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In 1920 my great-great-grandfather, King George V, opened the Imperial War Museum at its first home in the Crystal Palace. He spoke of the enormous – almost unthinkable – courage and sacrifices which millions of men and women had made in the First World War. And he spoke of how the museum reflected that ‘common effort and common sacrifice’ by recording ‘faithfully and impartially the efforts of all ranks in the field and of all classes at home.’ He described it as a place which ‘speaks to the heart and to the imagination’ and how he believed the museum would be an inspiration for future generations.


Nearly 100 years later, the strength of his words endures. The Imperial War Museum continues to connect us with those who have served our country in times of conflict and have secured the prosperity and freedoms we enjoy. I am therefore delighted to support IWM’s First World War Centenary Programme and to help pass on my great-great grandfather’s message.


This book, published to accompany the new First World War Retold at IWM London, aims to explain why the First World War started; why it continued for so long; how it was won and lost; and what happened afterwards. It presents events as they appeared to unfold to people at the time. Every object, every photograph, every letter or diary entry, helps us to understand their reactions to the events going on around them, and the parts they played in shaping them. They also explain why these people – our recent relatives – continued to fight for what they believed was right, despite a cost in human life and suffering barely imaginable to us today.


The centenary of the war prompts us to reflect upon the nature of the catastrophe which enveloped Europe between 1914 and 1918. I hope that this book and the exhibition it accompanies will both put into context and bring to life the experiences of those who lived through it. We have a responsibility to ensure that their stories are not lost by the passing of time. We will remember them.
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INTRODUCTION


 


 


The First World War was a turning point in world history. It claimed the lives of around 10 million service personnel and untold numbers of civilians across the globe, and had a huge impact on those who experienced it. It was the first real instance of what later generations would call total war, with whole nations pitted against each other as millions of men fought on land, at sea and in the air. Modern weaponry caused mass casualties and civilian populations suffered hardships and came under threat of enemy attack. The war broke the empires of Germany, Russia, Austria-Hungary and Turkey. It triggered the Russian Revolution and provided the bedrock for the Soviet Union. It forced a reluctant United States on to the world stage and revived the ideals of liberalism. On Europe’s edge, it provided a temporary solution to the ambitions of the Balkan nations. Outside Europe it laid the seeds for the conflict in the Middle East. In short, the war shaped not just Europe, but the world in the twentieth century.


Most of these outcomes were in the balance until the war’s end, and some remained so after it was over. In 1917 many in Britain and the empire were not optimistic. In February of that year, as the Germans declared unrestricted U-boat warfare and Russia stood on the brink of revolution, the Imperial War Museum was born.


The purpose of the museum was not only to commemorate but to collect, to sift through the products, debris and memorabilia of the war, and to do so in a way that reflected not just the roles of the armed forces but the efforts of the entire nation. By 1920, when the museum opened for the first time at the Crystal Palace, the war had been won, but it was still hard to encompass the conflict as a whole. So great was its enormity that all who had fought in it struggled to give it shape and context. The exhibits were less about telling a story that still lacked a clear narrative, and more about evoking a set of experiences that in their entirety were common to all.


Some aspects of the First World War still resonate today. Soldiers severely wounded in Iraq and Afghanistan have survived thanks not only to the most up-to-date surgical techniques but also to procedures pioneered and developed in 1914–1918. The legitimacy of the war was debated then, just as we argue about war’s necessity now. But other themes have lost their purchase. Britain went to war in 1914 as the head of an empire which it has now lost. Many of those men who put on uniforms did not have the vote; nor did any of the women who worked in munitions factories or who joined the newly-established female branches of the armed forces. In 1914, Britain alone of the major belligerents had an effective system of income tax, but only about 1.2 million were assessed for it. By the war’s end all men in Britain aged over 21 had the right to vote, and all women aged over 30. Those who set up the Imperial War Museum had to recognise that the empire in its title, although in 1919 greater in geographical extent than it had ever been, was no longer an effective model for international organisation; instead the League of Nations and the United States’ role within it promised a different form of English-speaking dominance. That particular ambition would not be fully realised until after 1945.


