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            War got stuck in the mud
   

         

         The showdown should have been a brief affair, where the German Empire put its neighbours in their place. Encouraged by the spirit of adventure thousands of young men volunteered to defend the nation’s honour. On the other hand, in France, Britain and Russia optimism was just as high: the troops would be home by Christmas. But the reality was quite different. Soon the lines were locked in a deadly mud hell in the heart of Europe, and despite new weapons like poison gas, submarines, tanks and aircraft the war was protracted. The first signs of events turning came when the US entered the war in 1917. The arrival of fresh American forces turned the war in the Allies’ favour. The Germans were beaten, and with the defeat came more misery: civilians were starving, and revolution brewed under the surface. “Death in the Trenches” follows World War I, which divided a continent and cost millions of young men their lives.

      

   


   
      
         
            1. War euphoria in Europe
   

         

         
            On 28th June, 1914 a Serbian nationalist fired a shot in Sarajevo, killing the Austrian Archduke Franz Ferdinand. Shortly after, years of simmering tensions between the great powers of Europe exploded and World War I broke out. French cheers roared, and hundreds of thousands of men volunteered for the army. But when in the autumn of 1914 soldiers dug the trenches on the Western Front, they realised that they would not – after all – return home victorious by Christmas.
   

         

         The group of men thrust their hands triumphantly into the air as they departed the station. They looked out of the doors and windows of their train adorned with optimistic slogans such as “Trip to Paris” and “See you on the boulevard”. The men believed they’d hit the battlefield and put the enemy out of action within a matter of weeks, or a few months.

         The picture was from a German platform in the summer of 1914 and the train’s passengers rejoiced at the prospect of going to war against France. The country’s newspapers reported of war jubilation that had spread throughout the empire as “Augusterlebnis” – the German Spirit of 1914.

         “The patriotic enthusiasm that has been expressed in these serious days is the most secure proof that no one will be lacking in patriotic sentiment in the difficult times we are approaching”, said the Berlin newspaper Tägliche Rundschau in early August 1914 when World War I broke out. Nationalism surged through the German Empire, which had been characterised by internal divisions between Bavarians and Prussians as well as religious strife between Catholics, Protestants and Jews.

         Tension was brewing in Europe
   

         In 1914, the great powers of Europe had held peace for almost half a century. They’d not been at war since Prussia had driven the unification of Germany after victories against Austria-Hungary in 1866 and France in 1871. But German Kaiser Wilhelm II now reigned over a significant part of Europe, and that made the traditional powers of Britain, France and Russia nervous. Beneath the peaceful surface, tensions simmered. In 1892, the Franco-Russian Alliance saw France ally itself with Russia in an attempt to regain pre-eminence. Britain subsequently joined the so-called Entente Powers in 1904.

         Conflicts also threatened to erupt in the Balkans. Slavic nationalists who had previously lived under the once mighty Ottoman Empire dreamed of their own nation. But Austria-Hungary had incorporated large areas, including Bosnia, and the nationalists were strongly hostile to the new supremacy in Vienna, while the growing Serbian kingdom was seen as a threat to peace in Austria-Hungary.

         Serbs shot heir to the throne
   

         The simmering conflict exploded on 28th June, 1914 when Serb nationalist Gavrilo Princip shot and killed Franz Ferdinand, Austrian archduke and heir to the Austro-Hungarian Empire, and his wife Sophie during a visit to the Bosnian capital Sarajevo. Austria-Hungary responded to the assassination on 23rd July by handing Serbia an ultimatum with ten demands. But the Serbs would not comply with two of the points that gave Austria-Hungary’s government the right to interfere in the investigation into the murder as well as in internal affairs. So, Austria-Hungary declared war exactly one month after the shooting in Sarajevo.

