land, as artillery shells cratered the ground and snipers picked off careless men who let their heads protrude above the trench.





[image: image]

Smithereens On June 7, 1917, the British launched the Battle of Messines in Flanders by exploding enormous bombs they had placed in tunnels dug in secret beneath the German lines. The blasts were among the largest non-nuclear explosions in history: audible across the English Channel in London, they killed an estimated 10,000 German soldiers. Above, British troops stand on the lip of one immense crater and survey the devastation they have wrought.

The Great War reflected the huge strides in science and technology made in the 19th century: it was the first modern war. Fittingly, it was also the first to be photographed in color, via the Autochrome process developed by the inventors of projected cinema, the Lumière brothers.
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A deficit of vision  Blinded by tear gas, soldiers of Britain’s 55th (West Lancashire) Division—linked together for safety—await treatment at a medical dressing station behind the front line during the Battle of Estaires, part of Germany’s 1918 Spring Offensive in Flanders.

Tear gas was one of the least potent gases used in the war. Chlorine, phosgene and other types of gas were much more deadly; they have been termed the first weapons of mass destruction. The Geneva Protocol of 1925, signed by most nations involved in the war, outlawed chemical warfare, with general but not complete success.
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Speed and surprise A German soldier, center, hurls a potato-masher grenade during an infantry advance in Germany’s Michael Offensive in 1918. A French soldier lies dead at right.

The Germans used tactics new to trench warfare in this attack: small squads of soldiers, christened storm-troopers, moved at high speed to disrupt enemy lines, improvising their strategy on the move.
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Returning heroes In a scene similar to Alfred Eisenstadt’s iconic picture of a sailor kissing a nurse at the end of World War II, a U.S. Marine returning from the Great War canoodles with an admirer. The photo was taken at a homecoming parade, probably in New York on Sept. 10, 1919.





The War Shapes a New World

The modern map of Eastern Europe and the Middle East dates to the Great War

1914: An Old Order Goes to War

As the conflict begins, three great empires are threatened


Austro-Hungarian Empire

United in 1867, Austria and Hungary were prosperous nations, but under aging Emperor Franz Joseph, their social orders remained stuck in the era of Strauss waltzes. An autonomous region, Croatia-Slovenia, was also part of the last Habsburg empire.

Russian Empire

The monarchy failed to pass the stress test of World War I. Czar Nicholas II abdicated in March 1917, and the Bolsheviks ended up in power, initiating a socialist regime. Yet the borders of Russia’s component provinces remained relatively stable over the decades.

Ottoman Empire

In 1908 a group of reformers—the famed Young Turks—took power in declining Turkey and strove to modernize the nation, but Balkan conflicts stalled their progress. War hero Mustafa Kemal eventually took power and turned Turkey’s face to the West, and the future.
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1919: Cartographers Redraw Their Maps

In the conflict’s wake, some regions undergo major transformations


Czechoslovakia

Formed in 1918, the union of two ethnic groups, Czechs and Slovaks, fell under Nazi domination in World War II and then under Soviet control as part of the Warsaw Pact. After the U.S.S.R. fell, the union was dissolved into two nations, the Czech Republic and Slovakia, in 1993.

Yugoslavia

A new state, the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes, was created in 1918 and became Yugoslavia in 1929. Occupied by Germany in 1941, it became a socialist federation of six republics in 1946, then broke up in the 1990s.

The Middle East

After the war, Turkey fought the Allies’ initial peace terms but did agree to give up Ottoman lands that became Iraq, Palestine (today’s Israel, the West Bank and Gaza) and Transjordan (today’s Jordan), all held by Britain; and Syria and Lebanon, held by France.
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Prelude

The Wild Cards of War

Europe’s exhausted old order breeds a conflict that will destroy it
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Gavrilo Princip, second from right, is arrested after shooting Archduke Franz Ferdinand and his wife.

They called it the Great War, with good reason. The conflict that began in August 1914 and ended in November 1918 was the foundation event of the modern era. The conflict straddled the globe, killed millions of people, toppled empires, redrew national borders, gave birth to the world’s first communist regime, generated a host of new technologies—and, sadly, paved the way for the even greater war that would not only follow it but also give it a new name, with the slightly downgrading numeral 1 tacked on.

In 1914, Europe’s old order had been in place for almost 100 years. It had been created at the Congress of Vienna in 1815, after almost every nation on the Continent had joined an alliance that finally brought an end to the empire created by France’s upstart general and statesman, Napoleon Bonaparte. But in the intervening 100 years, Europe’s regimes had grown sclerotic, even as the Industrial Revolution and new visions of more equitable social orders began to make the remaining relics of feudalism—monarchies, the class system, state religions, outdated mores—seem like archaic, confining shackles.

A new world was waiting to be born. But first, the old world must die, and the Great War was its executioner. Among its victims would be three aging empires: Austria-Hungary, czarist Russia and the Ottoman Empire ruled by Turkey. Austria-Hungary’s empire included such central and eastern European kingdoms as Croatia, Slovenia and Polish Galicia, under the rule of Emperor Franz Joseph, 84 in 1914, a living metaphor of yesteryear who had occupied the throne in Vienna since 1848.

Russia’s vast, populous empire was far less developed than Western Europe. Ruled by Czar Nicholas II, 46, its government was weak, its people impoverished, its infrastructure outmoded. The Ottoman Empire, widely derided as “the sick man of Europe,” was also a staggering regime long removed from its glory days in the 16th century. Its empire included some of the Balkan states as well as today’s Lebanon, Iraq, Israel, Syria, parts of Saudi Arabia and more. But like Russia’s regime, the reformist government in Constantinople (now Istanbul) was weak, and it was unable to resist its subject nations’ desire for freedom—as well as the onslaughts of more-powerful nations that annexed its territories with little opposition.


Change Partners Two major wild cards in European affairs helped ignite the Great War. The first was the Continent’s emerging superpower, Germany, which had been cobbled together in the 1860s by the Prussian statesman Otto von Bismarck. His young nation was a dynamo: restless, booming, deeply militaristic and hungry for land, power and prestige. In 1870, Bismarck led his nation into a war with France, winning a swift, crushing victory. When Germany demanded control of the disputed provinces of Alsace and Lorraine in northeast France as prizes of its victory, it opened a wound that would be an irritant for the next four decades.

Eager to take its place as one of Europe’s great colonial powers, Germany began building a large navy, challenging the British navy, which guarded the sea-lanes to the world’s most prosperous and far-flung empire. Germany also sought to build an empire of its own in Africa. To achieve such dreams, the Germans made common cause with Austria-Hungary, only recently its enemy, in 1879.

Alarmed by Germany’s expansive ambitions and emergence as a nautical power, diplomats in Britain and France put aside a long history of distrust and struck a formal agreement, the Entente Cordiale, in 1904. Three years later, Russia, Germany’s neighbor to the east, joined them. Two adversarial sides had now formed in Europe, and in the foreign ministries and military headquarters of the rival alliances, an old question, whether or not the dynamics of rivalry would end in war, suddenly became a more immediate one: the war was coming, but when would it start? The answer emerged not from St. Petersburg, Paris, Berlin or London—but from Sarajevo, capital of Bosnia and Herzegovina, in the Balkans.

Flash point The second wild card in Europe’s old order was the fractious Balkan lands, where ethnic and religious differences bred rivalries that had endured for centuries. Serbia, a Slavic nation of Orthodox Christians, was the most restless among them. When Austria-Hungary annexed its multi-ethnic neighbor, Bosnia and Herzegovina, into its empire in 1908, furious Serbs sought to make their nation the largest power in the Balkans.

Serbia, which had spent centuries resenting the rule of Turkey’s Ottoman Empire before winning its independence in 1819, joined its neighbors Greece, Bulgaria and Montenegro and attacked Muslim Turkey in 1912, in the First Balkan War. The Balkan League handily defeated Turkey, but its members soon turned on each other, and in the subsequent Second Balkan War, in 1913, Serbia defeated Bulgaria and claimed so much land from its ally-turned-rival that it nearly doubled in size.

Suddenly, the Balkans seemed to be at the center of European affairs. Germany declared it would fund the building of a railroad from south-central Turkey to Baghdad. That plan alarmed Britain, whose control of the Suez Canal provided a shortcut to its rich colonial holdings in Asia—and whose leaders sought to shut down Germany’s emergence as a rival imperial power.

Against this backdrop of emerging rivalries, a handful of mainly Bosnian Serbs with ties to Serbian spy agencies decided to assassinate the heir to the throne of Austria-Hungary, Archduke Franz Ferdinand, on his state visit to Sarajevo, the capital of Austria’s new acquisition, Bosnia and Herzegovina, in June 1914. One of the cabal, Gavrilo Princip, 19, shot the archduke and his wife, both of whom perished. The murders sparked a dizzying chain of events that would touch off a global war in five weeks.

The June 28 assassination required retaliation against Serbia from Austria-Hungary; on July 23 the empire, urged on by its far more powerful ally Germany, issued a stern ultimatum that called for Austrian security forces to enter Serbia to investigate the murders. Serbia, strongly supported by its Slavic ally Russia, rejected the initiative. On July 28, Austria-Hungary declared war on Serbia, and Russia said it would mobilize its troops along its border with Austria-Hungary. France agreed to support its ally Russia. And Germany, eager for a showdown long in the planning, began mobilizing its troops on August 1.

The dominoes kept falling: Germany also declared war on Russia on August 1—bringing France into a crisis that was quickly turning into a circular firing squad. When Germany announced on August 2 that it would send its troops through neutral Belgium to fight France, Britain joined the fray; it had been committed to guaranteeing Belgium’s neutrality since 1839, and it took that obligation seriously. Britain declared war on Germany on August 4. “The lamps are going out all over Europe,” Britain’s foreign secretary, Edward Grey, lamented. “We shall not see them lit again in our lifetime.”

War, supersized The conflict to come would be fought by armies far larger than had ever been assembled before, for Europe’s military leaders had persuaded politicians to begin practicing conscription. France, Germany and Russia began the war with large standing armies: 4 to 4.5 million in France and Germany; 6 million in Russia. In Britain, which relied on its powerful navy for national security, there was no conscription, but some 750,000 volunteers enlisted in the first eight weeks of the war. Colonies and territories, including Canada, Australia, India and South Africa, enthusiastically rallied to Britain’s side.

Indeed, the immediate prospect of war sent an exhilarating jolt of electricity through the young men who would soon be in uniform. Blame it on their naïveté, for no major wars had been fought on the Continent for 44 years. Blame it on the rise of ethnic nationalism: nations were replacing regions and provinces as the focus of civic identity. Blame it on the ongoing arms race, notably the contest to build the immense Dreadnought-class battleships that were the new proxies for national strength. And blame it on cultures awash in martial pomp that portrayed patriotic sacrifice as splendid, noble and grand.

Amid the frenzy, one emerging global power was happy to stay aloof from the war: watching the madness that was infecting Europe, Americans rejoiced that the Atlantic Ocean kept them at arm’s length from the fray.





[image: ]

The archduke, heir to the throne of Austria-Hungary, and his wife, Sophie, embark on a state procession through the streets of Sarajevo, the capital of Bosnia and Herzegovina.
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German soldiers begin mobilizing on Aug. 2, 1914. They were promised a fast victory, but the war lasted four years.





The Adversaries

Two great European alliances mobilize for war
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The Central Powers

GERMANY
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• Government Constitutional monarchy.

• Leader Kaiser Wilhelm II.

• Military Standing and reserves in army: 4–4.5 million. Large navy, with emphasis on Dreadnought–style battleships and U-boats.





AUSTRO-HUNGARIAN EMPIRE
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• Government Dual constitutional monarchy.

• Leader Archduke Franz Joseph, emperor of Austria and king of Hungary.

• Military Standing and reserves in army: estimated 2+ million, but sources vary. Navy not a major factor. The army was poorly run, and Germany propped up its military efforts.





OTTOMAN EMPIRE
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• Government Constitutional sultanate under Sultan Mehmed V.

• Leader Enver Pasha, minister of war and first of the “Three Pashas” who governed Turkey.

• Military Standing and reserves in army: 1 million. German advisers aided in the modernization of the weak army. The navy was small and outmoded.

BULGARIA

Joined the Central Powers late, in October 1915.





The Allies

BRITAIN
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• Government Constitutional monarchy under King George V.

• Leaders Prime Minister Herbert H. Asquith. David Lloyd George succeeded him in 1916.

• Military Some 975,000, around the globe. Britain commanded the world’s most powerful navy.





FRANCE
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• Government Democratic republic.

• Leaders President Raymond Poincaré and Prime Minister René Viviani. Georges Clemenceau became PM in 1917.

• Military Standing and reserves in army: 4 million. Strong navy, but not a rival to those of Britain and Germany. Britain provided naval strength for its ally.





RUSSIA
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• Government Constitutional monarchy under Czar Nicholas II. 

• Leader The czar governed the country, although his wife, Alexandra, was a forceful individual who pulled many strings at court. A weak congress, the Duma, was formed in 1906.

• Military Standing and reserves in army: 6 million. The army, like the nation, suffered from fossilized leadership. Its soldiers were not well trained and were poorly armed compared with their foes.

ITALY

Joined the Allies late, in May 1915.



1914

[image: image]

The road to renown French soldiers parade through the streets of Paris, amid mass adulation, in the first days of the war.





Major Events

August 1–12: Major powers declare war.

August 4: Germany invades Belgium.

August 7: British army begins landing in France.

August 7–23: Battles of the Frontiers.

August 17: Russia invades East Prussia.

August 24–September 7: The Allies’ Great Retreat.

August 26–30: Battle of Tannenberg.

September 7–12: First Battle of the Marne.

October 19–November 22: First Battle of Ypres.

October 29: Turkey enters the war, aligned with the Central Powers.





A Frantic Rush to Battle

Germany, France and Britain tangle in the war’s deadly overture
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Belgian soldiers man obsolete, makeshift barricades in the streets on a road to Louvain on August 19. Such light defenses were easily crushed by powerful German artillery.