This book provides the narrative which those who visited the museum in the 1920s felt that either they did not need, or they could not grasp. Today our distance from the First World War enables the museum both to give the war a shape and to put it into fresh perspective. In the twenty-first century the museum must spell out themes that were then so self-evident that they did not need expressing, and highlight events that have assumed greater importance in the light of subsequent developments. Above all, the book reflects the ambitions of IWM’s splendid new galleries, opened to mark the centenary of the war’s outbreak in 1914. They tell the story of the war in chronological fashion. They do so by putting the experience of the British Empire in a global context, and by simultaneously relating the events at the front to the experiences of those at home.
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This poster advertises the opening of the Imperial War Museum at the Crystal Palace in June 1920. The museum broke new ground with its innovative collecting policy and its mission of recording the war efforts of ordinary people.


The galleries tell you more than you can absorb and retain in the course of a single visit. This book enables you to recall what you have seen, to understand it better, and to return for a fresh visit with a clearer sense of significant themes. For those unable to make that visit it stands as a history in its own right. It is powerful testimony to the ways in which the museum has so fully met the ambitions of its founders. Illustrated with objects from the IWM collections which fill the new galleries – from artillery pieces to intensely personal items such as diaries and letters, from photographs to works of art – it serves as a compelling, vibrant and emotive narrative of the war which was the founding event of our modern world.


SIR HEW STRACHAN
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‘We are on the eve of horrible things’


Anyone who had suggested, in mid-July 1914, that a world war might be about to break out, would have been met with disbelief. This was particularly the case in Britain, which had not fought a war in Europe since the final defeat of Napoleon on the battlefield of Waterloo ninety-nine years earlier. Rather than any imminent European conflict, the attention of British people was focused on political and industrial strife on their own doorstep, which many feared threatened the whole fabric of their society.


In 1900 Europe dominated the world. In turn the Continent was dominated by a small group of rival ‘Great Powers’. The United States of America, although an economic powerhouse, was a distant and uncommitted player on the world stage. The British Empire and the Russian Empire were Great Powers of long-standing. France had been the principal force in Europe from the seventeenth to the nineteenth centuries. The Austro-Hungarian Empire stretched from the Alps to Western Ukraine. Since 1867 its many ethnic groups had been the subjects of two governments – Austrian and Hungarian – united only by their allegiance to the Hapsburg dynasty, in the person of the Emperor Franz Josef. Italy was a relatively new addition; it had become a united country in 1861 but was too weak to threaten the existing balance of power. The same could not be said of the youngest Great Power, Germany. This was a new nation, born in battle. In 1871 the defeat of France by the most powerful German state, Prussia, had culminated in the creation of a united Germany, with the King of Prussia taking the title of Kaiser. Imperial Germany soon began to outstrip its rivals in industrial output and military strength. From 1888 a new element of instability appeared, when the unpredictable Wilhelm II became Kaiser.
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Kaiser Wilhelm II of Germany was a grandson of Queen Victoria. Intelligent and open-minded in many ways, he was also restless and insecure. He habitually wore military uniform in public. This reflected Germany itself, where the Army enjoyed huge power and prestige.


The monarchs of Europe were linked by family ties. Tsar Nicholas II of Russia was the Kaiser’s cousin, and this greatcoat worn by the Kaiser is that of an officer of a Russian cavalry regiment, the 13th Narvski Hussars. The Kaiser had been made Colonel-in-Chief of this regiment.



The British Empire


In terms of its home territory, Britain was the smallest of the European powers, but this island nation ruled the greatest empire the world had ever known. Its possessions included Canada, Australia, huge tracts of Africa, and, most importantly, the whole Indian subcontinent. Lord Curzon, Britain’s Viceroy in India at the turn of the century, was of the opinion that ‘as long as we rule India, we are the greatest power in the world, if we lose it we shall drop straight away to a third-rate power’.