         With the declaration of war conflict spread like wildfire throughout Europe as Serbia allied with Russia and France. At the same time, before the declaration of war against Serbia Austria-Hungary had secured the support of the German Empire if Russia intervened in the conflict. In Germany Kaiser Wilhelm II dreamed of expanding the empire’s borders and as an ambitious expansion of the railway network in Russia was still a few years from completion, the Kaiser had an advantage in exploiting the possibility of fomenting war immediately. With the rail network completed Russia would be much stronger. Therefore, Wilhelm II swore German support for Austria-Hungary.

         The Russians responded to the declaration of war against Serbia by mobilising its army to deter Austria-Hungary, and the German Kaiser declared war against Russia and France.

         The German soldiers’ invasion of Belgium on 4th August gave the British a good reason to join the conflict on the side of France and Russia. The German Empire had broken the Treaty of London of 1839, which protected a neutral Belgium against invasion. So Britain now declared war.

         War euphoria broke out
   

         After the declaration of war, Theodor Wolff, editor of the newspaper Berliner Tageblatt, described the empire’s mood: “The hurrah-yelling crowd heated itself up to a stormy enthusiasm… as if the crowd wanted to show the Kaiser through their proximity, how close they felt to him”.

         Students in towns cheered and sang patriotic songs about the superior German people. Military parades celebrated male virtue, and euphoric youngsters were convinced that Germany would win a heroic victory. When the summer holiday was over, very few young men went back to school at Berlin’s universities – they had instead signed up as soldiers. 35,000 students took on the grey uniform. None of the warrior youths could foresee the massacre that would ravage Europe over the next four years.

         Peasants’ horses took part
   

         There was less enthusiasm for the war among German workers and the rural population,. The workers feared their jobs would not exist after the war. In the countryside the peasants had not yet taken in the harvest, and work stopped when army representatives arrived at the farms and took the workhorses away. To prepare for war, the German army both bred horses on state-funded farms and paid farmers to always have healthy animals ready for the cavalry and to transport army supplies to the front. In the war’s first week they mobilised more than 700,000 horses in the German Empire. The French, Russian, Ottoman, Serbian and British armies also made horses ready for battle. From the outset of war, it quickly became clear that the cavalry, like the German Ulan regiment equipped with lances, was obsolete when the enemy could now shoot horse and rider with firearms before a lance could reach the enemy.

         In south-western Germany near the border with France, the population had not yet forgotten the 1870-71 war with their neighbours, when Germany had occupied the French provinces of Alsace and Lorraine, as the countries fought. Fears of a looming French invasion and subsequent reprisals prompted several German women in Alsace to take their own life, as the men went to war.

         “Everywhere there are groups of men who speak of war. Crying women sometimes mix in these groups. At the same time a couple of 15 to 17 years olds march, more yelling than singing, through the streets”, reported a German writer from Alsace.

         War was expected to be quick
   

         The blend of spirited frivolity and fear of war also spread across the Entente Powers in France, Britain and Russia.

         The new European idea of states with strong central power, military service and growing nationalism brought people together within national borders. The sense of duty to defend the homeland had seized Europeans.

         Evolving industrialisation and technological advances in weaponry, communications and conscription enabled the armies to convene, organise and equip an unprecedented number of soldiers. The German Empire, Austria-Hungary, France and Russia no longer had just hundreds of thousands of soldiers, but millions of men. Bigger and better equipped forces built up the confidence of both military alliances. Enthusiastic soldiers figured they were going on a short mission that would quickly break the enemy, bring them victory and allow them return home before Christmas. The idea of a quick war was so widespread that the Hungarian brewery Köbánya utilised war sentiment in its advertising campaign. The brewery’s advertising poster in 1914 pictured two soldiers who toasted a well-poured beer in front of a cannon and a beer keg. Behind them lay great hordes of enemy soldiers in various countries’ uniforms with their hands over their heads, while the advertising slogan on the poster read: “Beer from the Spring Hops has Arrived – The Enemy is Surrendering”.