As European soldiers mobilized in early August 1914, the stage was set for a war that their generals had been anticipating for years. No nation’s plan for the coming conflict was as comprehensive as that of the Continent’s most martial power, Germany. Led by the aggressively militaristic province of Prussia, the Germans had been perfecting their plan for war since the 1890s.

The elaborate resulting script was named for its primary author, Gen. Alfred von Schlieffen, the army’s former chief of staff. It addressed Germany’s major weakness, its position between enemies France to the west and Russia to the east, which would force its armies to fight on two different fronts. Schlieffen’s solution: strike first to the west, ignoring international law to march German troops through neutral Belgium, the Netherlands and Luxembourg—and thus bypassing France’s extensive line of defensive citadels across its southeastern border with Germany. (The final plan, updated by Schlieffen’s successor Helmuth von Moltke, did not call for the Netherlands to be invaded.)

The plan’s secret weapon: speed. It called for many German troops to move quickly, thanks to a technology still relatively new to war—the railroad—and subdue Belgium’s fortifications and defenders in the war’s early days (though neutral, the nation was not defenseless). Then the Germans would wheel south into France, march west of Paris, take the capital, and attack the main French army along Germany’s southwestern borders not from the east but from the west—that is, from behind.

France’s soldiers would thus be trapped between two German armies. Defeat would quickly follow; the French would then sue for peace, and Germany would again use the railroads to ship its soldiers to the Eastern Front, where they would attack Russia’s troops. The Schlieffen Plan even dictated the day when France would surrender to Germany: six weeks after war was formally declared.

Spoiler alert: the Schlieffen Plan, though fanatically detailed in its prescriptions for train schedules, daily advances by ground troops and timely subjugation of well-fortified citadels, did not succeed in its transition from the abstract realm of entries on paper to the real world of unpredictable weather, mechanical problems and trains that don’t run on time. It also failed to anticipate Britain’s early involvement. But the plan certainly managed to hurtle millions of young soldiers into a grim war of attrition in an astonishingly brief span of time.

Jump start A century later, it remains startling that the warring nations could move so quickly from peacetime to the battlefield. Germany declared war on France on August 3; its armies invaded Belgium the next day. Britain, obligated by an 1839 treaty to defend Belgium’s neutrality, declared war on Germany that same eventful day, August 4. Three days later, the first troops of the 100,000-strong British Expeditionary Force (BEF) began crossing the English Channel for France.

In the first weeks of the war, the Germans’ race to execute the Schlieffen Plan drove events. When 260,000 troops of Germany’s Second Army, under Gen. Karl von Bülow, moved into Belgium on August 4, their first thrust was against the important city of Liège, protected by a ring of heavily fortified citadels. The First Army, 320,000 strong, under Gen. Alexander von Kluck, moved to the north, aiming for Brussels; a third army drove into Belgium farther to the south.

The Germans expected neutral, lightly defended Belgium to offer little resistance. But led by the dynamic King Albert I, 39, the Belgian army mounted a strong defense, blowing up railroads and bridges to hinder the German advance and stopping ground troops from moving forward with machine guns and artillery barrages.

Yet thanks to a series of Belgian miscues, German general Erich Ludendorff was able to capture the single most important of Liège’s citadels on August 7. But the rest of them held, and the Schlieffen Plan was bottled up before it fully got going—until the Germans broke out the heavy artillery.

On August 10, two huge siege guns, far larger than any ever used in warfare before, arrived by rail. The Krupp 420-mm and Skoda 305-mm howitzers went into action two days later. Hurling giant shells, some of which weighed 2,200 pounds, into the ring of Belgian fortresses from as far away as nine miles, the Germans obliterated the majority of the strongholds within three days. The path for the main German advance was soon open, in line with Schlieffen’s timetable.

Battles of the Frontiers France’s top general, Joseph Joffre, was surprised by Germany’s defiance of international law to advance into Belgium. Believing the thrust was a sideshow intended to deceive, he carried out his own advance plan, which emphasized a one-two offensive punch to win control of Alsace and Lorraine, the French departments annexed by Germany in 1871. On August 7 the First Army of 45,000 soldiers entered Alsace; a week later the Second Army, 200,000 strong, attacked Lorraine, scoring early victories. But the successes were, in part, a trap: Gen. Moltke was faking the retreat, allowing French soldiers to pour into southwest Germany so they could be surrounded.

After days of such advances, the Germans unleashed their surprise attack. But they acted too early: though they drove the French back across their border, they did not obliterate their armies. Even so, the Battles of the Frontiers, as the four-part engagement is known, was a catastrophe for the French: 140,000 casualties, with no victory over Germany and no regained ground to show for it.

To the north, the German armies in Belgium rapidly pressed their advance, their numbers bolstered as engineers repaired bridges and railroad tracks: at one point, some 500 trains filled with soldiers were crossing the Rhine from Germany into Belgium every 24 hours. Hammering away with their massive guns, the Germans subdued their next major targets, the nine citadels surrounding another major city, Namur, in five days.

In their invasion of Belgium, the Germans violated international norms of war. They executed locals without trial, destroyed entire towns, singled out priests for torture and death, machine-gunned women and children. The “Rape of Belgium” painted the Germans as heartless barbarians and swung world opinion against them.

King Albert I now ordered his outnumbered armies to withdraw to Antwerp, linked by the Scheldt River to the North Sea, to avoid total destruction. But the port city fell on October 10, and throughout the war, Germany occupied almost all of Belgium. On August 20, Kluck’s soldiers took control of the capital, Brussels, and staged a victory parade through its streets. But now it was their turn to be surprised. As they turned south, initiating the grand sweep toward Paris, they ran into a foe they hadn’t anticipated: the BEF. Commanded by Gen. John French, the entire British force had shipped from Southampton across the English Channel and landed in France by August 9—without being detected by Germany.

Now French’s men had reached the front lines and were eager to stop Kluck’s rapid advance across southwest Belgium and into France. On August 23, Kluck unleashed an artillery bombardment on French’s dug-in “Tommies” and followed up with a ground assault. But the tough veterans of the BEF cut the advancing Germans to pieces with fast, accurate rifle fire and succeeded in delaying the German vanguard’s advance for a day.

Yet despite this success, French general Charles Lanrezac, fighting alongside the British, withdrew his men from the fray, forcing the British to pull up stakes as well—and incurring the enduring anger of Gen. French. And so began, on August 24, what history calls the Great Retreat, as British and French armies struggled to halt the German advance south. The Germans seemed invincible: on August 26 they dealt the British a severe defeat in the Battle of Le Cateau, then quickly pushed ahead.

Gen. Joffre ordered his troops to retreat as far south as the Somme River before forming a defensive position, but the German forces were so close behind them that they could not do so. Once more the Allies pulled up stakes, retreating south to the next major river, the Marne.

The advance ends With the Western Front in flux, the ranks of the fast-moving Germans were depleted when Gen. Moltke, abandoning the Schlieffen Plan, pulled several divisions of men from Kluck and Bülow and sent them to the Eastern Front. He then ordered the two generals not to move west of Paris, per the plan, but to halt their advance and dig in east of Paris. By now, Kluck’s troops were almost exhausted, and he went off-script, continuing to move east and exposing his right flank to attack by French general Joseph Gallieni’s untested Sixth Army, as well as by troops defending Paris. Gallieni, an aggressive commander, prepared to attack the Germans, and his decision helped stiffen Joffre’s backbone.

When Joffre’s armies crossed the Marne on September 5, he declared, “The time for retreat has ended.” His troops set up a strong defensive line south of the river with the reluctant assistance of British general French, who now openly scorned his partners. Joffre ordered an attack for the next day, but the eager Gallieni couldn’t wait: he sent his troops into action on the 5th.

A gap had emerged between the two German armies, and the British and French armies raced to exploit it, hammering Kluck’s troops east of Paris. Farther east along the German line, Bülow’s army struggled against French Gen. Louis Franchet d’Espèrey, who held their ground. After three days of relentless battle, the Allies were largely prevailing, and on September 9 the Germans withdrew north of the Marne to the Aisne River: their 400-mile advance had finally been stopped.

Some 2 million men fought in the First Battle of the Marne, along a line stretching for 100 miles. Against all odds, a French surrender had been avoided, and Joffre was now idolized as the savior of Paris. British and French troops pursued the Germans across the Aisne and launched an uphill offensive, only to be driven back. With winter approaching, the two sides now dug into entrenched positions on the north side of the Aisne.

The war of speed and mobility had ended; a new war, a conflict of entrenchment, had begun. Incredibly, the perimeters defined by the trenches would change very little over the next four years, as the trench systems came to resemble miniature linear cities, and the relatively short distance between the two trench lines became “no-man’s-land,” a bizarre, surrealistic landscape of battered trees, craters left by artillery shells and barbed-wire fortifications. As defensive capabilities outweighed offensive ones, the war of the trenches settled into stasis.

Battle at Ypres Before 1914 ended on the Western Front, the antagonists clashed again, in a long-running battle around Ypres, south of the Yser River in northern Belgium, as the Germans attacked the British, who were defending the left flank of the Allied position, thus ensuring access to the Continent for British vessels.

The armies clashed from October 19 until November 22, with the British relying on colonial troops from India to help repel strong German attacks. The Allies held their position, and by the end of the First Battle of Ypres, some 360,000 French, British and Belgian troops had died, and 260,000 Germans. After only three months of fighting, the BEF had lost some 90% of the troops that first landed on the Continent in August. Reeling Europeans now realized that they were trapped in a war that would unfold on a larger scale, with more misery and more destruction, than they had ever endured.
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French propaganda poster from early in the war.
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German troops charge across a field in the Battle of the Marne. Such old-school forays soon gave way to defensive stasis.
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Stuck near Suzoy northeast of Paris, German troops begin work on the trench system that would define the war.





A Russian Army Is Lost in the Battle of Tannenberg

German troops rally to shut down Russia’s invasion of East Prussia
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Entrenched within a farmhouse in East Prussia, German troops prepare to return Russian fire.

 Even as invading German armies rolled through Belgium and into France on Europe’s Western Front in the eventful August of 1914, German troops tangled with invading Russians on the Eastern Front, earlier than the Schlieffen Plan had anticipated. As in the west, the conflict did not follow Germany’s script. Yet even so, the Germans soon won a major victory over the Russians, defining the remainder of the war in the east.

East Prussia was the easternmost province of the German Empire, opening onto the Baltic Sea and bumping up against czarist Russia. The Russian forces were divided into two main units: the First Army under Gen. Paul von Rennenkampf to the north, and the Second Army under Gen. Alexander Samsonov to the south.

The Schlieffen Plan had assumed that the Russians, their land vast and their movements constrained by old-fashioned railroads, would take 40 days to mobilize. The plan thus called for Germany’s armies on the Eastern Front to refrain from attacking while the nation’s primary thrust was under way in the western theater of war. But Rennenkampf surprised the Germans by invading East Prussia on August 16, only 15 days after war was declared between Russian and Germany.

Russia’s unexpected offensive drove tens of thousands of families from their homes, as all of Germany panicked. Deeply concerned and believing his troops were superior, Gen. Hermann von François, one of four German corps commanders under Maximilian von Prittwitz, disobeyed orders and launched a counter- offensive against the Russians, scoring early success.

An emboldened Prittwitz soon abandoned his orders as well, joining François in a major attack against Rennenkampf’s forces. In the Battle of Gumbinnen that followed, Germany’s troops initially had the edge, but the Russians rallied to rout them. When Samsonov’s Second Army then invaded East Prussia to the south, Prittwitz lost his nerve and withdrew to the Vistula River, west of the position he had been ordered to hold.

Dismayed, the German high command quickly relieved Prittwitz and replaced him with two figures who would dominate the nation’s forces through the rest of the war: Gen. Paul Hindenburg, 67 in 1914, a veteran of the 1870 Franco-Prussian War, and Gen. Erich Ludendorff, 49, who had won fame for his bravado in helping take the main citadel at Liège in Belgium only weeks before.

The two new German leaders succeeded in starching up their troops, and in the Battle of Tannenberg, they executed a perfectly planned enveloping maneuver, in which they drove a wedge through the gap between Russia’s two armies, then pivoted to surround and annihilate Samsonov’s army. From August 26 to 30, the Germans took some 92,000 Russian troops captive.

Grasping a major victory from what at first seemed a potential humiliation, Ludendorff and Hindenburg were now hailed as the saviors of the German people. Russia’s surprising offensive had been stymied, Germany’s eastern flank had been stabilized—and for the remainder of 1914, all was quiet on the Eastern Front.





Major Fronts 1914–1918

The trench lines on the Western Front varied little over four years
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1914 Dispatches

“The Front, Please. And Step on It”
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 The Battle of the Marne is often included on lists of the most significant engagements in military history. And with reason: this pivotal battle prevented the German armies that had rampaged through Belgium and into France in August 1914 from capturing Paris, which might easily have led to the early French surrender the Germans were aiming for. But with enemy troops as close as 30 miles from Paris—only a two-day march from the capital—the gutsy French-British stand at the Marne River halted the advance. Some 2 million soldiers took part in the fray, making it among the largest battles in history.

Ask a proud French citizen about the famous battle, and you might hear the cherished story of the taxis of the Marne. Before the German tide was turned, the story goes, the French armies desperately needed reinforcements but had no way of bringing troops to the front lines. Top general Joseph Joffre had an answer: he requisitioned every spare taxicab that could be found in Paris—some 750 of them (above), plus a few buses—and used them to ferry soldiers to the battle lines.

It’s a charming story—and its main elements are true enough. But the tale, as war stories often do, occupies more real estate in the French imagination than it merits. Only 5,000 men were delivered via taxi to the front: in a battle that engaged so many people, that’s a BB gun, not a howitzer, in its impact. But nations need stories of wartime unity, and the fabled taxis of the Marne yarn does the job for the French. The kicker: the cab company billed the military 70,000 francs—about $280,000 in today’s dollars—for its services. Gen. Joffre manned up and paid the bill in full.