Although it included great land-masses, Britain’s empire was a maritime one, which had been founded on sea-trade. It was protected by the Royal Navy – the world’s most powerful. The Navy policed the seaways upon which sailed Britain’s huge merchant fleet. Over forty per cent of the world’s merchant ships flew the British flag. The novelist Erskine Childers offered a neat summary of this situation in The Riddle of the Sands, written in 1903: ‘We’re a maritime nation – we’ve grown by the sea and live by it; if we lose command of it we starve. We’re unique in that way, just as our huge Empire, only linked by the sea, is unique.’ People at the time saw Britain and its empire as a single entity. Hundreds of thousands of British citizens emigrated every year to other parts of the empire. The inhabitants of the so-called ‘White Dominions’ of Australia, Canada and New Zealand, along with many South Africans saw themselves as British. Politically active Indians were more inclined to demand a greater role in governing and administering their country as part of the empire than to call for its independence.
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This model of HMS Hercules was made by her builders, Palmers of Jarrow. Launched in 1910, HMS Hercules was a ‘Dreadnought’ battleship. These ships were the ultimate weapon-systems of their day. They took their name from HMS Dreadnought which, when launched by Britain in 1906, had made all existing battleships obsolete.


Dreadnoughts combined specific features. They were heavily-armoured and powered by steam turbines. Earlier battleships had used less efficient reciprocating steam engines. Their firepower was concentrated in large longrange guns, which could fire fore and aft as well as in the traditional ‘broadside’.
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This photograph of children on a British city street before the First World War offers an insight into the inequalities of British society at the time. Britain lagged behind its rival Germany in the field of social welfare. An attempt to address this situation had caused a serious political schism in the years prior to the war. The 1909 budget, which made provision for a national insurance system and old age pensions, caused a constitutional crisis when it was rejected by the House of Lords. Two years of political strife followed, before the Lords were forced to give up their right to vote down financial bills passed by the House of Commons.


The ‘mother country’ at the heart of this empire was facing many challenges. Britain had been the first country to undergo an industrial revolution and had already become an urbanised society – only 8 per cent of the population made their living on the land by 1910. Britain was the richest nation on earth. Its cotton and coal industries prospered, and its domination of world trade continued unthreatened. The City of London was the world’s leading finance centre; not least because of its control of maritime insurance. By the beginning of the twentieth century, however, Britain was being out-produced by both the USA and Germany. These commercial rivals were also outdoing Britain in the development of new industrial processes and technologies. The Chancellor of Germany noted in 1907 that despite this, Britain ‘exudes wealth, comfort, content, and confidence in its own power and future. The people simply cannot believe that things could ever go really wrong, either at home or abroad’.


To some extent this complacency was reflected in British society. People in the early twentieth century had very different attitudes to their modern descendants. Most were unquestioningly patriotic, and a majority took pride in Britain’s imperial status. Organised religion played a major part in people’s lives. Class distinctions and a strong sense of what was and what was not ‘respectable’, governed the way in which society operated. Deference to those regarded as socially superior was the norm. Behind this façade, however, lay the seeds of conflict. The country’s wealth was concentrated in the hands of a minority. One per cent of the population owned seventy per cent of the country’s wealth. A well-off middle class householder might expect an income up to one hundred times greater than the domestic servants he employed. Industrial strife was common, as trade unions used their growing power to fight for better pay and conditions for their members. In 1912 alone, 40 million working days were lost to strikes. But not all workers were able to improve their lot – over a million farm labourers and an even greater number of domestic servants worked long hours for poor wages, beyond the aid of the industry-based union movement.
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Armed members of the Ulster Volunteer Force march through Belfast. In the summer of 1914 a civil war in Ireland appeared imminent. The crisis over Irish Home Rule had dominated British politics from 1912 to 1914. Protestants in the north of the country were determined not to accept the rule of the new Irish parliament planned for Dublin, and set up their own militia units. In January 1913 these were amalgamated to form the Ulster Volunteer Force.