         Mobilisation ran smoothly
   

         Generals on both sides had miscalculated, however, because war strategies had been overtaken by the rapid development of technology. All future military and politicians believed in a quick war of aggression. But the development of heavy artillery and machine guns, as well as much larger armies with millions of men strengthened defences. At the same time, well-developed rail networks both in France, Germany and Austria-Hungary made it easy for armies to move reserves from frontier to frontier to maintain their defensive lines.

         In the years leading up to the war, German workers in particular had been busy laying railway tracks across the new empire. Now its six main lines could be used to transport troops and supplies. From 1909 to the outbreak of war at the borders with Belgium and Luxembourg, the Germans had built platforms that could accommodate far more people than the passengers in the villages they had to operate from. Larger platforms and more powerful locomotives enabled the Germans to mobilise nearly 12,000 soldiers in one day – that is, four times as many as in 1870-71 during the war against France.

         The first weeks of mobilisation were determined by the railway’s capacity and were became to be known as the “railway war”.

         On the platforms women and children said farewell to the enthusiastic soldiers, waving goodbye to the packed trucks with their white handkerchiefs, while marching bands played to honour the soldiers.

         Not all Germans were excited about the idea of war.

         “The sun sinks to the horizon. Soon I shall be tossed into a gentle mass grave. In the sky the fine red of evening is burning. Perhaps in thirteen days I’ll be dead”, wrote 25-year-old German poet Alfred Lichtenstein at his farewell before travelling to the front. He died on 25th September, 1914.

         It was clear from early on that the number of fallen soldiers would be much higher than expected. But generals just drafted in more soldiers. In addition to the conscripts, a reported 300,000 German men volunteered for the army in the first tranche. Some of them underwent only eight weeks of training before they bounced along in wagons to the Front.

         Men lined up to go to war
   

         Britain had not introduced conscription, and as most of the country’s troops were stationed in the colonies, Britain had no more than 150,000 troops at the war’s start. But within the first six weeks of the war, 750,000 eager Britons enlisted to “maintain the honour and glory of the British Empire”, as quoted on the recruitment posters.

         Encouraged by Admiral Charles Fitzgerald, a movement of British women began handing out white feathers to men who hadn’t volunteered for the army in August. The feather symbolised that the man was a coward, which persuaded even more Britons to the recruitment offices: more than the army could train and equip. The men were placed in temporary camps wearing improvised uniforms because of a shortage of khaki fabric and armed with items like brooms.

         Eagerness to head to the Front simmered among the new British recruits.

         “If I ever get sent to the Front with a Regiment, I shall almost shed tears of joy… I do envy Chris [author’s brother] going off so soon, but I think this dog [author himself] is going to have his day soon too”, wrote Captain Noel Chavasse on 18th August, 1914 in a letter to his family. The result of sending unprepared men to war was seen at the French town of Loos on 26th September, where 8,000 out of 10,000 newly-arrived British soldiers lost their lives on their first day at the Front. By the time the British introduced conscription in 1916, a total of 2.6 million men had already volunteered for the army.

         Germany occupied belgium
   

         Germany’s war strategy – the “Schlieffen Plan” was prepared between 1891 and 1906 by General Field Marshal Alfred von Schlieffen. The plan was that the Germans would quickly put France out of action through a surprise attack through Belgium before re-routing forces to the Eastern Front and the fight against Russia.

         When fighting broke out on 4th August Belgium did not surrender to the Germans, and the invasion was the first indication that the warlords had miscalculated. Instead of a few days, German soldiers ended up fighting for 11 days to take control of Belgium and force the country’s government into exile. At the same time, parts of the rail network were destroyed, so German troops had to march at a speed of 25 kilometres a day instead of the planned 30 km/h provided by the railways.

         Germany’s attack on Belgium echoed in the world press:

         “Whole villages, they said, had been put to fire and sword. One man whom I did not see told an official of the Catholic Society that he had seen with his own eyes Germans chop off the arms of a baby which clung to its mother’s skirt”, said one witness in The Times on 27th August. During the invasion German soldiers killed more than 6,000 people and used civilians as human shields.

