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INTRODUCTION


Without a doubt, the First World War changed everything. The years 1914–18 stand as a Rubicon over which all those who were involved in the war, directly and indirectly, were forced to cross. What seemed a gilded way of life of the late Edwardian era, imbued with wealth and empire and majesty, was lost as irretrievably as if a giant pair of iron gates had slammed shut across it.


Moreover, the seeds of so much discontent were sown in the war’s immediate aftermath that they bore poisoned fruit over succeeding decades. The disillusionment that set in during the late 1920s led to appeasement in the face of aggressive dictators in the 1930s, and to yet another world war in the 1940s as – in the view of many – the First World War’s unfinished business exploded again. Later, Communist Russia, born in the chaos of 1917, provided one side in a Cold War that framed world events from the 1950s to the 1980s, and which saw proxy “hot” wars in the Middle East, Africa and Asia. In the 1990s and 2000s even renewed worries about Germany’s power and the outbreak of Balkan violence returned, so familiar from 1914. In short, so much of what defines us and our world in the early 21st century can be traced back to “The Great War for Civilization”.


The story of that war has been told many times, but this book offers a fresh approach. As its starting point it takes the material legacy of the war. Thousands of different objects and artefacts dating back to 1914–18 survive, ranging from the mundane to the extraordinary, from the terrifying to the humorous. Each has its own story to tell. Here, 100 of these micro-stories form a spine around which has been woven a comprehensive narrative relating what happened in the run up to the war, during the war itself and in its immediate aftermath.


As a result, this book offers a multi-track approach. For a straightforward, full narrative, readers can start at the beginning and move forward, following developments on a broadly chronological basis. They can trace events as they played out over several continents – events which led to the demise of four empires (German, Austro-Hungarian, Russian and Ottoman) and casualties in their millions, confirming that it was truly a war like no other ever experienced before.


Alternatively, readers can take a more thematic approach and, via the chapter headings and cross-references, pursue particular strands – for example, the Western Front year by year, or changes in the way of life for civilians back home; the arrival of aerial warfare, or the development of submarine warfare; the advent of poison gas and the tank, or the emergence of modern propaganda.


At the heart of the book lies the fundamental relationship between the “big picture” and the intimate insights offered by the 100 objects, the majority taken from the unparalleled collections of Britain’s Imperial War Museum – an institution itself inaugurated in 1917 as a direct response to the war. Looking at history via objects is not a new idea. But rather than 100 purely generic or symbolic objects, those chosen here invariably have particular stories to tell – of their makers, of their users and of how they were discovered or preserved. By appreciating these dimensions, we are brought more starkly face to face with the human angle – the individuals connected with the objects. To really understand the First World War, it is as important to listen to the thoughts of an individual Tommy about his rations, or his wife’s disgruntlement at food queues back home, as it is to grasp the grand strategy of battles or the horrifying statistics of casualties.


We live daily with the consequences of the First World War. Truly, it still shapes the world in which we live. Its bloody history sounds out as a warning to us all, and each one of these 100 objects echoes like a bell across the intervening passage of time.
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