Rifles were purchased on the international arms market and clandestinely imported into Ulster. In response, Nationalists now created their own armed force, the Irish Volunteers. But with the coming of war the introduction of Home Rule was postponed, and both sides in Ireland offered their support for the war.
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With her daughter Christabel, Emmeline Pankhurst founded the Women’s Social and Political Union (WSPU), the most influential group dedicated to securing the vote for women. This photograph records the moment of her arrest outside Buckingham Palace in May 1914, as she attempted to present a petition to the King.


The coming of war brought a temporary halt to the militant campaign being fought by the suffragettes. Pankhurst pledged the WSPU’s support for the war effort and called upon her supporters to be ‘worthy of citizenship whether our claim to it be recognised or not.’


Inequality of wealth was not the only problem threatening the stability of Britain. Only two thirds of men – and no women – were eligible to vote at elections. Supporters of the women’s suffrage movement were becoming increasingly forceful in their demands for the right to vote. The issue divided society, especially when women began to take direct action in the form of acts of public protest and vandalism. Further discord was sown by the government’s heavy-handed approach to women arrested for these activities – particularly the forced-feeding of some suffragette prisoners who went on hunger-strike.


Yet an even more alarming problem threatened the integrity of the United Kingdom itself. Many people in Ireland, ruled from London since 1801, sought self-rule. In 1912 the Liberal government had introduced an Irish Home Rule bill, aiming to grant Ireland its own parliament. This move was bitterly opposed by many politicians, and especially by the Protestant community in Northern Ireland. The latter saw themselves as British and insisted that they would resist the rule of an Irish parliament. Both sides in Ireland created armed militias to defend their causes. By 1914, as the Home Rule bill was finally passed, there seemed a very real threat of a civil war in Ireland.


The European Situation


The creation of the German Empire in 1871 had destroyed the existing balance of power. Germany tried to keep its bitterest rival, France, isolated, by signing treaties with Austria-Hungary, Italy and Russia. However in 1890 the treaty with Russia was allowed to lapse. Fear of Germany’s large Army now stimulated an unlikely friendship between Europe’s most democratic nation, France, and its political opposite Russia – ruled by an autocratic Tsar. Both agreed to come to the other’s aid if either was attacked by a third power. Germany was the third power they had in mind.


Britain initially stood aloof from these Continental power-blocs. It had an active rivalry with its old enemy France over the acquisition of territory in Africa, and feared a Russian threat to India. By contrast, Germany offered no direct threat to British interests and was admired for its culture and civilisation; particularly its musical heritage. Many influential British families sent their sons to be educated in German universities.


Britain’s small army was mainly dispersed around the empire and was not large enough to make a serious impact in a European war. However the country’s wealth and the immensely powerful Royal Navy still made it a major player in European politics. France and Russia’s fears of Germany encouraged them to establish better relations with Britain by ending their colonial disputes. In 1904 Britain and France signed an Entente. This was aimed at ending Anglo-French rivalry. A similar agreement was reached with Russia in 1907. Germany was alarmed to see Britain moving closer to France and Russia.


Yet Germany itself was responsible for a worsening of its relations with Britain. In 1898 it began building a battle-fleet. This building programme gathered pace due to the enthusiastic backing of Kaiser Wilhelm, who declared, ‘our future is on the seas’. The Kaiser was well aware of the prestige of the Royal Navy and saw a large fleet as indispensable if Germany was to be able to act as a ‘World Power’. British politicians and admirals believed that Britain’s naval supremacy was under threat.