         The rise of job warfare
   

         Despite the delay, the capture of Brussels on 20th August and subsequent victory in Belgium made the country feel like nothing more than a bump on the road to France, and the optimistic “Schlieffen plan” seemed like it would succeed. French generals had relied blindly on the neutrality of Belgium being respected, and within three weeks German troops stood frighteningly close to Paris. The richest Frenchmen travelled out of the capital, and the government moved to Bordeaux.

         But the fortunes of war would soon turn away from the Germans’ favour. When Wilhelm II’s soldiers crossed the river Marne, French generals recognised that they were in the wrong location at the Franco-German border defending against the Germans, and quickly changed strategy. On 7th September, French general Joseph Gallieni decided to convene all Paris taxis and hire them to transport 6,000 soldiers to the Front further north, enabling the French to halt the German advance.

         Hope for a swift conclusion died
   

         The two armies both fought to advance and encircle the enemy, and soon the front ran right from the Swiss border to the Belgian North Sea coast. The Germans were still on French soil as they dug into the trenches, and all hope of a quick victory before Christmas was extinguished.

         Lieutenant Neville Woodroffe described the new reality in a letter to his mother before he died on 16th November, 1914: “Really this war is terrible… I wonder when it will end; one hears so much. There has been more fighting and more loss of life crowded into seven weeks than there was in the whole of South Africa [1899-1902].”

         A month later a visionary regular British soldier wrote to his family:

         “The war is going to last a long time, maybe 12 months… It will be a long war of attrition, and it has only just begun”. With 250,000 dead and wounded soldiers on both sides of the front during the first battle of the Marne and up to a million Frenchmen wounded and killed over three months, soldiers realised that reality at the front was quite remote from the euphoria of war they’d experienced a few months earlier. Life on the Western Front had proved to be no “Trip to Paris”.

      

   


   
      
         
            2. Gas war
   

         

         
            In the spring of 1915 German soldiers sent a puff of toxic chlorine gas out over enemy trenches for the first time. The French soldiers on the other side of the front sensed the first sweetish odours before being seized by coughing, and panic spread. Some fled, others fell gasping. The chlorine gas attack started a race among European chemists to develop the most effective poisonous gas for chemical warfare. While poisoned soldiers writhed in pain on the battlefield, German chemist Fritz Haber worked away in his laboratory – until he had invented the perfect killer.
   

         

         On 22nd April, 1915 French soldiers in the trenches at the Belgian town of Ypres suddenly saw a strange greenish-yellow fog spreading from the other side of the front. The smoke cloud rose directly in front of them, and soon they sensed a sweetish odour – like a mixture of pepper and pineapple – irritating their nostrils. The officers gave immediate orders to be on guard as the cloud could very well hide German forces.

         But the smoke cloud not only served as camouflage. It consisted of 180,000 kilograms of chlorine gas, which in just five minutes had been released from 5,730 cylinders located along seven kilometres of the front and wafted towards the French on the wind. Shortly after, panic spread in the trenches when the German infantry appeared behind the fog wearing coarse masks that made them look like nightmarish creatures.

         Hundreds of soldiers collapsed as the poisonous chlorine gas penetrated their bodies and burned their lungs. The bodies fell, stiff and blue, with faces distorted in agony while those that were still alive fled the trenches. But the gas cloud was in hot pursuit, and many fell as they ran.

         “Hundreds of them fell and died; others lay helpless, froth upon their agonised lips and their racked bodies powerfully sick, with tearing nausea at short intervals. They too would die later – a slow and lingering death of agony unspeakable”, recalled Captain Hugh Pollard.

         The Hague Convention of 1899 had banned the use of poison gas in war. But German generals defended the attack on the basis they’d unleashed chlorine gas from cylinders on the ground and not through firing projectiles, as the wording of the Convention stated.

         Pleased with poison gas
   

         Renowned German chemist Fritz Haber had invented the chlorine gas poison, and was on the battlefield at Ypres. He was excited after the first attack and concluded:

         “In no future war will the military be able to ignore poison gas. It is a higher form of killing”.