A Simple Soldier
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The man on the right is Pvt. Adolf Hitler, 25, an Austrian by birth who was allowed, perhaps in error, to serve in the German army during the war. He was decorated for bravery in October 1914, after he carried a wounded captain from the battlefield, under fire, during heavy fighting near Ypres in Belgium.

Hitler served until the war’s end and was given a second medal, the Iron Cross First Class, in August 1918. Later, Germany’s loss in the war and its treatment by the victorious Allies helped shape his agenda of revenge.





Nicknames

Tommies Term for English soldiers, derived from fictional British Everyman “Tommy Atkins.” First used in the 18th century.

Poilus Term for French infantrymen, first used in World War I. Its literal meaning is the “hairy ones,” referring to the long hair, beards and mustaches favored by Frenchmen in that era.

Doughboys Term for U.S. infantry soldiers, first used in the Mexican-American War in 1846 but primarily associated with World War I. It may refer to soldiers’ uniforms that were covered in chalky dust in the war in Mexico.





A Sacred Season Unites the Enemies
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British Tommies and German troops pose together during the Christmas Truce in Belgium.

If the tale of French taxis tipping the scales at the Battle of the Marne is a bit overblown, another sidelight of the war in 1914 is much more authentic. British troops on the front line near Ypres, where fighting had raged nonstop for weeks, awoke on Dec. 25, 1914, to hear German soldiers singing Christmas carols in their trenches. (The story memorably illustrates the close proximity of the trenches.) The Germans were also seen decorating their digs with evergreens. After a few Britons dared to emerge from their trenches to wish the Germans well, an informal truce prevailed, and the soldiers exchanged trinkets, cigarettes and good cheer. As many as 100,000 soldiers are believed to have participated. At 3 a.m., the two sides returned to their grim duties.





Global Roundup
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Russian cossacks on the Eastern Front waged mounted warfare rather than entrenching.

Ailing Austro-Hungary Takes on Two Foes, Serbia and Russia

Declining in power and composed of disparate, unlike peoples, the Austro-Hungarian Empire was a fading entity as the war began, when it faced two strong enemies: Serbia to the south and Russia to the east. Early in August, Austrian troops invaded bitter enemy Serbia, but the Balkan nation’s troops held them off. When Serbia, in turn, invaded Bosnia, the Austrians rallied and the Serbs withdrew.

In the north, Austria enjoyed early victories after invading Russian Poland on August 23, but the campaign ended with Austrian troops in full retreat, being slaughtered by pursuing Russians.

A Three-Way Battle for Poland

Poland was divided among larger powers after the Napoleonic Wars, with Russia, Austria-Hungary and Germany each occupying part of the former Polish homeland. In late August 1914, Germany invaded Russian Poland in hopes of capturing the nation’s onetime capital, Warsaw, even as Germany’s ally, Austria, attacked Russian forces in the province of Galicia, today part of western Ukraine.

But Germany’s advance on Warsaw ended in retreat, and in the Battle of Lodz in November, amid harsh winter weather, the Germans and Russians battled to a standstill, leaving the Germans with 35,000 casualties and the Russians with 90,000.

Turkey Joins the Central Powers

Turkey, the dominant nation of the Ottoman Empire, was often derided as “the sick man of Europe.” Desperate for naval power, the Turks had commissioned two Dreadnought-class battleships from Britain before the war. When the conflict erupted, Britain seized the two ships for its own defense. The angry Turks accepted Germany’s savvy offer of two battleships to replace them—and on October 29 the Ottoman Empire formally entered the war, allied with the Central Powers.





FIRST PERSON

A Novelist Awaits the Fall of Paris
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As for me, two or three days before the victory of the Marne, when we believed the siege of Paris to be imminent, I got out of bed one evening, I went outside, under a lucid, dazzling, reproachful, serene, ironic, maternal moonlight, and in seeing this immense Paris that I did not know I loved so much, waiting, in its useless beauty, for the onslaught that could no longer be stopped, I could not keep myself from weeping.

—Marcel Proust, in a letter to a friend, 1915







Gallery

Soldiers March to War Amid Visions of Glory

Around the globe, patriotic citizens embraced the promise of combat with a zest that would soon prove illusory and naive
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Aussies away! For the first time in history, soldiers from Europe’s colonial empires would play a major role in a war on the faraway Continent. These Australian troops on a Sydney ferry will soon take troop ships on a long voyage to Egypt.
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Call to arms Officers in London’s Trafalgar Square conduct a drive to enlist volunteers in the British Army. The volunteers formed an entire army, christened “Kitchener’s New Army” after Secretary of State for War H.H. Kitchener. 
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We stand on guard Canadian soldiers practice their bayonet skills before shipping overseas, circa 1914. Some 424,000 Canadians served in Europe during the war—roughly 55% of whom would be killed or wounded.
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Heeding the call Proud wives in their Sunday best join their mobilizing husbands parading through an unidentified German town in 1914. By the war’s end, more than 2 million German troops would be dead.
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Bound for battle Soldiers at London’s Victoria Station prepare to depart for the Continent in December 1914. In the war’s first five months, some 90% of the soldiers in the British Expeditionary Force were either killed or wounded.
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Roll out! The war presented a bizarre mashup of quaint old customs—like these French troops on the move via bicycle— surviving amid such new technologies as dirigibles, tanks, radio and U-boats. 
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The U.S. stays out Located a safe ocean’s width from Europe, most Americans initially embraced neutrality. These women are marching for peace on New York City’s Fifth Avenue in August 1914.


1915
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A Pivot to the South British Royal Marines survey the view from the Turkish island of Bozcaada, which guards the southern entrance to the Dardanelles Strait, the gateway to Constantinople.

Bozcaada Castle, in the background, dates to the 13th century, before the rise of the Ottoman Turks.





Major Events

February 4: Germany begins unrestricted submarine warfare against the British naval blockade.

February 19: Dardanelles naval campaign launches.

April 22: Second Battle of Ypres begins in Belgium.

April 25: Allies invade Gallipoli Peninsula.

May 7: German U-boat sinks the Lusitania.

August 5: Russians retreat, Germans take Warsaw.

September 5: Czar Nicholas II takes command of all Russian armies.

September 25: British attack Germans at Battle of Loos.





Dardanelles Death Trap

With the Western Front deadlocked, the Allies move to open a new front in Turkey, but the campaign is a misguided failure
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Surging uphill, British troops attempt to break out of their confined positions on Gallipoli in 1915.

As the new year of 1915 dawned in Europe, the fast-paced War of Maneuver on the Western Front had ended, and the War of the Trenches had begun. Along a more than 400-mile line running from the Swiss border to Ostend, in northwest Belgium, German and Allied soldiers faced off, day after day, trapped in elaborate underground networks bisected by a no-man’s-land, an artillery-blasted wasteland crisscrossed with barbed-wire defenses that turned frontal assaults into suicide missions.

The armies’ defensive strengths had trumped their offensive powers, and their soldiers were now immovable objects in a deadlock that would last most of the year. So Germany’s military chiefs decided to concentrate their efforts in 1915 on their eastern foe, Russia. And in London, the urge to shift the conflict to a new arena was gaining adherents—including 40-year-old Winston Churchill, the brash First Lord of the Admiralty, who was eager to capitalize on his nation’s unrivaled position as the world’s greatest sea power.

The result was the Dardanelles/ Gallipoli Campaign, a failed one-two punch led by Britain, with French aid, that sought to open a sea-lane from the Mediterranean and Aegean Sea, through the Dardanelles strait to the Black Sea. The goals: to topple Turkey and its Ottoman Empire; to open a new marine avenue to help the Allies supply Russia; and to pressure Germany and Austria on the Eastern Front.

Like Germany’s Schlieffen Plan, the Dardanelles naval campaign looked convincing—on paper. But when the poorly led offensive faltered, army troops were deployed to Turkey’s Gallipoli Peninsula, only to become bogged down in a quagmire and suffer dire losses in a long battle of attrition. At year’s end the Allies began to withdraw their troops—with not one prize to show for their efforts.

The Dardanelles strait is a slim channel of water between mainland Asia and Turkey’s Gallipoli Peninsula. The only seaway connecting the Aegean Sea to the Sea of Marmara and the Hellespont, it allows shipping access from the Mediterranean Sea to Constantinople (now Istanbul), then Turkey’s capital city, as well as Bulgaria, Romania and Russia’s important ports on the Black Sea in today’s Crimea and Ukraine.

Britain’s plan was to send a convoy of battleships to take control of both the channel and the peninsula. Standing in the way were mobile German artillery batteries, loaned to the Turks, as well as several hundred floating mines strewn in the strait by the Turks.

Nelsons—not On Feb. 19, 1915, a convoy led by 26 British and 10 French battleships and destroyers approached the Dardanelles channel. Their guns were powerful, but their defenses against the mines were sparse: a fleet of 35 trawlers, manned by civilians, equipped with makeshift minesweeping devices and brought from their fishing haunts in the North Sea.

The commander of the flotilla, the green and contagiously cautious Adm. Sackville Carden, sacked no villes; instead, he shelled Turkish forts guarding the strait from three miles away, never coming near them. Days later, Carden’s junior officer, VAdm. John de Robeck, landed raiding parties that took the forts guarding the entrance to the strait with almost no opposition.

The way was now open to the Narrows, 10 miles up the channel, where the strait shrank to little more than a mile wide and its waters were heavily mined. Displaying a timidity that would have shamed Lord Nelson, the British naval commanders dithered and dallied, slowly removing the mines, before attempting to force the Narrows. But the Turks were lucky; on March 8 they managed to secretly release a new string of mines into the waters. Ten days later, when the Allies finally challenged for control of the Narrows, the British and French ships began hitting the newly laid floating bombs. A French battleship, the Bouvet, sank in two minutes, killing some 600 of her crew. More collisions followed: two British battleships sank, and two more were disabled.

The unexpected turn of events completely eroded the confidence of Allied commanders on the scene—as well as that of their superiors in London, except for Churchill, who vehemently argued to stay the course but was overruled. With a freshly raised British army, the 29th Division, waiting in the wings, a new strategy was devised: a massive sea-land invasion of the Gallipoli Peninsula would win control of the Dardanelles.

The invasion force consisted not only of Britain’s new division but also some of its most storied infantry regiments, as well as tough warriors entirely new to the world stage: 30,000 troops from British colonial partners in the South Pacific, dubbed the Australia and New Zealand Army Corps: ANZAC. On April 25, 1915, the invasion force reached Gallipoli: it consisted of 200 transport ships, 18 battleships, 12 cruisers, 29 destroyers and eight submarines and carried 27,000 British soldiers, the 30,000 ANZACs and 16,000 French poilus.

The invaders landed at three locations: the French, in a diversionary tactic, would seize Kum Kala, near the southern end of the peninsula on its Asiatic side, before joining British troops. The British would land at Cape Helles, at the extreme southern tip of Gallipoli, and the ANZACs at Gaba Tepe, a cape on the Aegean side of the peninsula, across its breadth from the crucial Narrows.

The landings at Cape Helles should have been the prologue to a triumph for the Allies. But in a bitter preview of the campaign to come, few plans had been drawn up for postlanding operations, and although some troops faced fierce opposition, many of the invading forces met no opposition and dallied on the beaches, allowing the heavily outnumbered Turkish troops to regroup and control the high ground. The ANZAC troops fared worst: they were landed, by accident, not at the level beach of Gaba Tepe, but a mile north, in a harsh, rocky inlet surrounded by high cliffs. Even so, the ANZACs soon reached the high ground, only to be met by a battalion of Turkish troops led by Maj. Mustafa Kemal—the inspirational leader who would later be called Ataturk, the founder of the new republic of Turkey.

In a day of desperate fighting that followed, Kemal rallied his troops with the cry: “I don’t order you to attack. I order you to die. In the time which passes until we die, other troops and commanders can take our place.” The Turks won the day—and soon, Turkish troops at Cape Helles followed suit, driving back a series of attacks by British and French troops.

Incredibly, the Gallipoli Campaign now developed into a simulacrum of Europe’s Western Front, with dug-in Allied troops and a steadily increasing number of Turkish troops dueling in a war of attrition, with neither side able to break the deadlock. In the following months, encircled Allied troops suffered horribly, as disease stalked their camps and both food and medical supplies ran low.

The ANZAC troops proved among the toughest of the trapped soldiers, and many Australians and Kiwis point to their countrymen’s sacrifices at Gallipoli as their nations’ indelible debuts on the world stage, when their brave, plucky troops forged national identities for their people.

After months of suffering on the peninsula and squabbling in London (Churchill lost his post, and the government fell), the decision was made to withdraw the Allied troops. The evacuation of 135,000 soldiers began in December and ended on Jan. 9, 1916. It is often noted that the retreat was the best-run operation of the campaign.

Death in the wind The Western Front sank deep into immobility in 1915, particularly after a pair of major offensives early in the year, at Champagne and Neuve Chapelle in France, ended in huge losses on each side and little ground gained. On April 22, at the Second Battle of Ypres, a new weapon was introduced: German troops opened more than 5,000 canisters containing deadly chlorine gas, which was borne by the wind into lines of French colonial troops, the Zouaves of Algeria.

Two days later, Canadian troops withstood a gas attack with a novel tactic: soaking rags in urine, which neutralized the gas, and breathing through them. In September, the British deployed gas at the Battle of Loos, part of a massive British-French offensive that, once again, killed hundreds of thousands of men without moving the needle of the war. Both sides found their offensives, in a darkly ironic twist, running out of gas.
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An enlistment poster seeks Australian volunteers.
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A British soldier, left, leads three captured Turks after a battle at Gallipoli’s Cape Helles on Aug. 6, 1915.
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British troops wear protective gear as the Allies first use gas in combat at the Battle of Loos, France, in September 1915.





1915 Dispatches

Americans Are Outraged as a German U-boat Sinks the British liner Lusitania
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From the first days of the war, the British navy began locking down German shipping with a highly effective blockade of port cities. With imported supplies dwindling and citizens starving, Germany placed an ad in U.S. newspapers (below), on April 22, declaring its U-boat submarines would attack any ship flying the British flag, including merchant vessels and passenger liners, without advance warning.