In 1906 Britain changed the game by launching a completely new type of warship, the battleship HMS Dreadnought. Fast, heavily-armoured, and with fearsome long-range guns, it made all existing battleships obsolete overnight. All major navies, and many minor ones, now sought to equip themselves with ‘Dreadnoughts’. A naval construction race started between Britain and Germany. The British public enthusiastically supported spending on Dreadnoughts. Opinion was led by strident campaigns in many newspapers. In 1909 the Daily Mail thundered: ‘For England, there is nothing between sea supremacy and ruin [. . .] Our sea supremacy is in peril’.
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In the early twentieth century Germany was renowned for its toy manufacture. This tinplate clockwork battleship was made by Bing of Nuremberg, the world’s largest toy company. German toys of this type were exported all over the world, and this battleship was as likely to have been played with by a British child as a German one.


In this sense it is symbolic of the naval race between Britain and Germany which took place between 1906 and 1910; when each country strove to build as many Dreadnought battleships as it could afford.


Eventually the Kaiser – despite having once referred to himself as ‘the Admiral of the Atlantic’ – was forced to accept that Germany could not afford to compete with British shipbuilding in addition to keeping its huge army equipped. But the naval race, taken alongside the vainglorious posturing of Wilhelm II himself, did huge damage to relations between the two countries. British people began to view Germany as their most likely enemy. A rash of popular fiction – of which The Riddle of the Sands was an early example – appeared, in which Britain was threatened with German invasion. Spies of the Kaiser by William le Queux, published in 1909, ends with the words: ‘What will happen? When will Germany strike? WHO KNOWS?’


Britain’s new stance was made public in 1911 when Germany and France were in dispute about the latter’s attempt to bring Morocco under its influence. David Lloyd George, the British Chancellor of the Exchequer, made a speech linking Britain’s ‘great power’ status to its support for France, and as a result the Morocco crisis pushed Britain and France closer together. They reached agreement on naval co-operation and their military staffs began to discuss British military intervention if France was attacked. No formal alliance was made but, by 1914, Britain stood on the side of its former rivals, France and Russia.


The Coming of War


The rival European alliances did not make war inevitable, or even more likely. They were just as likely to act as a deterrent to military action. Diplomatic crises came and went, but even the apparently warlike Kaiser was reluctant to let them lead to war. In the end the event that sparked the war was not part of the Franco-German power struggle or the Anglo-German naval race, but an assassination in an obscure corner of south-eastern Europe.


On 28 June 1914 young Bosnian terrorist Gavrilo Princip murdered the heir to the Austro-Hungarian throne, Archduke Franz Ferdinand, as he made a visit to the town of Sarajevo. The Austrian authorities were quick to blame this outrage on Serbia. In one sense this was true, Princip and his fellow conspirators had been equipped by a Serbian nationalist secret society called Unification or Death or, more commonly, ‘The Black Hand’; which had deep roots in the Serbian Army. Serbia had grown in strength due to its success in the Balkan Wars of 1912–1913 and was regarded as a threat by the Austro-Hungarians – they now seized this opportunity to crush it. Indeed they felt that the Hapsburg Empire would suffer a fatal loss of status if it failed to act strongly.
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On 28 June 1914, Archduke Franz Ferdinand – heir to the throne of the Austro-Hungarian Empire – visited Sarajevo, the capital of Austrian-ruled Bosnia. Members of a nationalist group, Young Bosnia, planned to throw bombs into his open car. Only one of the plotters found the courage to make the attempt, which failed when his bomb bounced off the car.


The state visit continued but, later in the day, the Archduke’s car stalled just beside one of the terrorists: nineteen-year-old Gavrilo Princip. He fired a pistol into the car, killing both Franz Ferdinand and his wife Sophie.


Austria-Hungary blamed the Serbian government for backing the assassins. Their weapons had in fact been provided by Serbian military intelligence chief Colonel Dragutin Dimitrijević. Princip – too young to be hanged – died of tuberculosis in prison in 1918.


