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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 one, 1914, the war begins.  Canada is proud to contribute to the war effort while the United States declares its neutrality.

In Part two, spring 1915 is consumed with two traumatic events.  The Canadian Expeditionary Force passes its trial by fire, entering battle for the first time and winning glory while becoming victims of a chlorine gas attack.  A month later, the United States is shocked that German submarine warfare has killed civilians.  The Lusitania is sunk, and war rhetoric is on the rise.

In Part three, 1916, Canada participates in the Battle of the Somme, one of the bloodiest battles in history and the battle that introduces the tank, yet papers back home are preoccupied elsewhere.  In the United States, the presidential election of 1916 brings out opposing viewpoints.  Will the populous re-elect President Woodrow Wilson who kept the nation out of the war, or will the electorate go in a different direction?  

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.

In Part five, 1918, Armistice is declared at last, ending the Great War.  However, joy is tempered by the Spanish Flu pandemic.



Part 1: 1914
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“Royal Couple Slain by Assassin”
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Imagine you have access to a time machine.  You travel to various locations in June 1914 and stop at newsstands to see what locals are discussing.  Newspapers in Canada and the United States are full of ads hoping to snag the tired city slicker looking for adventure.  You could travel from New York City to Niagara Falls for $10, and Montrealers could trek to the Atlantic shore for as little as $12.  Retailers also hope to take advantage of pleasure seekers.  Summer sales promote the advantages of buying new swimsuits and light dresses.

There’s riveting news, as well, interspersed among the usual crime reports, society pages and car accident stories.  Manitoba is in the midst of a political crisis, the American Southwest is obsessed with Pancho Villa’s exploits during the Mexican Revolution, and plague has been diagnosed in New Orleans, causing concern in the city and surrounding areas.

When people in North America rose on the morning of June 27, nobody knew it would be the last day of peace, the final day before the lives of millions globally would be shattered first by world war and then by the Spanish Flu pandemic.

That day the New York Times reported on the formal grand opening of the Kaiser Wilhelm Canal in Germany, which was larger than the Panama Canal and better able to respond to shipping demands.  The official reason was an increase in commerce, but military operations, the paper said, necessitated the expansion as dreadnoughts had grown in size.

“In 1912 there were 1,400 passages of German warships through the canal,” the Times said.  “The vessels included nine battleships.  These figures show the value of the canal to the German Navy in times of peace.”

A peace that was not to last.

While traveling through Sarajevo, Bosnia, on June 28, the heir to the Austrian-Hungarian Empire, Archduke Franz Ferdinand, and his wife Sophie were shot and killed by Slavic nationalist Gavrilo Princip.  The shooting had been the second attempt on their lives that day.  Earlier, an explosive lobbed at their car had been deflected and exploded beneath another vehicle, injuring the occupants.

The couple was on their way to visit the wounded in the hospital when Princip struck.  Duchess Sophie initially was frightened to be traveling again in an open car.  Bosnia’s Governor Potiorek persuaded her otherwise.

“It’s all over,” he told the couple.  “We have not more than one murderer in the city.” 

“Franz Joseph Made Saddest Monarch of Europe by Successive Tragedies”

AUSTRO-HUNGARIAN EMPEROR Franz Joseph was swamped with grief upon learning of his nephew and heir apparent’s death.  

“His [Franz Joseph’s] reign has been a succession of defeats, disappointments, domestic troubles, deaths, assassinations, intrigues, and disgrace,” the Chicago Tribune reported.  “He was beaten in battle after battle, flung out of kingdom after kingdom, tricked successfully by Frenchman, ItaMan [sic] and German.

“He never won a great battle; he failed repeatedly at diplomacy; he fired on his own capital; he was forced to ruthlessly suppress half his subjects; he was forced to beg for alms from Russia and to yield to the Magyars.” 

The reason for all this sadness was clear, according the Tribune anyway.  The emperor and his deceased nephew were members of the Hapsburg family, and the Hapsburgs had been cursed since 1848 by words spoken “with all the hatred and vindictiveness of a woman whose heart was torn by grief.” 

The idea of a curse sounds ridiculous to modern readers, but then again, considering the elderly emperor did ultimately lose the war and the Austrian-Hungarian Empire crumbled, perhaps there is some validly to it.

“Wife Blamed for His Act”

IT WASN’T IMMEDIATELY clear that the assassination would lead to war, although civil unrest and riots erupted in the Balkans after the couple’s death.  Franz Ferdinand wasn’t well liked.  It began when he married Sophie, a lady in waiting, someone considered to be of a lower social class.  He loved her and insisted on marrying her, despite the objections of many.  The marriage was permitted under the condition that, once he became emperor, he never elevated his wife or children to the position of imperial rank.

Everything might had been forgiven if Sophie had been liked, but she wasn’t.  She was described as an ambitious woman who was not content with staying in the background as a demure consort.

“The manner in which she pushed herself forward, her lack of tact and of distinction, her constant quarrels and fights for precedence,” the Chicago Tribune said, “her fits of anger at what she considered to be an act of deference to her rank, had the consequence of embittering all the imperial family against her, and, incidentally against her husband, who became wholly alienated from his imperial relatives.”

The archduke had been given power over the years he was never intended to have because of Franz Joseph’s illnesses.  This made the archduke involve himself in politics and become a “disturbing factor” on the world stage.  