Not everyone believed the German navy would follow through on the threat: Winston Churchill was a doubter, and so was William Thomas Turner, captain of the British Cunard Line’s Lusitania, which, at 787 feet long, was the largest ship in the world when it was launched in 1906 and was still the most luxurious ship afloat.

On May 1, Turner’s stately vessel departed New York City, bound for Liverpool with some 2,000 passengers on board, as well as a cache of ammunition heading for Europe in the hold. Six days later, off the southern coast of Ireland, the German submarine U-20 fired a single torpedo at the defenseless vessel. The liner sank within 18 minutes, killing 1,198 people in cold blood, including almost 100 children and 128 American citizens.

As a shocked world reacted with horror, German diplomats tried and failed to portray their actions as fair and just. Anti-German riots broke out in British cities, and U.S. president Woodrow Wilson denounced the act. Most important, the sinking of the Lusitania persuaded many Americans who had refused to take sides in the war to now turn firmly against the Germans.
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Armenian Genocide
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An Armenian woman mourns a dead child.

Armenians, an ancient Christian people, constituted a large ethnic minority within officially Muslim Turkey. They were scorned and feared by most Turks, who took advantage of the chaos of the war to conduct a brutal campaign of ethnic cleansing against them.

Beginning in late April 1915, Armenian citizens in Turkey were arrested, persecuted and deported en masse from their homes. Towns were burned, men slaughtered, women raped and sent into exile. More than 1 million people died as innocent Armenians were driven into a global diaspora.






Airships Rain Death on Britain and France
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Lighter-than-air dirigibles were developed by German general and inventor Ferdinand von Zeppelin, who had first encountered hot-air balloons in the U.S. during the Civil War. Zeppelin’s airships first flew commercially in 1910; in the war he worked with the German military to create a fleet of dirigibles that passed over foreign cities at some 11,000 feet, far higher than defending airplanes could venture, dropping bombs with almost complete impunity.

The first zeppelin attack on London took place on Jan. 19, 1915; it killed two people and injured one. The deadliest raid came on Oct. 13, 1915: it killed 71 people and injured 128. Above, part of the damage caused by the January 19 raid. Paris and other French cities were also bombed by airships.






Global Review

[image: image]

Red Cross medics tend German troops in Russia, circa 1915.

In the East, the Central Powers Hammer Russia

On the war’s Eastern Front, Russia scored a victory over Austro-Hungary in March 1915, when a siege lasting 133 days ended in the surrender of the key fortress of Przemysl in Galicia, a province of Hungary in today’s western Poland.

With the Western Front in deadlock in 1915, Germany’s military leaders transferred tens of thousands of troops to the Eastern Front, in hopes of a strong breakthrough against Russia. A new, larger Austro-German army launched a powerful offensive against Russian positions near Gorlice and Tarnow in Galicia in May. The undersupplied Russian troops were blasted out of their trenches and sent in full retreat to the east, putting homes and fields to the torch as they fled, along a line stretching from southern Galicia all the way to Riga in Latvia on the Baltic coast—and Przemysl was recovered in September.

Earlier that month, Czar Nicholas II took over responsibility for Russia’s war effort from his uncle, Grand Duke Nikolai. The czar’s move was gutsy but made him fully responsible for any of his nation’s setbacks in battle.

Serbia Is Conquered

In the Balkans, Russia’s ally Serbia held off an Austro-Hungarian invasion in 1914. But in the fall of 1915, Serbia’s neighbor Bulgaria joined the Central Powers and teamed up with Austro-Hungarian and German troops in a smashing October invasion that sent Serbian soldiers and King Peter I in full retreat across Albania to the island of Corfu in the Ionian Sea.






FIRST PERSON

Gas Attack
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When we got to the French lines the trenches were empty, but in a half-mile the bodies of French soldiers were everywhere. It was unbelievable. Then we saw there were some English. You could see where men had clawed at their faces and throats, trying to get breath. Some had shot themselves. The horses, still in the stables, cows, chickens, everything, all were dead. Everything, even the insects were dead.

—Willi Siebert, German soldier who witnessed the first use of chlorine gas in the war





British Slang

Archie Aviators’ term for German antiaircraft fire.

Basket case A soldier so badly wounded that he had to be carried off the battlefield in a basket.

Blighty wound A wound so severe as to earn passage home. “Blighty” is a colonial term for Britain, derived from the Urdu word for “foreign.”

Cooties Head or body lice.

Dingbat Originally a nonword similar to “thingamabob,” it came to mean a foolish person. Aussie troops used “dingbats” to describe shell shock.

Spike-bozzled To “spike” is to disarm a gun. A “spike-bozzled” aircraft is one that has been destroyed beyond repair.





Gallery

Combat on an Industrial Scale

Powered by advances in technology and engineering, the science of military mayhem took giant leaps forward in the Great War

[image: image]

Barbed wire A simple restraint—the barbed metal wire perfected by U.S. inventor Joseph Glidden in 1874 for confining cattle—turned open fields into labyrinths of death. Erected in the no-man’s-land between entrenched armies, the wire trapped men in the open, where they could be mowed down by machine guns or blasted by artillery shells. The U.S. soldier above died in France circa 1917.
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Barrage nets The Great War was the first to be fought in the skies (and under the seas), as well as on the ground. Above, unmanned blimps, called barrage balloons, are tethered to the ground and suspend a net of steel cables some 15,000 feet over London. The aerial barriers helped disrupt German airplanes and zeppelins that were dropping bombs on the capital.
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Artillery pieces Long-distance weapons, like these British howitzers, fired much larger shells much farther than ever, while the use of grooves inside their barrels made targeting more precise. Combined with barbed wire and machine guns, the monster guns shut down offensive strategies, leading to the reliance on entrenchment that made the war an exhausting exercise in stasis.
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The machine gun Invented by American Hiram Maxim in 1884, the weapon harnessed the power of the rifle’s recoil after firing to move a new bullet into the chamber, allowing for rapid firing without manual reloading.

Result: the decline of the historic infantry charge in favor of entrenched defensive positions. Above, German troops in trenches man machine guns with metal shields in late 1914 on the Eastern Front.
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Poison gas Deadly gas was first deployed as a weapon on the Western Front by German forces at the Second Battle of Ypres in April 1915; used by all sides in the war, gas killed some 90,000 soldiers. Above, a gas attack on the Eastern Front; German forces, clad in resistant clothing and wearing special masks, follow in its wake. Such weapons were banned by the Geneva Protocol in 1925.
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Military aircraft Powered flight was entering its second decade when the war began, and airplane technology advanced rapidly, driven by the demands of war. Warplanes were used for bombing, for strafing troops, for artillery spotting and other aerial reconnaissance.

When Germany introduced a machine gun timed to fire through a rotating propeller in 1915, military aircraft became much more potent weapons, and “dogfights” between enemy craft erupted, like this undated skirmish over the Western Front.
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Tanks These pioneering tanks, which move via caterpillar tracks, may bear the Iron Cross of Germany, but they are captured British machines. German engineers are testing the climbing abilities of the mobile fortresses in 1917.
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Dirigibles German zeppelins, new to warfare, were lighter-than-air craft with a rigid internal structure. The crew and bombs were carried in a cabin under the gas reservoir. Above, two of the craft are seen in Düsseldorf circa 1914.


1916
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Death from the sky French soldiers are hammered by German artillery during the Battle of Verdun. The photo gives a good sense of the hilly topography of France’s fortified salient.





Major Events

February 21: Germany launches the Battle of Verdun, the longest campaign of the war and one of the deadliest. It fails to take the French citadel.

March 11: The Italians continue a series of campaigns against Austria-Hungary along the Isonzo River that lasts until November without a victor.

April 24: The Easter Rising begins in Ireland but is soon put down.

May 31–June 1: The Battle of Jutland, the only significant naval battle of the war, produces no victor.

June 4: Russia launches the successful Brusilov Offensive, dealing Austria-Hungary a major blow.

July 1: The Battle of the Somme begins, but the major British offensive, the first in which tanks are used, does not defeat the Germans.

December 30: The Russian monk Rasputin, a power in the czar’s court, is murdered.





The Conflict Grinds On

Three immense, costly offensives conclude in yet more deadlock
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German prisoners march through deep trenches at the Battle of the Somme, which lasted for five months.


The long months of 1916—hump year of the Great War—compose a Tale of Three Offensives: one German, one British, one Russian. After the relative quiet of 1915 on the Western Front, two mammoth battles dominated events in France and Belgium. The first, which began in February, was a German push against French positions at Verdun, a natural fortification known to Roman generals, Attila the Hun and Charlemagne. The second was an Allied offensive on the Somme River in July. The third was a brilliant Russian campaign on the Eastern Front in the summer that dealt an almost fatal blow to the reeling Austro-Hungarian Empire.

The Battle of Verdun was among the deadliest of the war, recalled as an exemplar of the conflict’s toll of suffering and the immensity of the military effort it demanded. Yet the most tragic aspect of this gigantic battle is that it sprang from cynical motives. Verdun was launched not to gain ground but primarily to kill the enemies’ soldiers and burn through their resources: its raison d’être was slow death by attrition, rather than victory by valor.

The man who concocted this slow-motion siege aimed at draining French morale was top German commander Gen. Erich von Falkenhayn, 55 in 1916. He chose Verdun carefully. A naturally fortified site some 150 miles east of Paris, on the Meuse River, it was the northern stronghold of a string of French fortresses west of the Rhine River and the gateway to the two departments annexed by Germany after its 1871 victory in the Franco-Prussian War, Alsace and Lorraine, and therefore of utmost value to the French. It was also a salient, a military term for territory that projects into enemy turf and can thus be attacked from three sides. The Germans also knew that after the two sides had settled into trench warfare, the series of forts at Verdun had been drained of their artillery, which had been dispatched to more active fronts.

The German preparations were elaborate: more than 1,000 trains carried shells for the attack, 300,000 troops were ordered up, and more than 165 aircraft ensured the Germans would control the skies. Finally, on February 21, the attack began: huge German siege guns blasted the French lines for hours, reducing them to mud and muck. But the infantry charge that followed was delayed and came very late in the day, just as night fell, allowing the French defenders precious hours to regroup.

After three days of fierce bombardment, the French positions began collapsing. But Falkenhayn resisted striking a fatal blow, allowing crucial reinforcement in the form of Gen. Henri-Philippe Pétain’s Second Army to reach the front. Pétain, 60, rallied the troops, shored up Verdun’s defenses, refined the artillery positions and managed to keep open a 40-mile-long road to the town of Bar-le-Duc that kept Verdun supplied for months. This narrow straw, through which hundreds of thousands of men and supplies would flow, was soon dubbed the Voie Sacrée, a “Sacred Way” that remains legendary to the French.

As French artillery began taking a toll on Germany’s big guns, Verdun became what every other major offensive in the war had become: a stalemate. It was a death trap, just as Falkenhayn had hoped, but now it was bleeding both sides, and neither could give up: the eyes of the world were on this crucial patch of southern France. Entrenched at the front, French captain Henry Desagneaux wrote in his journal: “It’s a void; we are no longer in a civilized world. One suffers, and says nothing.”

By April’s end the French had taken 133,000 casualties and the Germans 120,000. And still the soldiers fought—and suffered—and died.

At the apex of the battle, in late June, the Germans made a final push, deploying phosgene, a gas even deadlier than chlorine, which killed all organic matter, even plants. But with Verdun on the verge of falling, German troops were pulled from the front and sent east, to Galicia, where a major Russian offensive was threatening to overwhelm Austria-Hungary. At the same time, British armies were preparing to unleash a planned offensive along the Somme River some 90 to 125 miles north of Paris, launching it early in hopes of forcing the Germans to withdraw from Verdun and fight on a new front. The stratagem worked, relieving the pressure on the salient.

Mud, blood and futility An attack along the Somme was agreed upon as a joint offensive of the British and French armies in December 1915. But as the death trap at Verdun kept devouring French troops, the British took the lead role. They spent the year’s first months preparing the infrastructure needed to wage industrial-strength war: trenches were dug, railroad lines laid, tunnels dug under enemy lines, warplanes rounded up—and 500,000 British troops were assembled, many of them the enthusiastic, if green, volunteers of the “New Army” raised by colonial military legend Lord Kitchener.

The battle was launched with one of the heaviest artillery barrages of the entire war, as almost 1,400 British artillery pieces hammered German positions for a week. Though rain halted the barrage for two days, more than 1.5 million shells were hurled at the German lines. British officers had advised their troops that they would meet no resistance when they went “over the top.”

But on July 1—a date that still lives in infamy—the Britons emerged from their trenches to find that the Germans’ barbed-wire fences in no-man’s-land were intact and their guns were still working. The reason: one third of the hastily crafted shells were duds; others had bad fuses; others were too light to pierce German defenses.

The British officers didn’t blink: they sent men walking directly into the barbed wire. Many of the brave Tommies moved ahead as if fighting at the Battle of Waterloo, erect and in lockstep formation, not even taking cover. Incredibly, the British commanders had apparently learned nothing from the past two years of mayhem.

German machine gunners marveled at the display of courage—or was it stupidity?—and mowed down the British in droves. By the end of 24 hours of ghastly slaughter, Britain had suffered 57,470 casualties, including 19,240 deaths. It was the deadliest single day in the long history of British arms (in contrast, the Allied forces that landed at Normandy on D-day suffered about 10,000 casualties, with some 4,413 dead). This dismal day earned the Somme its enduring epitaph in Britain as a scene of “mud, blood and futility.”


Victory in the east The French did better in the first days of combat, but the fighting along the Somme bogged down into yet another deadlock. The Allies fought the Germans until mid-November in a battle divided into three phases, with some 14 separate engagements, some lasting for weeks. At the end of five months of unceasing combat, more than 1 million troops had been killed or wounded in one of the bloodiest single battles of the war. The result of their sacrifice: the Allies regained some five miles of French soil from the foe—miles that made no strategic difference to the outcome of the war.