Serbia could expect to receive the backing of Russia, which saw itself as the protector of all the Slav peoples. Austria-Hungary therefore needed to ensure the support of its German ally before delivering an ultimatum to Serbia. The German leadership agreed to back Austria-Hungary, and encouraged it to adopt a harsh attitude. This was the crucial decision that led to war.


Germany naturally felt bound to support its closest ally, but it was not just motivated by self-defence. Many German policy-makers wanted to see Germany firmly established as a world power. They also believed that their nation, industrially and socially advanced, with a mighty army, was entitled to be the dominant force within Europe. They felt that these ambitions were threatened by France, Russia and Britain. Their world-view was also tinged with fear of ‘encirclement’ by these adversaries. The Sarajevo crisis appeared to offer an opportunity – their rivals could be forced into a damaging diplomatic climb-down. The alternative was war, yet many in the German armed forces and government saw war as inevitable in the long term. Concerned by Russia’s ever-growing military strength, they were happy to risk its outbreak sooner rather than later. Germany’s chief military strategist, General Helmuth von Moltke claimed that ‘We shall never again strike as well as we do now, with France’s and Russia’s expansion of their armies incomplete.’


The demands of Austria-Hungary’s ultimatum were deliberately made too severe for Serbia to accept in total. The ultimatum was merely a pretext for declaring war, which was done on 28 July after Serbia’s failure to comply. Russia decided to stand by Serbia. Its ruler, Tsar Nicholas II, was willing to risk war because he feared that to back down would fatally weaken support for his rule among the Russian people. As recently as 1908, Russia had been duped by Austro-Hungarian diplomatic manoeuvring when Austria had taken possession of Bosnia. The Tsar was determined that there would be no repeat of this humiliation. He ordered his huge army to prepare for the possibility of war against Austria-Hungary. Germany, faced since the creation of the Franco-Russian alliance with a potential war on two fronts, had laid plans to concentrate its forces against France and knock it out of the war quickly. It would then turn on the slower-moving Russian Army. This plan forced it to take the initiative. Russia’s preparations were the signal for Germany to mobilise its own army. This in turn prompted full Russian mobilisation.


France was obliged by treaty to support Russia, but there were also those in France who saw a war as an opportunity to avenge their country’s defeat by German armies in 1871, and to regain the provinces of Alsace and Lorraine which Germany had taken from them. France would have had little choice but to enter the war anyway, because of Germany’s plans to invade it. France too now mobilised its army. On 1 August Germany declared war on Russia. Two days later it declared war on France and its army marched west. Italy refused to join Germany and Austria-Hungary on the grounds that neither had been attacked. Now only the British remained on the sidelines.


A British proposal, made on 29 July, for an international conference to defuse the situation had fallen on deaf ears. Britain was not committed to support France or Russia but the government was desperate to avoid a German-dominated Continent. Such an outcome would threaten Britain’s naval supremacy, its trade and, ultimately its empire. Even if Germany failed to win, Britain’s status in the world would be ruined if it had been seen to stand aside. When Britain made its position clear, the German Foreign Ministry, with the Kaiser’s support, requested British neutrality in exchange for a promise not to invade France or Belgium. This seemed more like a threat than an entreaty and infuriated the British government.


As the Cabinet agonised over what to do, news came that German forces had entered neutral Belgium en route to France. Both the government and the public were outraged. Britain and Germany were both bound by a treaty to maintain Belgium’s neutrality. Beyond the moral issues involved, this was a matter of vital national interest. German control of the Belgian coast would be like a dagger aimed at the heart of Britain. The government decided that it must act strongly. An ultimatum was sent to Germany, threatening war if it did not withdraw from Belgium. This expired unanswered and, on 4 August 1914, Britain entered the First World War.
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French mobilisation poster. In late July 1914 posters like this went up all over Europe. Their purpose was to mobilise the reservists who comprised an important part of all armies. On the Continent compulsory military service was used to maintain huge armed forces, as military laws compelled young men to serve for two or three years.


