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WHO FOUGHT IN THE FIRST WORLD WAR?



Armed conflict first broke out between Austria–Hungary and Serbia in the summer of 1914 and within three weeks much of the world was at war. Germany and Austria–Hungary (sometimes referred to as the Central Powers) were allied against Britain, France and Russia (known as the Allies). Other countries joined later, including Turkey and Bulgaria for the Central Powers and Italy and the USA for the Allies.


The impact of the First World War was huge. It involved 32 countries and was the first truly ‘world’ war. More men were killed than in any previous European conflict while civilians lived with the hardships of war for over four years, and even became targets themselves. The death toll for troops in the British Army and British Empire forces was enormous; almost one in every ten soldiers were killed (almost 1 million), and over 2 million were wounded.


[image: ]


Faces of the First World War


These are the faces of some people from Britain and the British Empire whose lives were transformed by the War. Not all of these people survived it. Throughout this book, you will get to know some of these people and hear their stories.
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Many, but not all of these people were from Britain. Just over 5 million men from the United Kingdom served in the British Army during the War. A further 3 million troops were from the British Empire, serving with the British Empire forces. The British had the largest empire in the world in 1914. It had approximately 445 million people, which was about one quarter of the world’s population. From the Empire, India contributed the largest number of troops, at 1.5 million, followed by Canada then Australia.


Most of these troops were volunteers. Conscription was only introduced in Britain and New Zealand in 1916 and in Canada in 1917, elsewhere in the Empire there was no conscription. The legal minimum age for overseas service was 19 years old, but some younger teenage boys lied about their age to enlist. Most volunteers were sent to Europe, mainly to northern France and Belgium. However, fighting took place throughout the world: in Europe, the Middle East, Africa and Asia.
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GEORGE COPPARD’S STORY
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‘In 1914 … Rumours of war broke out and I began to be interested in the [soldiers] tramping the streets in their big strong boots … Military bands blared out their martial music in the streets. This was too much for me to resist and … I knew I had to enlist straightaway.


… Towards the end of August I presented myself to the recruiting sergeant in Croydon. There was a steady stream of men, mostly working types, queuing up to enlist. The sergeant asked me my age [sixteen] and when told replied, ‘Clear off son. Come back tomorrow when you’re nineteen, eh?’ So I turned up the next day and gave my age as nineteen … and holding up my right hand, swore to fight for King and Country.’
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ACTIVITY




1. Look at the photographs on pages 4–5. Who do you think is the:







    •  youngest soldier?


    •  the eldest soldier?







2. Read George Coppard’s Story.







    a)  Why did George want to enlist in the Army?


    b)  How was he able to enlist despite being underage?







3. List the countries mentioned on this spread that fought in the War and indicate for which side they fought.
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WHY DID TENSIONS DEVELOP BETWEEN EUROPEAN COUNTRIES BEFORE 1914?
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