In contrast to the meat-grinder killing fields of the Western Front, Russian forces on the Eastern Front enjoyed their single most victorious campaign in 1916, thanks to the brilliance of Gen. Aleksei Brusilov, 62. In December 1915, the Russians had promised to launch a summer offensive against Austria-Hungary if Allied armies on the west needed to relieve pressure on their front. When Brusilov sent his forces into combat on June 4, he upended the tactics of the Western Front: rather than concentrating his troops in massive numbers, he attacked along a 200-mile line on Russia’s border with Austria-Hungary and Prussia; he used aerial reconnaissance to direct pinpoint attacks on enemy artillery; and he urged his commanders to advance quickly in small numbers, rather than in mass waves.

The Brusilov Offensive was a smashing success, forcing Germany to rush soldiers away from Verdun to relieve the Eastern Front. The campaign might have forced Austria-Hungary to surrender had it been supported with the full strength of other Russian armies. Instead, their generals dithered: in Czarist Russia’s military, simple sloth trumped energy and daring. By the end of 1916, the European foes had expended millions of lives, fortunes in treasure, reservoirs of sacrifice. The return on their investment: more mud, more blood, more futility.
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A 1916 French poster declares, “We’ll get ’em!”
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A soldier from Britain’s Cheshire Regiment peeks out of a well-fortified trench during the Battle of the Somme.
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A wounded soldier is removed from the field of battle on a wheeled stretcher at the Battle of the Somme.





Battles at Sea

Britannia ruled the waves—but the war’s one great naval clash was a draw
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British ships form a line during the Battle of Jutland off the coast of Denmark in the North Sea.

World War I was in some measure born of the sea and decided by the sea. Yet although the conflict is remembered for including some of the largest and bloodiest land battles in history, it featured only a single great action in the open sea, the Battle of Jutland, on May 31–June 1, 1916.

Historians agree that one of the war’s primary drivers was the battle for maritime supremacy between the U.K. and Germany. Britain’s Royal Navy was by far the strongest military force on the seas, keeping the bloodstream of its overseas trade and colonial empire circulating—and the leaders of ascendant Germany knew it. Beginning in 1898, the two nations began to wage an aggressive nautical arms race that accelerated the Continent’s evolving dynamic of Anglo-German enmity.

The contest heated up in 1906, when Britain unveiled a radical new version of the era’s alpha weapon of the seas, the battleship. When H.M.S. Dreadnought was christened by King Edward VII on Feb. 10, 1906, it immediately made all other battleships afloat obsolete; from that day on, they were called “pre-Dreadnoughts.”

Significantly larger than any previous battleship, at 527 feet long and 82 feet wide, the Dreadnought was a far more powerful offensive weapon. Battleships are essentially floating artillery emplacements, and the Dreadnought was the first such ship to boast a main battery of ten 12-inch guns in five twin turrets—far more firepower than its rivals carried. Powered by steam turbines, it boasted a top speed of 21 knots, faster than any other war vessel on the seas. Its pioneering big guns employed electrical power, superior to human operation, for range-finding, tracking and correcting shell trajectories.

By 1914, after the rivals had expended enormous sums of treasure and time, the German navy had 17 Dreadnought-class battleships in its fleet but was still playing catch-up with the British, who had 29. When the war began, the British quickly initiated a blockade of German ports in the North Sea, and the commanders of Germany’s Hochseeflotte (High Seas Fleet), aware they were outmatched, refused to challenge their foes. But the Germans soon discovered that another relatively new craft, the Unterseeboot, or U-boat, was a potent weapon against Britain’s big ships. Floating mines, which sank the Dreadnought-class H.M.S. Audacious in October 1914, further demonstrated the Royal Navy’s vulnerabilities.

In February 1915, the Germans took a gamble: with their imports severely restricted by the tight British blockade, they announced their U-boats would begin unrestricted warfare against merchant and cruise ships carrying supplies to Britain. The gamble was tested when a U-boat brought down the Cunard Line’s Lusitania in May 1915, killing 1,198 civilians, including 128 Americans—and Germany lost its bet when the attack helped bring the U.S. into the war in 1917 and give strong support to the defeat of the Central Powers in 1918.

 In January 1916, a new commander-in-chief, Reinhard Scheer, was named to lead Germany’s High Seas Fleet. Determined to test Britain’s supremacy at sea, Scheer and his subordinate, VAdm. Franz von Hipper, led their two mighty armadas, which together formed a force of 99 ships, out of their harbors and into the North Sea on May 31, eager to bait the British into battle. They did: a British fleet of 151 warships under VAdm. David Beatty steamed from Rosyth, Scotland, to meet them off Denmark’s Jutland Peninsula, while Britain’s Grand Fleet, under Adm. John Jellicoe, left its harbor at Scapa Flow in Scotland, also bound for Jutland.

Clouds blocked the skies, forbidding aerial reconnaissance, so both Hipper and Beatty were surprised when their ships made contact that afternoon. The Germans soon got the upper hand, when ammunition aboard two British battle cruisers, which are smaller than battleships, caught fire and sank, and almost 2,000 sailors were lost. As the Germans pressed their advantage, both sides were reinforced: Scheer arrived as the afternoon ended and began pursuing Beatty’s battered fleet. But Jellicoe’s huge fleet also arrived on the scene, just in from Scapa Flow.

When Scheer found himself facing a line of British warships six miles long, he turned tail and began steaming south, toward home. As he did so, he twice exposed his fleet to heavy fire from the Britons’ big guns and was almost trapped. But as night fell, his ships fought their way past the British and headed back to port. The battle was inconclusive, for both sides were hit hard and neither prevailed: the British suffered some 6,000 dead and 675 wounded, while 2,551 German sailors died and 507 were wounded. It was a moral victory for the Germans, but they never again challenged the main British fleet—and, most important, the enemy blockade continued to exert morale-draining hardships on the German people.

The Battle of Jutland was the largest naval conflict of the war—and one of the last times that battleships clashed at sea. In the end, the great naval arms race yielded only one major battle. And in 1921 mighty H.M.S. Dreadnought, the marvel of the seas in 1906, was sold for scrap.





Wolves Under the Waves

Submarine warfare played a major role in the Great War
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The first submarine to sink an enemy boat was the H.L. Hunley, a Confederate vessel that sank the Union’s U.S.S. Housatonic on Feb. 17, 1864, in the Civil War. Submarine technology improved rapidly in the decades that followed, and by 1914 Germany’s U-boats were a potent weapon in the arsenal of the Central Powers. As the Royal Navy’s blockade of North Sea ports began to squeeze Germany’s imports in August 1914, 10 U-boats—the first submarine patrol in the history of warfare—left their base on the Heligoland archipelago in the North Sea and began to prey on British ships. Their primary weapons were the advanced torpedoes they carried, which proved to be highly effective in action. That first sortie was unsuccessful, but in September one German U-boat, the U-9, sank three British armored cruisers in a single action.

Even as the massive (and massively expensive) German and British Dreadnought-class battleships huddled for safety in their harbors, a new and different kind of war at sea began to take shape, as Germany’s U-boats began attacking British and French warships. After 1915, when the Germans adopted their harsh policy of unrestricted submarine warfare, which involved attacking merchant shipping and even commercial ocean liners, the U-boats became one of the most controversial aspects of the war.

Over the course of the conflict’s four years, Germany’s fleet of 351 U-boats sank 5,000 merchant ships, killed more than 15,000 people, and sank or damaged an estimated 100 enemy ships. More than 200 of the U-boats were sunk in turn, and some 5,000 German sailors were lost at sea. Below, a German U-boat crew enjoys fresh air as the boat surfaces, in an undated photo.





1916 Dispatches

Subterranean Homesick Blues
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By November 1914, after only three months of battle on the Western Front, two rows of trenches faced each other across no-man’s-land along a continuous line covering more than 400 miles from Switzerland to the North Sea. Entrenchment was not new at the time of the Great War: belowground defensive fortifications had been used in the U.S. Civil War in the 1860s, as well as in more recent conflicts. But the World War I trenches were unique for both their longevity and the elaboration that resulted. These human ant farms sprouted all sorts of intricate extensions; they were to foxholes what cathedrals are to chapels.

Trenches were shaped by the local topography: the sides of those around the River Somme in France, where the ground is chalky, crumbled easily. They would be shored up, or revetted, with wood, stone or sandbags. At Ypres in Belgium, the ground was boggy and the water table high, so breastworks were built up, not dug, using sandbags and wood.

The trench closest to the enemy was called the “main fire trench.” It was built in sections, called bays or traverses, that included sharp turns or swerves to contain the explosion of a direct hit. Behind it was the support line, which often held dugouts, small insets carved into the walls (above), where a signal officer or sniper could take shelter. Communications trenches were the third line, where supplies were kept and messages sent.

In a typical trench rotation, a soldier would spend four days in the front line, then four days in the support line and, with luck, four at rest. In these martial mazes carved into the soil, hundreds of thousands of men stood guard, slept, ate, bonded, suffered and died—for four weary years.





The Tank Makes Its Debut on the Battlefield
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A British Mark I tank bogs down at the Somme on Sept. 25, 1916.

On Sept. 15, 1916, German soldiers at the Battle of the Somme saw the future take shape before them, in the form of a fleet of 32 British tanks. It was the first appearance in warfare of this unique weapon, a mobile armored fortress that boasted powerful artillery pieces and was powered by a gasoline engine and propelled by two tracks of caterpillar treads. Designed to crush barbed-wire fortifications, crawl over artillery craters and resist machine-gun fire, the tank was crafted in direct response to the trench warfare that had confined soldiers of both sides in the initial two years of the war. On this first day they saw combat, the primitive tanks made little difference in the battle, as most of them bogged down, broke down or were blitzed by German artillery.

Like all eventual successes, the tank had many fathers; the most prominent of its boosters was Britain’s outspoken Winston Churchill. While being developed, the vehicles were termed “tanks” as a code word, and the moniker stuck. The first incarnations of these armored vehicles were simply too slow to play a major role in World War I, but they did make a difference in a few battles, and they would become the workhorse infantry weapon of World War II.





Twilight of the Cavalry
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A steed is hoisted off a troop ship.

Slashing their way across confused battlefields or arriving at the last moment to turn the flow of combat, cavalry companies were for centuries the most dashing units of the military. But in World War I the grand old team of horse and rider played only a severely diminished role.

The Western Front, bogged down in two trenches separated by no-man’s-land and barbed wire, had little use for the cavalry, although a British unit from India charged onto the field and helped corral retreating German soldiers on July 14, 1916, at the Battle of the Somme.

On the Eastern Front, Russian Cossacks and Austro-Hungarian cavalrymen still swept across the steppes, even in the age of the railroad. And on some fronts, including the Middle East, the cavalry helped tip the balance in combat.

Horses did play a large role in the war, but mainly as beasts of burden. They pulled supply wagons and artillery pieces and ambulances; they raced messages to the front; and they were still used for some reconnaissance. But the Great War was one of their last roundups.





Global Roundup
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A Rebellion in Ireland

On Monday, April 24, some 1,600 armed rebels against British rule seized control of the General Post Office and other buildings in Dublin, in a watershed moment of a lengthy fight for home rule in the longtime British possession. The rebels were soon routed by British troops, but the outcome helped turn public opinion against the British and stoked the fires for southern Ireland’s freedom.


Italy Battles Austria

Once an ally of the Central Powers, Italy declared itself neutral when the war began and remained so until May 1915, when it struck a deal with the Allies and attacked neighboring Austria. Throughout 1915 and 1916, Italian and Austrian troops fought a long series of battles along the Isonzo River in northeast Italy. The Alpine fighting was brutal, but neither side held an advantage by the end of 1916.

Romania Joins the Fray

Though bound to the Central Powers by a secret 1883 treaty, Romania stayed neutral in the war until 1916, when the success of the Brusilov Offensive led it to join the Allies. Romania hoped to annex neighboring Transylvania and other Hungarian possessions. But a September 1916 offensive against Germany was a bust, and a German counteroffensive left most of Romania in the hands of the Central Powers.








FIRST PERSON

“A Gigantic Toad”
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Away to my left rear, a huge gray object reared itself into view, and slowly, very slowly, it crawled along like a gigantic toad, feeling its way across the shell-stricken field. It was a tank . . . the latest invention of destruction and the first of its kind to be employed in the Great War. . . . How painfully slow it traveled. Down and up the shell holes it clambered, a weird, ungainly monster, moving relentlessly forward.

—Canadian soldier Donald Fraser








Trench Talk

Trench coat A raincoat usually made of waterproof heavy-duty cotton gabardine, often with a removable insulated lining. It appeared before the war but was adopted by British army officers.

Trench fever A painful fever spread by lice.

Trench foot A wasting disease caused by exposure to cold, unsanitary or damp conditions. Symptoms included numbness, swelling, stench, changes in color, sores and tissue death.

Trench mouth A noncontagious infection of the gums prevalent among trench-bound soldiers. Symptoms: bleeding and gum pain.





Gallery

War Shatters the Ceiling

The Great War shook up the social order, bringing women out of their homes to take on a host of challenging new roles
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Manual laborers As the war depleted the number of men in the workforce, women often took over their roles. Above, Scotswomen shovel charcoal to feed the kilns at a sugar factory in 1916. Pioneering feminist historian Gail Braybon estimated that some 2 million women in the U.K. took over jobs formerly held by men, many of them in munitions plants.
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Amanuensis A Salvation Army worker transcribes as an injured soldier dictates a letter to his loved ones at home in this undated photo. During the war, volunteers from the religious charity served as ambulance drivers, maintained “refreshment huts” behind the lines where soldiers could eat and rest, and passed out parcels of food and clothing.
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Signal Corps American women working as telephone operators relax in their quarters, above. Called the “Hello Girls,” the bilingual workers were trained by AT&T and took an oath of allegiance but did not receive the same benefits as male soldiers. They worked from some 75 stations on the Continent.
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Aircraft builders Women stitch cloth to the wings of Curtiss JN-4 “Jenny” warplanes. The biplanes were used as training craft for U.S. and Allied pilots and did not see combat, although some were used as aerial ambulances.
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Drivers Ambulance drivers from Britain’s First Aid Nursing Yeomanry, a civilian service corps, don fur coats to fight off the cold at Calais, France, in January 1917.