Those who had finished their service were still liable to be recalled to serve in reserve formations until their mid-forties. It was these men who were the target of such posters. Their response exceeded the expectations of the generals, with very few failing to report for duty.
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This German poster, dating from the early days of the First World War, shows soldiers from Germany (pink) and Austria-Hungary (yellow) enjoying a successful ‘hunt’ of animals representing their enemies.


The English are represented by bulldogs, the French by cats and chickens, the Russians by bears and the Serbs by pigs. A monkey representing Japan (Britain’s ally) lurks in the East. Belgium, in the form of a dead hare, is already in the hands of a German soldier. Meanwhile, the neutral nations look on with interest.


Some politicians, including some cabinet ministers and leading members of the fledgling Labour Party, opposed the declaration of war. Bankers in the City of London were horrified by the threat it posed to Britain’s financial position. But most people accepted that the government had acted correctly. Soldier Captain James Jack reflected that: ‘Apart from sentiments of honour, what would be our position eventually if the Prussian war-lords held the ports just across the English Channel, and we were friendless as well as despised for abandoning our present obligations?’


In towns and cities all over Europe people flocked to read official proclamations or to see the latest editions of newspapers, which were their only source of war news. Sometimes these gatherings developed into demonstrations of patriotic enthusiasm. But there was no universal war-fever. On the Continent military leaders were delighted by the full response to their mobilisation orders. Only a tiny percentage of reservists failed to report for service. But a patriotic sense of duty was more in evidence than extreme enthusiasm. This was especially true in rural areas – the main source of manpower for Continental Europe’s armies – where the loss of men from the land was a bitter blow; especially as this was harvest time.


Excitement was also tempered with apprehension. Banks were temporarily closed to stop nervous investors withdrawing their money and causing a banking collapse. Some people even began to hoard food. But in all the warring nations, domestic political quarrels were set aside in this time of crisis. In Britain the trade unions and suffragettes proclaimed their intention to support the government. Even the bitterly opposed parties in Ireland offered their backing for the war, allowing Britain to enter the war in a state of patriotically-inspired national unity. Yet the uneasiness felt by many was expressed by the Prime Minister, Herbert Asquith, who confessed to a fear that ‘we are on the eve of horrible things’.
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‘It is murder of troops by machines’


Seven million men marched to war in August 1914. More would follow as the armies completed mobilisation. By the end of the year a million of these men lay dead, millions more had been wounded. This terrible slaughter was never equalled at any other time in the war. It was the price paid for attempting to win swift and decisive victories with huge armies, on a battlefield dominated by new and deadly weapons.


The Central Powers, as Germany and Austria-Hungary were known, faced France, Russia and Britain; soon to become known as the Allied Powers. The armies of Continental Europe relied on conscription – compulsory military service. France, confronted since 1871 with the threat of the huge and populous German Empire, had become the most efficient at exploiting its pool of manpower. Russia’s human resources were immense; although it could only field as many soldiers as its underdeveloped industries could equip. Germany’s army was reputed to be Europe’s most efficient, but would be stretched if it was to carry out its war plan to defeat France, then Russia. Its only ally, Austria-Hungary, was a potential weak link. Its armed forces were divided into three, with each half of the empire fielding an army, alongside a ‘common army’ recruited from all the Hapsburg territories. This army was also divided by language, with as many as twenty-seven tongues to be heard in its ranks. And military spending in Austria-Hungary had long been kept low.


As they boarded the trains which took them to the front, these armies bore little resemblance to our modern day image of First World War soldiers. They would have been more recognisable to Napoleon or Wellington. Colourful uniforms were still to be seen – especially in the French Army. The French infantry was famed for its red trousers, while exotic uniforms were still sported by many of the professional soldiers raised in France’s North African colonies. Cavalry, with lances, crested helmets, and even breastplates were an integral part of every army. Officers carried swords; their men expected to win victory at the point of the bayonet. Few of them anticipated the true character of the war they were about to fight.
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This doll was one of a series of soldier-dolls sold during the war in France. It wears the uniform of a Zouave, one of a number of exotically-uniformed units originating in the French Empire in North Africa. There were four regiments of Zouaves in the French Army.