         Haber, who was born in Germany in 1868, was of Jewish descent, but as a young man had converted to Christianity to be accepted in the German Empire. From his youth he was a patriot who wanted to serve his country.

         Before World War I Haber had emerged as an outstanding chemist – in 1909 he found out that nitrogen and hydrogen could convert to ammonia and thus produce enormous amounts of cheap fertilizer. The invention is considered by many scientists as one of the most important in the 20th century because it made it possible to support a larger population through agriculture.

         These impressive achievements saw the highly acclaimed chemist appointed as head of the Kaiser Wilhelm Institute for Physical Chemistry and Electrochemistry in Berlin in 1911, and at the outbreak of war in 1914 he saw the chance to finally be accepted by German society despite his Jewish background.

         Haber poured all his research efforts into equipping his country to win the war, and when the German army asked him to examine the possibility of replacing the explosive in grenades for gas at the beginning of the war, Haber accepted willingly. He enjoyed early support from fellow nationalist Carl Duisberg, who was leader of the world’s leading chemical cartel IG Farben. After the outbreak of hostilities, the powerful businessman had tried to develop poison gas, and early in the war had urged the army’s high command to introduce chemical warfare. With Duisberg backing him, Haber had full financial support, and in the autumn of 1914, they collaborated to develop the perfect poisonous gas.

         Top physicists made chlorine gas
   

         Haber assembled a team of the day’s foremost scientists, including physicist Hans Geiger, who later invented the Geiger counter. The team worked around the clock to test chemicals, and some of those attempts ended in accidents, one of which resulted in a chemical explosion that cost one of Haber’s employees his life.

         In January 1915 a proud Fritz Haber unveiled his new chemical weapon to the German General Staff. The result of months of persistent trials was a gas from a substance that Germany had huge stocks of – chlorine. Until the war, the German chemical industry exported large amounts of chlorine, but with the outbreak of war business stagnated and orders cancelled.

         Haber’s idea was to transport liquid chlorine to the front in high-pressure steel cylinders. The cylinders would be lined up in rows, one metre apart in the front trenches, and at any given time, when the wind blew against the enemy lines, the soldiers would open the valves on all the steel cylinders. The liquid bleach would immediately be converted to a toxic gas cloud that – thanks to the gas’s gravity – would move along the ground towards the enemy and all the way into their trenches.

         Haber had calculated that a concentration as low as 1:1,000 of gas in the air would prove fatal.

         In the enemy’s trenches the chlorine gas would dissolve in the moisture from the soldiers’ skin or eyes and mucous membranes of the nose, throat and lungs. This naturally created hypochlorous acid (HOCL) would be converted to the extremely toxic and highly corrosive hydrochloric acid, which would destroy both airways and organs, with many soldiers dying sooner or later. Even survivors would be invalided for a long time – if not permanently.

         Haber’s wife committed suicide
   

         The General Staff’s expectations were sky high when chlorine gas from 6,000 cylinders was tested on the battlefield of Ypres, and neither the German generals nor Haber were disappointed.

         German newspapers filled their editorial with stories of the chlorine gas’s great success. But at Haber’s home in Berlin the chemist’s wife, Clara Immerwahr was crying when she read the stories of the poison gas. She was a chemist, the first German woman with a doctorate in the field and was frustrated by the disturbing turn her husband’s research had taken.

         When Haber came home from the front ten days after the gas attack at Ypres, he was honoured by Kaiser Wilhelm II, and he celebrated the success by inviting his colleagues to a party. The distraught Clara was not in a party mood. Early in the morning on 2nd May, when all the guests had left their home, she grabbed her husband’s service revolver, slipped out into the garden and turned the gun on herself. She fired the gun twice against her chest and fell. Shortly after, the couple’s young son found her dead. Haber then left for the Eastern Front to plan the next tranche of gas attacks.
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