When first founded in 1907, medics and nurses from the service traveled on horseback. The organization is still thriving, delivering services during natural disasters and other emergencies.
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Farmer A student, dubbed a “Farmerette,” tills the soil at the Vassar [College] Farm in 1917. One of the volunteers later recalled, “For the first week blisters, sunburns, and lame backs . . . Before long these settled into calluses, coats of tan, and hard muscles.”


1917
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Here we come! Citizens cheer as a military parade heads up Fifth Avenue in Manhattan. The famed lions that stand guard outside the New York Public Library, Patience and Fortitude, are on the left.





Major Events

January 16: Germany sends the secret Zimmermann telegram to Mexico, proposing an alliance against the U.S.

February 1: Germany resumes policy of unrestricted submarine warfare.

March 15: Russia’s Czar Nicholas II abdicates his throne.

April 6: The U.S. declares war on Germany.

April 17: French soldiers mutiny during the Nivelle Offensive.

July 31: The Battle of Passchendaele begins in northern Belgium.

November 7: The Bolsheviks overthrow the Russian government.

December 15: An armistice between Russia and the Central Powers goes into effect.





America Enters the Fray

German provocations draw the U.S. into a conflict it had long avoided
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Pvt. T.P. Loughlin of the New York National Guard bids farewell to his family as he leaves for Europe in 1917.

“He kept us out of war.” This was the rallying cry of the re-election campaign of President Woodrow Wilson, 60, in the hard-fought election of 1916. The slogan was terse and truthful, and it carried Wilson, a Democrat, to a narrow but convincing victory over Republican Charles Evans Hughes, an associate justice of the Supreme Court. (Wilson had a second motto: “America First.”)

After embracing colonial imperialism under President Theodore Roosevelt, Americans were in no mood for foreign entanglements in 1916. Victory in the Spanish-American War had given the U.S. control over many of Spain’s former colonial possessions, including Puerto Rico, the Philippines and other holdings. But the attempt to enforce U.S. control of the faraway Philippines had turned into a long, draining war of occupation against indigenous militias.

Americans still had a strong distrust of imperial regimes born of their revolution against English rule, and the counsel of Washington, Jefferson and other Founders to avoid involving the nation in the affairs of foreign powers was frequently invoked, while America’s geographical separation from oversea intrigues was hailed as one of its chief blessings.

Germany’s offenses It would thus take a series of powerfully persuasive deeds to convince the American people that their best interests would be served by taking sides in Europe’s Great War. And history had just the persuasive nation: overbearing imperial Germany. Immigrants from Germany had thrived in the U.S. as much as those of any European nation, and German culture had made strong contributions to the glorious mosaic of American life. Yet once the war began, Germany’s clueless leaders seemed to go out of their way to offend Americans.

Germany’s harsh policies and ruthless demeanor angered Americans from the first days of the war, when its armies violated international law and poured into neutral Belgium, where huge artillery guns blasted towns into oblivion, civilians were shot in cold blood, and women and children were mistreated. French and British sources loudly denounced “the Rape of Belgium,” and Americans were listening. And in 1915 it was the Germans who introduced the frightening new weapon of poison gas to the war.

When a German U-boat sank the British ocean liner R.M.S. Lusitania on May 7, 1915, killing 1,198 civilians, including 128 Americans, many formerly neutral Americans moved firmly into the anti-German camp. The backlash was so strong that in May 1916, Germany stood down from its policy of unrestricted submarine warfare. Result: the British blockade of German ports became so effective that civilians were starving across Germany. So German leaders, fully aware that the policy might draw the U.S. into the war, took a gamble: early in 1917 they resumed their policy of attacking merchant ships bringing supplies to Britain, in hopes they could starve the British before the Allies could starve them.

War by wire But it was a simple telegram, not a battle at sea, that tipped the scales. On January 16, Germany’s foreign minister, Arthur Zimmermann, sent a coded telegram to his nation’s ambassador in Mexico, saying, “We intend to begin on the first of February unrestricted submarine warfare. We shall endeavor in spite of this to keep the [U.S.] neutral. In the event of this not succeeding, we make Mexico a proposal of alliance on the following basis . . . generous financial support and an understanding on our part that Mexico is to reconquer the lost territory in Texas, New Mexico, and Arizona.”

British intelligence agents intercepted the message, decoded it and shared it with the U.S. When American newspapers reported the proposal on March 1, outraged citizens demanded action against the Germans. In a speech to Congress on April 2, saying “The world must be made safe for democracy,” Wilson called for the U.S. to declare war with Germany. In the next six days, both houses of Congress voted for war by an overwhelming margin. (The U.S. did not declare war against Austria-Hungary until December 1917.)

A nation galvanized When Europe went to war in 1914, its armies mobilized and took the field only hours after war was declared; their generals had been planning for a clash for years. But Americans were utterly unprepared to enter a conflict the size of the Great War. Frantically playing catch-up, Washington instituted the first general draft since the Civil War and accelerated the production of war supplies, eventually nationalizing telegraph lines and railroads to meet the demands of the effort.

Patriotic fervor swept across the land, as the war reshaped U.S. society. Millions of women entered workplaces, helping create strong backing for female voting rights: the 19th Amendment to the Constitution, granting women the franchise, was ratified in 1920. Broadway musicals, Hollywood movies and Liberty Bond posters pushed the war effort, and anti-German sentiment flared up. Stores sold “Liberty cabbage” rather than sauerkraut, and even America’s beloved hamburger was christened a “Liberty sandwich.”

Wilson picked veteran general John J. Pershing, 57—who most recently had led a U.S. Army corps against Mexican revolutionary Pancho Villa—to head up the American Expeditionary Force in Europe. The leaders of Britain and France proposed that U.S. troops be subordinate to their officers, but Wilson and Pershing refused, insisting Pershing would have an equal role with European generals. Although some American troops arrived in Europe in 1917, most U.S. soldiers would not arrive on the Continent until 1918. By August of that year, some 1 million American soldiers were in France.

The wasteland The Continent the American troops encountered was a chaotic, dismal mess. The front lines and no-man’s-land still ran like open wounds across the fields of France and Belgium. Russia’s monarchy had fallen after Czar Nicholas II abdicated the throne, and the interim regime that took its place was overwhelmed and reeling. Heavy-bomber attacks were draining the morale of innocent civilians in national capitals, and large numbers of people in every warring nation were starving, as basic social services broke down.

That spring on the Western Front, a joint British-French attack led by French Gen. Robert Nivelle upon German positions around the French cities of Arras and Reims achieved great early success but soon bogged down, amid enormous losses for the French. And for the first time in the war, when once again ordered by officers to advance, France’s poilus mutinied, refusing to fight. Across Europe, civilization itself seemed in peril.

The largest offensive of the year in the west was a perfect metaphor for the state of the war. Two previous battles to control the region around Ypres (or “Wipers,” as the British called it) in northwest Belgium had ended inconclusively, with both sides suffering grievous losses. Yet once again, British generals promised a game-changing victory would result from the Third Battle of Ypres (also called Passchendaele, for a town caught up in the fray), which was launched in July. The combat followed a familiar script: a huge buildup, early success for the Allies—then torrents of rain that turned battlefields into a swamp, and the withdrawal of essential troops who were dispatched to help ally Italy after a defeat by Austria-Hungary. In short: yet another bloody, dismal quagmire.

The conflict had begun in 1914 amid pageantry, patriotic fervor and appeals to idealism; after three years it had turned soldiers and citizens alike into cynical, despairing nihilists. Young American writer Ernest Hemingway, who served as a volunteer ambulance driver in Italy, later wrote, “There were many words that you could not stand to hear and finally only the names of places had dignity . . . Abstract words such as glory, honor, courage, or hallow were obscene.” Now, young Americans were setting foot in this wasteland. Could they make a difference?
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A patriotic poster urges American men to enlist.
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The U.S. Army numbered about 100,000 men as of 1917. On May 18 of that year, Congress passed the Selective Service Act, requiring all men between 21 and 30 to enroll for the draft. Above, random numbers are picked. At below, the news of Germany’s appeal to Mexico breaks.
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Stretcher-bearers carrying a wounded Canadian soldier seek solid ground in the muddy morass that was the Battle of Passchendaele.





Who Will Rule Russia?

As revolutionary socialists take power, ailing Russia exits the war
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Rebels lead protests in the streets of Petrograd (St. Petersburg) on the second day of the February Revolution.

Early in 1917, the pressures that had been building up on Europe’s battlefields began to register more prominently on the home fronts of the warring nations. With naval blockades shutting down trade and the demands of the military devouring resources and emptying national treasuries, the machinery of everyday life was breaking down across the Continent. No country was harder hit than Russia, the vast, inscrutable nation that had been playing catch-up to other European powers for centuries. (In the 1690s, the young czar Peter the Great had worked, relatively anonymously, in a Dutch shipyard to familiarize himself with the ways of the West.)

Russia was backward not only in terms of technology but also in its social order. Whereas many nations of Western Europe had moved past the age of ruling monarchs, Russia was led by a royal family and governed by court favorites, exhausted noble families, a fearsome secret police force and a huge, utterly corrupt bureaucracy. The country was only two generations removed from the Middle Ages; its serfs had been freed of their feudal ties to local nobles in 1861, and the Industrial Revolution might have been a mere rumor to most of its citizens.

In short, Russia was ripe for revolution, and the Great War was the force that shook the fruit from the tree. On Feb. 22, 1917, some soldiers and sailors mutinied, and workers took to the streets of Petrograd (St. Petersburg) to demand bread. When soldiers were ordered to put down the demonstrators, many of them refused. As the crisis spread, Czar Nicholas II accepted the people’s verdict on his reign; he abdicated on March 15, and when his royal successor refused to take the throne, a provisional government of Duma (Congress) members was appointed to lead a parliamentary government.

Change agent Into this vacuum of power, German statesmen inserted a deadly virus—in the form of Vladimir I. Lenin, the Russian Marxist leader who had been banned from his home country for his revolutionary activism. Like a plague bacillus (in Winston Churchill’s famed description), Lenin was transported from Switzerland to Petrograd in a sealed train. When he arrived in the capital on April 16, Russia’s descent accelerated. Alexander Kerensky, a moderate socialist legislator, was chosen to lead a new provisional government, and he set about patching up the country. Convinced that victory on the battlefield would unite his people, he appointed Gen. Alexei Brusilov, architect of Russia’s smashing victory over Austria-Hungary in 1916, to lead the army.

Aware of the socialist impulses in Eastern Europe before the war even began, Kerensky and Brusilov created a new narrative to justify the conflict, claiming it was a revolutionary struggle to free workers from the chains of capitalism and the old order. That argument failed to find fertile soil in the army, but even so, Brusilov launched a major offensive against Austria-Hungary and Germany in Galicia on July 1, 1917. But after only two days of fighting the attack failed, and Russian troops deserted by the tens of thousands, turning their backs on the battlefield. Like their czar before them, they chose to abdicate.

Chaos reigns The months that followed were hectic, as Russia reeled with disorder and the dizzying sense that no one was at the nation’s helm. Riots rocked Petrograd in July, and Lenin fled to Finland to escape arrest. Kerensky fired Brusilov after his offensive failed, then fired Brusilov’s successor, Gen. Lavr Kornikov, fearing he was plotting a military coup. The Germans knew their foe was weak; in September an offensive in the north captured the key port of Riga, Latvia, in two days. This was the last major engagement on the Eastern Front.

As the madness spread, the ousted Kornikov indeed turned rebel and marched on Petrograd with army units loyal to him—a gambit that managed to unite his enemies, as members of the provisional government made common cause with Leon Trotsky, Lenin’s fellow revolutionary and a leader of the radical Bolshevik Party. Lenin—whose motto as his nation’s government collapsed was the cynical observation “The worse, the better”—returned from Finland, and in early November he and his fellow Bolsheviks seized control of the nation without much ado, simply by occupying the practically undefended Winter Palace, former seat of the monarchy.

In a matter of months, Russia had been transformed from a royal monarchy led by a ruling class of nobles into the first nation in Europe—on the planet, in fact—to be led by a revolutionary socialist party. The Bolsheviks had long denounced the war as antithetical to the interests of the people; on Dec. 16, 1917, they reached an armistice agreement with the Central Powers. As 1918 began, the Great War was no longer a two-front conflict.
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Czar Nicholas II, wife Alexandra and their children were treated well by Russia’s provisional government, but they were executed after the Bolsheviks seized power.





A Mystical, Meddling Monk

The con man who bamboozled a royal court
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 Grigori Rasputin is one of history’s great outriders, a person who managed to insert himself into the center of Russia’s ruling circles and exert enormous power, against all odds. Born around 1869, Rasputin was a would-be monk and itinerant faith healer whose main gifts were a piercing gaze and potent appeal to women. His growing fame propelled him into noble circles in St. Petersburg, and when he seemed to halt the bleeding of the hemophiliac young son of Czar Nicholas II and his German wife, Alexandra, Rasputin became a fixture in the court.

Nicholas was shy and weak; Alexandra was domineering. Once the war began, Nicholas was engaged with military matters, and Alexandra acted as the nation’s chief executive, with Rasputin, often rumored to be her lover, as her chief counselor. As the monk’s power made him enemies at court, a group of nobles conspired to murder him late in 1916.





1917 Dispatches

A Man, a Plan, a Camel
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British officer T.E. Lawrence (above), an Oxford graduate and archaeologist, was one of the most dashing and colorful figures of a war sorely in need of both. An intelligence officer early in the war, he ended it as the liaison and quasi-leader of a Bedouin rebellion against the Ottoman Empire, earning the title “Lawrence of Arabia.”

Beginning in late 1916, Lawrence and the Bedouin leader Emir Faisal (below, center) raised a ragtag, camel-borne legion that spent 1917 challenging Turkish rule in Palestine. Their guerrilla campaign involved blowing up bridges and railroad lines. It also saw larger battles, as when the rebels captured the critical desert town of Aqaba in July 1917. The campaign reached its apex in the last weeks of the war, when Faisal’s forces conquered Damascus.