Despite their uniform they were not North African Muslims, but were recruited from French settlers in Algeria and Tunisia and even some men from France itself. Their distinctive baggy pantaloons were normally red, but in 1914 they stood out even more in white summer-issue trousers, until less obvious replacements could be issued.
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These posters from 1914 offer a German view of ‘Our Enemies in the West’ – the French, British and Belgians, and ‘Our Enemies in the East’ – the Russians, Serbians and Montenegrins. The ‘East’ also includes the Far East, as the Japanese, Britain’s allies since 1902, are shown. Germany’s leaders had taken the gamble of winning a war on two fronts, but they portrayed it to their citizens as a defensive conflict against multiple enemies who were bent on denying Germany its status as a world power.



Deadly Technology


Since the late nineteenth century the nature of warfare had undergone a revolutionary change, due to the introduction of new weapons. The most deadly of these was quick-firing artillery. In 1897 the French introduced a new 75mm field gun, which made all existing guns of its type obsolete overnight. It used a new mechanism to absorb the recoil of the gun and return the barrel to firing position after every shot. Previously gunners had had to re-aim each time the gun was fired. Now they could fire fifteen or more aimed shots per minute. By 1914, all major armies had equipped themselves with quick-firing artillery.


The shells fired by these guns also became more effective. Advances in the manufacture of explosives and propellants had greatly increased their range, accuracy and power since the last major European war in 1870–1871. In 1914 armies relied chiefly upon the shrapnel shell. This contained hundreds of lead balls and was timed to burst in flight, over the heads of enemy troops. It then acted like a giant shotgun cartridge, showering them with its deadly contents.


The cartridges fired by machine guns and rifles had also become more powerful and accurate. New, smokeless, propellants increased the accuracy of small arms fire and enabled it to kill at ranges up to two miles. A new generation of bullets was capable of causing wounds so terrible that, in the early months of the war, they were frequently thought to have been caused by hollow-nosed ‘dum dum’ bullets, which had been outlawed by international agreement.


Military men were of course aware of these new dangers – but they had never seen them in use in a major European conflict. Their war plans and battlefield tactics were all based on achieving a decisive result by attacking. They hoped that if troops had high enough morale, and if battlefield movements were carried out quickly, they would be able to be able to win victory.
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When it was first shown to the world in 1897, the French 75mm field gun was a technological wonder. It could fire a shell with accuracy every four seconds. At this rate of fire, a battery of four French field guns could saturate an area of 100 x 400 metres with over 10,000 shrapnel balls per minute. This particular gun was used by 61st Field Artillery Regiment on the Marne and around Ypres. By 1914 all major armies had been equipped with similar guns.



Flawed Plans


The armies of Germany, Austria-Hungary, Russia and France were all determined to achieve a swift and victorious end to the war by seizing the initiative and attacking their enemies.


The Austro-Hungarian Commander-in-Chief, General Franz Conrad von Hötzendorf, had spent most of his career calling for war against Serbia. Yet he now faced an additional foe – the massive Russian Army. Austria-Hungary’s reason for going to war was to crush Serbia, and Conrad was determined to invade it; but he also planned to take the war to the Russians on their own territory.


As part of its alliance with France, Russia had agreed to launch an early attack on Germany. Its military Commander, Grand Duke Nikolai, also intended to attack Austria’s easternmost province of Galicia (now in Southern Poland and Western Ukraine). Many of Russia’s predominantly peasant soldiers had been called reluctantly away from their harvests, but they faced battle stoically. As one of them wrote, ‘I am ready to die for faith, Tsar and fatherland, and for our brothers of the same faith.’
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