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World War I, like most wars, was started by politicians and fought by ordinary men who generally had no stake in the conflict.  They fought because of patriotic fervor or a sense of adventure, and millions lost their lives as a consequence.

Between 1914 and 1918, nearly 5 million Americans and Canadians served in the war.  While today the two neighboring nations share a sense of common heritage, language, history and cooperation, in the 1910s there was a lingering sense of animosity.

The Canada of 1914 was much different from the Canada of today.  It was less than 50 years old, founded primarily by English and French decedents, and had been the refuge of Loyalists during and after the American Revolution.  It was a dominion of the British Empire, autonomous when it came to everything but foreign affairs.  Its population during the 1911 census was 7.2 million, not much larger than the population of Greater Toronto 100 years later.

The United States had a population 13 times larger, at 92.2 million strong, and played a greater role on the world stage.  Many in the U.S. felt Canada should be part of the union, as a natural extension of Manifest Destiny, and countless Canadians feared annexation.  Immediately following the American Civil War, the Fenian Brotherhood, Irishmen who had served in the Union Army, conducted raids into Southern Canada in the hopes of agitating Great Britain.  A few years later, Canada had an interest in purchasing Alaska, but negotiations favored the Americans.  The final blow was the attempt to establish a trade reciprocity agreement between the U.S. and Canada. Congress rejected the agreement on multiple occasions, and in the 1911 election, so did the Canadian electorate.

On the eve of the Great War, newspapers in both the U.S. and Canada were filled with news of the upcoming conflict; the great European powers were at each other’s throats, figuratively and perhaps soon literally.  How each nation viewed the war, however, betrayed its interests and shaped public opinion.

A Tale of Two Nations is the story of North American countries that found themselves embroiled in an European war – one by circumstance and one by choice.  It discusses two pivotal events from each year of the Great War – one from an American perspective and one from a Canadian one – and reveals how newspapers at the time handled wartime coverage.

A Tale of Two Nations does not look at the First World War with the benefit of hindsight and analysis.  Instead, it uses contemporary newspaper reports that often were inaccurate, incomplete or even chaotic.  Wartime censorship and bias also played a role. 

It is as much the story of journalism as it is the story of World War I.  In the early 20th century, the newspaper was king.  Many towns and cities had multiple papers, and it was common for larger papers to print multiple editions.  Most articles had no bylines, and publications filled their pages with as much news as possible, with some news briefs being as short as a sentence or two.

In Part four, 1917, the Battle of Vimy Ridge often is called Canada’s coming of age, but is that how contemporary newspapers viewed the victory?  Meanwhile, not long after his second inauguration, President Woodrow Wilson, following years of pledging American neutrality, declares war on Germany.
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The Climate Changes
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President Woodrow Wilson had run for re-election in 1916 on the slogan, “He kept us out of the war.”  However, less than a month after his second inauguration, it was clear he had only temporarily kept the U.S. out of the Great War.
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