Lawrence’s legend was shaped by his decision to adopt the customs of his Bedouin allies; on the right of Faisal, below, he wears an Arab kaffiyeh. His superior officer, Gen. Edmund Allenby, said that Lawrence “was the mainspring of the Arab movement and knew their language, their manners and their mentality.” The revolt in the desert was a minor piece in the global jigsaw puzzle of the war, but it held great import for the future. When the Ottoman Empire collapsed at the war’s end, the map of the Middle East was redrawn, creating a clutch of states that often lacked internal cohesion—Syria, Jordan, Iraq and more—and also fostering the founding of the state of Israel in 1948. The sectarian and political divisions of today’s Middle East, born of the Great War, still vex our world.
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New, Heavier Bombers Afflict Civilians
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The Great War was one of the first conflicts in which innocent civilians were specifically targeted in military strikes. German zeppelins bombed London and Paris in 1915, but Allied pilots finally learned how to bring them down. Yet the war so accelerated the development of aviation technology that in 1917 a new generation of warplanes—heavy bombers—began flying over European cities. On May 25, 1917, 23 of Germany’s new Gotha bombers took off from Belgian airfields; 21 of them attacked targets on Britain’s southeast coast, killing 95 civilians and wounding 195 more.

A second batch of German bombers, the Zeppelin-Staaken “Giants,” were biplanes with four engines and a wingspan of 138 feet. In dozens of raids over Britain, the two types of bombers killed 857 people and wounded some 2,500, including children (below). British and French bombers, in turn, ravaged German cities late in the war.
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A Spy Who Hid Little
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Her name has become synonymous with the popular notion of a femme fatale, and her story, even shorn of its exaggerations and fabrications, is fascinating. Born in the Netherlands in 1876, Margaretha Zelle married a military officer living in the Dutch East Indies (today’s Indonesia) who was an abusive alcoholic. The couple had two children, then returned to Europe, where they divorced. Left almost penniless, Zelle moved to Paris and took up exotic dancing.

Using the stage name Mata Hari, Zelle claimed to be a devotee of East Asian sacred arts and won fame across Europe for her striptease act. A classic courtesan, she boasted wealthy and powerful lovers from many lands. Both France and Germany approached her to spy for them, and the French came to fear that she was a double agent. She was arrested in Paris in February 1917 and convicted of espionage. In October she was executed by firing squad—and she blew a kiss to her executioners before she died.





Global Roundup
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A Victory for Britain

On Dec. 11, 1917, British Gen. Edmund Allenby strode through Jerusalem’s Jaffa Gate after winning control of the holy city in a long campaign against its Turkish overlords. The British Egyptian Expeditionary Force was eager to wrest control of Palestine from the Turks and thus secure Britain’s vital Suez Canal waterway. Thanks to Allenby’s clever deceptions, support on the flanks from Emir Faisal’s rebel army and a surging charge by Australian cavalry (one of the few in the war), the British routed the Turks to ensure control of Jerusalem and much of the region.

A Defeat for Italy

After Italy broke off its alliance with the Central Powers and struck a pact with the Allies in 1915, its offensive against Austria-Hungary bogged down in a series of inconclusive campaigns along the Isonzo River. By August 1917, the two sides had fought no fewer than 10 battles, with neither army scoring a knockout blow.

The 11th Battle of the Isonzo, in August and September of 1917, bled both sides white: the Italians suffered as many as 150,000 casualties, the Austrians perhaps 100,000. The Austrians turned to their German allies for help, and on October 24, the Germans began a surprise attack that routed the Italian forces, who retreated some 80 miles before establishing a new defensive line.





First Person

Britain’s Blockade Squeezes Germany
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A soup kitchen in Berlin.

Coal has run out. The electric light is cut off in most houses . . . the trams are not running, or only in the very early morning, all theatres, schools, the opera house and cinemas are closed—neither potatoes nor turnips are to be had . . . there is no fish—and Germany has at last ceased to trumpet the fact that it can’t be starved out.

—Ethel Cooper, Australian citizen living in Leipzig in 1917





Mess Hall

Axle grease Bad butter. In German: Wagenschmiere.

Bully beef Canned beef, perhaps derived from French boulli-de-boeuf, boiled beef.

Bombardier Fritz Pommes frites, a.k.a. French fries. Often drunk with “plonk,” that is, vin blanc.

Gippo A meaty stew or gravy.

Mumping Snitching food or supplies for personal use, equivalent to current American “liberating.” Also called “souveniring” or “hot-stuffing.”

SRD Abbreviation on jars of British rum, said to stand for “seldom reaches destination.”





Gallery

Rally Round the Flag!

After years of isolationism, Americans embrace the war effort with gusto
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Harvest of stones Two young women collect peach pits for the war effort. U.S. chemist James Bert Garner discovered that the pits, ground into an activated charcoal, effectively absorbed poison gas. The Red Cross set up collection stations for peach stones across the country. Walnut shells served the same purpose.
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Uplifting Hollywood and Wall Street came together when movie stars Douglas Fairbanks and Charlie Chaplin attended a rally to promote war bonds, known as Liberty Bonds, in front of Federal Hall in lower Manhattan, where George Washington took the oath of office as the nation’s first president in 1789.
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Fighters The band of the Army’s 369th Infantry, “The Harlem Hellfighters,” returns to the U.S. in 1919. The black soldiers were attached to the French army in Europe after being harassed by their fellow Americans.
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Breakthrough Seven women are sworn into an auxiliary branch of the U.S. Marines, the Marinettes, in New York City. During the war, more than 300 women served as Marines, and 11,880 more as U.S. Navy “Yeomanettes.”
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Be prepared Boy Scouts from Troop 166 in Manhattan promote the sale of war bonds. The U.S. Treasury hawked Liberty Bonds via free air shows offering plane rides, posters, buttons, ads and many more promotional schemes.
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Works of mercy Nurses at a Red Cross center in New York City prepare parcels to be shipped to U.S. prisoners of war being held in Germany. Some 4,120 American prisoners were repatriated at the end of the war.


1918
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A flurry of bullets U.S. troops hit the ground to fire a 37-mm machine gun in 1918 in a campaign on the Western Front. The photo is believed to have been taken during the Meuse-Argonne Offensive in the fall.





Major Events

January 8: President Woodrow Wilson issues his Fourteen Points peace agenda.

March 3: Russia signs the harsh Treaty of Brest-Litovsk with the Central Powers.

March 21: Germany launches the Michael Offensive and four other spring attacks.

July 15: The Second Battle of the Marne begins. Once again, Paris is untouched.

August 8: British troops defeat the Germans at Amiens.

September 12: U.S. launches successful Battle of St.-Mihiel.

September 19: British troops defeat Turks at the Battle of Megiddo in Ottoman Palestine.

September 26: U.S. and Allied troops launch the Meuse-Argonne Offensive.

November 9: Kaiser Wilhelm II abdicates.

November 11: The Armistice is signed, ending the war.





Victory and Exhaustion

The war grinds to a halt, as U.S. troops help lead the Allies to success
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U.S. soldiers man an artillery piece in the successful August 1918 attack on the German salient at St.-Mihiel. 

The Great War ended not with a bang but a whimper, collapsing upon itself like a leaky blimp. Had the decision to cease firing been left up to the generals, of course, there might never have been an end to the numbing cavalcade of grand offensives that promised a final victory yet only vanished over the horizon, leaving fields of dead in their wake. But as 1918 dawned, with the battle lines on the war’s most important front still relatively unchanged after more than three years of combat, the generals were no longer in the driver’s seat: events far from no-man’s-land were now forcing the gears of war to stiffen and rust.

The troops were exhausted; more important, the nations for which they fought were exhausted. Russia’s monarchy had fallen. Germany, Austria, Britain and France were rocked by labor strikes and protests. Calls for further civilian sacrifice were mocked with acidic humor.

Germany suffered the most. Britain’s naval blockade of its ports, one of the single most effective weapons of the war, had turned Germans into starving scavengers who lived in ever more desperate straits, short of food, short of soap, short of rest, short of temper—and utterly drained of patience.

In the trenches, disillusionment, mutiny and rebellion were spreading like a plague. French troops had mutinied after the Nivelle Offensive in April 1917; in 1918 the uprisings spread to almost every army and some navies. The successful Bolshevik Revolution in Russia was galvanizing socialists across Europe. The endgame was at hand.

Fresh faces When the soldiers of the American Expeditionary Force began arriving in France early in 1918, they seemed to have been imported from another world: young and untested, they were also bursting with vitality and refreshingly innocent of the grim knowledge shared by the European troops. A wild card in the conflict, they would give the Allied war effort the extra push it needed to convince the Germans their only course was surrender. Even before the first Americans reached Europe, shipments of U.S. munitions, supplies and food were ensuring that British and French citizens and troops were not suffering as much as their German counterparts.

When the U.S. entered the war in April 1917, its military was utterly unprepared to fight. The U.S. Army had only some 100,000 soldiers, and when volunteer enlistments lagged, President Woodrow Wilson instituted the nation’s first draft since the Civil War. The federal government took control of railroads and telegraph lines, and the U.S. Treasury floated “Liberty Bonds” to fund the buildup. As men entered the service, women filled factories and took over many other jobs.

Gen. John J. Pershing, named to lead the AEF, had planned on getting his men to the Continent and in action by 1919. But when he went to Europe in 1917 and took stock of the horrible price of the ongoing deadlock, he agreed with his new allies to advance his timetable, and U.S. troops began arriving in France in early 1918: 80,000 in March, 118,000 in April, 245,000 in May—and roughly that same number each month until the fall. By the war’s end, there would be 2.8 million U.S. troops in Europe.

The Michael Offensive As Germany’s top general, Erich Ludendorff, made his plans for 1918, he had an enormous new advantage: the collapse of Russia’s monarchy meant that Germany was no longer fighting a two-front war, and he was able to transport 50 divisions to the Western Front. Before they arrived, some of the troops were trained in a new approach to trench warfare: christened “storm troopers,” they would travel lightly and move quickly in small groups, penetrating enemy lines to cause maximum havoc and bypassing larger emplacements to be taken later. This sort of guerrilla-style warfare had worked well on the Eastern Front, and now it would come to the Western Front, in a major spring campaign dubbed the Michael Offensive.

When the attack was launched on March 21 against outnumbered British troops between Arras and St.-Quentin, France, it was devastating. Ludendorff had boasted of his goal: “We punch a hole in the enemy line, and everything else follows.” The Germans drove the British into retreat, especially in the south, where they pushed the Brits back a full 40 miles. But the British line to the north held better, and the German attack ran out of steam. They had punched a hole in the line—yet all that followed was that they now had more land to defend, land that was meaningless in terms of overall strategy.

Even so, excited by his early victory in the Michael Offensive, Ludendorff poured on the pressure, mounting another offensive against the British at Lys, near Ypres, in April. Again, the Germans scored early victories but not a knockout blow. The pattern repeated again on the opposite end of the long front in May along the Aisne River, south of Amiens. A German thrust initially made strong gains, but the troops ran into a new foe in late May: U.S. soldiers who firmly held their ground. On June 6 at Belleau Wood, west of Château-Thierry, the Americans launched their first attack of the war; after several weeks of fighting, the Germans retreated. At one point in the fray, a French officer suggested a tactical withdrawal, but U.S. Marine Capt. Lloyd Williams is said to have responded, “Retreat? Hell, we just got here!”

Learning on the job Gen. Pershing was as green as his troops when it came to the sort of warfare raging on the Western Front: he expected waves of soldiers armed with rifles and bayonets to survive German machine gun fire in no-man’s-land. But if their tactics were antiquated at times, the U.S. soldiers were healthy, committed and ready to fight. And they were only the tip of a long spear: there would be 1 million of them on the battlefield by July, with more on the way. The Germans’ challenge in 1918 was to score a lethal blow, seizing Paris or utterly annihilating the British and French armies before the Allies’ American reinforcements reached Europe. Neither goal was achieved, and with civil society collapsing at home, the generals were quickly running out of time.

In August it was the Allies’ turn to strike the Germans. A British-led attack around Amiens, conducted primarily by Canadian and Australian troops, was a major success: some 15,000 German prisoners were taken captive on its first day, August 8—and many seemed happy to surrender. This victory evolved into a campaign known as the Hundred Days Offensive, with the Allies attacking constantly along the full length of the Western Front line.

Americans were now fully engaged in the fighting. Their first solo mission was to drive the Germans from their heavily fortified defensive Hindenburg Line around the St.-Mihiel salient, south of Verdun, on September 12. With Col. George Patton leading a tank unit and Gen. Billy Mitchell commanding some 1,400 aircraft overhead, the Yanks took 7,000 casualties and suffered some logistical snafus but swept the Germans from the salient.

Two weeks later the Americans were back in action, assigned to coordinate with Allied armies in the Meuse-Argonne Offensive, part of the Hundred Days Offensive. Going on the attack on September 26, the doughboys fought with great courage but were still on a learning curve: artillery support was not well coordinated with infantry attacks, and logistical efforts behind the lines were slow and disorganized. Wisely, Pershing now decided to turn over command of the new U.S. First Army to Gen. Hunter Liggett, freeing the top commander to coordinate the overall U.S. effort more effectively.

Liggett applied the lessons already learned about the new tactics of warfare by the British and French, and the Americans drove forward behind creeping artillery barrages to cross the Meuse River, then advanced some 25 miles along both its sides. But victory came at a high price: the U.S. suffered some 122,000 casualties, including 26,277 dead, in six weeks of constant fighting.

By November 9, the Yanks had reached the hills around the German-occupied city of Sedan. But they would go no further, for the Germans had finally seen enough. Negotiations for a peace deal had begun in October, and the Americans along the Meuse shared the exhilaration that rushed around the globe with an electric jolt when it was announced that an Armistice ending the war would go into effect at 11 a.m. on November 11.

Four years and three months after it began, the Great War, running on fumes, wheezed to a merciful end. An estimated 17 million soldiers and citizens had perished. Now it was the diplomats’ turn to reshape the world to ensure such a titanic struggle would never occur again. But after such knowledge, what forgiveness?
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A war bond poster reflects America’s can-do spirit.
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U.S. troops wear gas masks during the Meuse-Argonne Offensive, one of the last major battles on the Western Front.
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Victory! American troops and civilians alike celebrate peace on Armistice Day in New York City, Nov. 11, 1918.





1918 Dispatches

Aces, Dogfights and the Red Baron
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The Great War stripped the glory from combat—almost. For the miserable Tommies, poilus and doughboys who spent their days in trenches, the lure of aerial warfare was immense. Aviation was in its infancy when the war began, but it quickly revolutionized warfare, offering a powerful new way for generals to chart local topography and observe enemy positions and movements. Airplanes were also flying weapons platforms that offered a variety of ways to hammer the foe, from dropping large bombs that devastated entire swaths of land to making precise strafing runs along the length of enemy trenches.

France, Germany, Britain and the U.S. had been early leaders in aviation, and the war only accelerated a technological race that had been white hot even before the war began. In the four years of the war, airplanes became bigger, faster, more reliable, and able to fly farther and carry larger loads than ever before. In a seeming blink, the rickety biplanes of 1914 gave way to the heavy bombers of 1917, which brought the war out of the trenches and into the capitals and big cities of the foe.

The new war heroes weren’t generals on horseback: they were the “aces,” pilots who had brought down five or more enemy aircraft. Eddie Rickenbacker, above with his SPAD XIII, was the preeminent American pilot of the age, but his fame never equaled that of the most celebrated pilot of the war, the German ace Manfred von Richthofen, below, a former cavalryman who saw the light, became a fighter pilot, shot down 80 enemy planes and was the leader of Germany’s famed Flying Circus, named for its planes’ bright colors. When the “Red Baron” was shot down and died on April 21, 1918, soldiers and civilians of every nation mourned the passing of a legend.
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The War’s Most Important Front
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German women scavenge for food in 1918.

As the first truly global conflict, the Great War was fought on fronts that ranged from Belgium and France to the mountains of Italy, to the Dardanelles strait. The war penetrated into Africa, Japan, China and the Middle East, ranged across the primary sea-lanes of the globe and forced its way into realms previously untouched by conflict: there was an active aerial front over Europe, and U-boats turned even the depths of the oceans into combat zones.

Yet the most decisive front in the war—and the direct cause of the sudden cessation of hostilities in the fall of 1918—was the home front. The armies that did the fighting were only the point of their nation’s spears, supported by the labor and taxes of civilians. By 1918 the vast effort needed to keep armies in the field had drained the belligerent nations of their resources, their workforces, their larders and, finally, their will to fight. Russia collapsed first, descending into turmoil. All across Europe in 1917 and 1918, workers staged strikes and rioted, as basic services—transportation, energy, agriculture—collapsed. The four years of conflict left the enemy nations exhausted and broken. 1914’s race to war had become 1918’s struggle to survive.





Black Jack’s Army
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Born on a farm in Missouri to a family of German and English descent in 1860, John J. Pershing split wood like his hero, Abraham Lincoln, as a boy and graduated from West Point, where he was elected president of his class and cadet captain. “Black Jack” led a division of black cavalrymen in Cuba in the Spanish-American War and fought objectors to U.S. rule in the Philippines, impressing Theodore Roosevelt, who promoted him over the heads of 862 senior officers to become a brigadier general.

Pershing was the obvious choice to lead the American Expeditionary Force in Europe, where he won his most important battle first: he demanded to retain control of U.S. troops. Although sometimes faulted for ordering costly frontal assaults in battle, Pershing was a shrewd, thoughtful leader who molded the AEF into an efficient, modern army—and, as the mentor to George Marshall, Omar Bradley, George Patton, Dwight Eisenhower and others, left his nation prepared to win the battles of World War II.





Global Roundup
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The Ottoman Empire Falls

A daring and well-executed campaign led by British Gen. Edmund Allenby in the area of today’s Syria and Israel ended in a complete rout of Ottoman troops at the Battle of Megiddo, Sept. 19–25, 1918. The victory led to the capture of Damascus and the signing of the Armistice of Mudros on October 30, with Turkey’s Ottoman Empire surrendering to the Allies.

Along with the earlier defeat of Bulgarian troops by a multinational force led by French Gen. Louis Franchet d’Espèrey, the collapse of this southern front left Austria and Germany defenseless there and was one of the reasons they surrendered.

Chaos Plagues Russia

Russia’s ruling Bolshevik Party signed a harsh peace treaty with Germany at Brest-Litovsk in today’s Belarus on March 3, 1918, ceding vast holdings in Eastern Europe—Ukraine, Poland, the Baltic states and more—to Germany.

Russia was thrown into civil war: the White Army, loyal to the murdered czar, battled Lenin’s Red Army—with France, Britain and the U.S. sending troops to aid the Whites. Above, Red Army soldiers march in Moscow.

Italy Routs Austria

After a major Austro-Hungarian offensive against Italy at the Piave River failed in June 1918, the Italians regrouped, and Austria’s economy tanked. A major Italian victory in the Battle of Vittorio Veneto in October led to Austria’s surrender on November 3.





FIRST PERSON

11 a.m., 11/11/18
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U.S. soldiers cheer the Armistice, 1918

We knew it was coming. For several days there had been talk of a German surrender. They had asked for terms. Now it had come, and it seemed unbelievable. Peace? Could it be possible? No more blood! No more casualties! No more mutilated, blinded, and shell-shocked men. No more sacrifice of boys too young to die. Peace!

—Philip Gibbs, British war correspondent





Wild Blue Chatter

Ace Originally, a fine pilot, a “high card” to play against the enemy. Later, a pilot who had downed five or more enemy planes.

Ack-ack Antiaircraft fire, from British military phonetic alphabet “A-A.”

Blimp Etymology unclear. Often said to refer to the second of two types of nonrigid airship, thus a “Type B, limp” or “blimp.”

Hedge hop Flying close to the ground.

Strafing Machine-gunning enemies or positions on the ground. From the German verb meaning “to punish.”





Gallery

When the New World Returned to the Old

The arrival of U.S. forces in France hastened the war’s end
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Hold the line U.S. Army technicians work with a captured German telephone near St.-Mihiel, France, in 1918.
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Body and soul Medics tend to wounded U.S. soldiers on Sept. 20, 1918, within a bombed-out church in Neuvilly-en-Argonne, France, that has been converted into a field hospital. Each U.S. Army division had a medical unit, called a Sanitary Train, staffed by 1,331 officers and enlisted men.
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Downtime With the war safely over, a U.S. soldier takes a break at St.-Nazaire, France, in 1919. U.S. troops were racially segregated in the war, but black soldiers distinguished themselves in battle, and General John J. Pershing, who had commanded a black cavalry unit in the Spanish-American War, strongly supported them.
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Surgery center Volunteer Anna Rochester, a member of the American Red Cross Smith College Relief Unit, ministers to severely wounded soldiers at a U.S. Army Evacuation Hospital in Souilly, France, where operations were often performed.
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Dreams of peace? A haystack makes a good lean-to for this U.S. ambulance driver in Samogneux, France, in 1918. Samogneux, in the Meuse department of France, was completely destroyed in the German offensive at Verdun in 1916.
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Taking cover British officers, right, instruct American soldiers, left, on camouflage techniques used by snipers in 1918. Snipers had not played a large role in combat until the Great War, when trench warfare created a demand for sharpshooters.
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Liberated An elderly French couple, identified only by their surname, Baloux, who lived through four years of German occupation in Brieulles-sur-Bar, France, thank U.S. Army soldiers after an American advance freed the town on Nov. 6, 1918.


Aftermath

Agenda: Revenge

No quarter: a harsh treaty paves the way for an even greater war
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Most of the peace talks after Germany’s surrender took place at the Quai d’Orsay in Paris, but the more formal moments, like the signing ceremony, took place in the Hall of Mirrors at King Louis XIV’s lavish Palace of Versailles.

Even before U.S. troops began arriving in Europe to join the Great War on the side of the Allies, President Woodrow Wilson was contemplating the end of the conflict. On Jan. 22, 1917, a little more than two months before the U.S. entered the war, Wilson addressed the U.S. Senate and declared his hope that the conflict could be settled on the basis of “peace without victory.” A one-sided triumph creating a lopsided balance of power, he argued, would only provoke another war.

A year later, on Jan. 8, 1918, with the U.S. at war with the Central Powers, Wilson stood before a joint session of the U.S. Congress and laid out an expansive vision of the postwar world, arranged in a list that became known as the Fourteen Points. (Georges Clemenceau, the hard-headed prime minister of France, is said to have grumbled, “The good Lord only had ten!”) The president identified the causes of international discord, including secret treaties between nations, aggressive and expensive arms races, battles to control the seas and the European nations’ contentious campaigns to create vast colonial empires. And he offered a series of steps to address these issues as the world rebuilt itself after the war.

In an ideal world, Wilson’s visionary agenda might have been put in place at the war’s end. Then again, the world’s nations had spent the previous four years emphatically demonstrating how widely human affairs deviate from the ideal. When the war finally wheezed to a halt with Germany’s surrender 11 months after Wilson’s address, the victors sought revenge, not reconciliation. Perhaps a Nelson Mandela might have convinced the delegates to the Paris Peace Conference, which began in January 1919, that the best path forward was forgiveness. But there were no Mandelas at the Quai d’Orsay in Paris, where most of the talks took place.

The first indication that revenge, rather than charity, was the victors’ goal came when the French forced a train carrying 180 German diplomats to creep along at 10 m.p.h. on its way to Paris, so that the passengers would get a vivid sense of the devastation their armies had wrought. In Versailles’s Hall of Mirrors, Clemenceau greeted his conquered foes with ominous words: “The hour has struck for the weighty settlement of our account.”

Pains of the past It’s often overlooked that the account the French had in mind dated back not just to the murderous battles of the past four years but to 1870, when Prussian chancellor Otto von Bismarck provoked Emperor Napoleon III into declaring war, then smashed him at Sedan, annexed the iron-rich provinces of Alsace and Lorraine and imposed on France a heavy financial indemnity. Thus the Great War was not only the prelude to World War II; it was also the rejoinder to the Franco-Prussian War. Indeed, as TIME writer Otto Friedrich once observed, the conflicts between France and Germany went back to the era when the Romans subdued the Gauls but not the Germans, thus defining the Rhine as the frontier of what was then considered the civilized world.

Accordingly, the Allied terms were harsh. France would regain Alsace and Lorraine, as well as a trusteeship over the rich coal mines of the Saar. Germany would be stripped of its overseas colonies. The Austro-Hungarian and Turkish empires would be chopped up into a goulash of new nations like Czechoslovakia and Yugoslavia. A newly reconstituted and independent Poland—partitioned between victorious nations and erased from the map after the Napoleonic Wars—acquired parts of the German industrial areas of Upper Silesia, Posen and West Prussia, providing it with a corridor to the Baltic Sea. Germany, alone among the war’s participants, would be disarmed, forbidden to maintain more than 100,000 troops or have any major warships, submarines, warplanes or tanks. Germans would have to admit formally to being guilty of aggression and pay all war damages, a sum estimated at more than $100 billion (some $1.4 trillion in today’s dollars). To encourage assent, the Allies vowed they would continue the strangling naval blockade they imposed in 1914, ensuring more starvation in Germany.

The Germans signed. And as the vanquished nation, now a republic, struggled with privation and runaway inflation in the 1920s, its citizens’ desire for revenge grew. As the former Bavarian Reserve corporal Adolf Hitler wrote in Mein Kampf (My Struggle) in 1925: “In vain the death of 2 million. . . . Hatred grew in me, hatred for those responsible for this deed . . . I decided to go into politics.”

After all the horror and sorrow, out of the mud, blood and futility of the trenches, the Great War begat a Hitler rather than a Mandela. The conflict’s heritage was not a world of peace; it was an even greater war, one that once again drew in all the world’s great nations, including the U.S., which would emerge from World War II as the planet’s greatest power.

A century has passed since the U.S. entered the Great War. But the influence of that epochal event is everywhere around us. After all, the war officially ended rather recently. On Oct. 3, 2010, under no-nonsense Chancellor Angela Merkel, Germany made its final reparations-related payment, $94 million, nearly 92 years after the country’s defeat by the Allies. Peace—with interest.
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In 1918 and 1919, as the challenge of recovering from the devastating war got under way, a different sort of plague stalked the planet: one of history’s greatest pandemics, incorrectly named the Spanish flu, infected some 500 million people, killing 50 million to 100 million. Above, stricken soldiers at Fort Riley, Kansas, are quarantined in a makeshift hospital.
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America’s Most-Wanted Poster
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World War I produced one of the most memorable images in American history: the U.S. Army recruiting poster that depicts a commanding Uncle Sam pointing his finger at the viewer and urging young men to enlist in the war effort.

Painted by noted U.S. illustrator James Montgomery Flagg, the image first appeared on the cover of the July 6, 1916, issue of Leslie’s Weekly magazine with the title “What Are You Doing for Preparedness?” The U.S. would not declare war on Germany until April of the next year, but the storm signals were clear.

The image was later adapted by the U.S. Army for the poster with the new, unforgettable call to action. More than 4 million copies of it were printed between 1917 and 1918.
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Model? “Uncle Sam” may have been Sam Wilson, known as Uncle Sam, a meatpacker who stamped the initials “U.S.” on barrels of meat he sold to the Army in the War of 1812.
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Giddyap! By the mid-19th century, Uncle Sam had taken on his classic look: long, lean, goateed and wearing a patriotic getup, as Thomas Nast drew him in 1877.
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You talkin’ to me? Artist Alfred Leete drew an image of British war hero Lord Kitchener wagging his finger to draw recruits in 1914; it was a memorable success.
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That face U.S. illustrator Flagg used Leete’s design as the basis for his poster. And he used his own visage as the model for his bushy-eyebrowed take on Uncle Sam.
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