Sophie’s influence was blamed for both her husband’s politics and the couple’s death.  “Her death under such shocking circumstances serves once more as warning to those women who aspire to imperial and royal honors to which they have not been born,” the Tribune said.

“Reports to Capital Ominous”

AMERICAN DIPLOMATS in several European capitals were instructed to notify Washington immediately of any developments in the “European situation.”  In the days following the assassination, reports spoke of an impending war.

By July, European negotiations to avoid war were failing, and soon the following dispatch appeared in North American newspapers:

“The royal government not having replied in a satisfactory manner to the note remitted to it by the Austro-Hungarian minister in Belgrade on July 23, 1914, the imperial and royal government finds itself compelled to proceed itself to safeguard its rights and interests and to have recourse for this purpose to force arms.

“Austria-Hungary considers itself therefore from this moment in a state of war with Servia [sic].”

In Canada, there was hope the war would not spread to Britain and its empire.  “Diplomats in London,” the Winnipeg Tribune reported, “while they confess the situation is most grave, believe there is hope of averting a conflict.”  

These hopes hinged on Austria-Hungary holding what the paper called “conversations” with Russia.  Russia was treaty bound to come to Serbia’s aid, and war with Serbia meant war with Russia.  The Germans, meanwhile, were bound to come to Austria-Hungary’s aid in conflicts. 

While Canadian papers fretted about the war, American publications reported on President Woodrow Wilson’s upcoming vacation to his summer home.  “The President has been bearing up well under the hot weather of the last few weeks,” the Associated Press said, “but he is anxious to get Mrs. Wilson away from Washington.”

Once summer break was over, Wilson planned to help Democratic candidates with their election campaigns.

Life, in the United States anyway, was continuing as if the assassination never happened.
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“War Call Comes”
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As President Wilson was preparing for his vacation, American and Canadian tourists in Europe were altering their travel plans.

In Paris, thousands of Americans flocked to the U.S. consulate.  They weren’t panicked, but they wanted to know how long they could stay in the City of Lights without jeopardizing their return home.  Americans called the U.S. consulate and embassy to ask not only this but if it was safe to travel into Austria and Germany.  Phone calls increased from an average of 60 a day to 700.

Diplomats could not give specific answers and only could advise that if war spread into France, the chances of getting home were slim.

Many, however, refused to let anything spoil their fun.  Large numbers of Americans were traveling overseas despite rumors of war, and as a London hotel manager said, “Our American guests are not easily induced to give up their plans.”

One tourist agency manager told the New York Times, “There has been no noticeable let up in the rush to France, German and Switzerland.  We are also selling many tickets to Austria today, despite the printed dispatches from Vienna that the railways have been taken over by the military and traffic for the general public is suspended.  Many travelers, mostly Americans, are willing to take the chance of getting into Austria and out again.”

The English were postponing their trips, the manager said, but Americans refused.

Canadian tourists were not as reckless as the Americans.  They cancelled trips.  Canadian Pacific Railroad, which also operated ships, found that most of its passengers were now military men seeking transport to England.

By July 31, the U.S. government had begun warning tourists not to travel abroad or else they risked being marooned in Europe until the war’s end.

“If Armageddon Comes”

IT DIDN’T TAKE LONG for American tourists to begin purchasing passports at the embassies and consulates.  Most tourists didn't have one, viewing them as unnecessary, but with “war drums beating along the Danube” they gladly paid the $2.

“Nine out of ten are now busily figuring what steamers will safely carry them home,” the New York Times said.  “They know it is the business of warships not only to destroy an enemy’s warships, but also to capture or sink passenger ships.  They are occupied, therefore, with trying to figure out on what route the peril is the least.”

Nevertheless, the “spectacle” of a nation preparing for war thrilled tourists who were waiting on travel news in Berlin.  And Berlin hotels appreciated the business.

While American newspapers reported on the tourists’ calmness and disregard for current events, Canadian reports told a different story.

“The American tourists who are endeavoring to return home are in a panicky condition,” the Winnipeg Tribune said.

Tourists in Antwerp were so desperate to gain passage on a streamer traveling to the United States that they left their luggage behind, the Tribune said.

It wasn’t just tourists who feared becoming trapped on the Continent.  Around 18,000 Canadian men working in the shipping industry were in Europe.  “No means has yet been devised to bring them home again,” the Tribune said.

“Lives and Money Offered in Defense of Native Land”

TOURISTS AND MERCHANT marines weren’t the only ones who had the potential to be stuck abroad.  Foreign nationals in the U.S. and Canada were itching to get back to Europe and fight for their birth nations.

The Austrian-Hungarian consulate in Winnipeg telegraphed 12,000 Austrians living in the city and told them to mobilize as reservists.  The empire also was expected to call the 280,000 Ruthenians [an ethnic group that includes Eastern Slavs like Lithuanians and Belarussians] living in Western Canada.  The Winnipeg Tribune reported leaders of this group had nothing to gain from mobilization and were happy to remain in Canada. 

In Chicago, 1,500 “warlike” Serbs rallied at a meeting, calling “Down with Austria” and wearing badges reading “To hell with Austria.”

“Are you cowards, you men who hear me,” one of the speakers said, “or will you come across the sea with me and give up your lives for the country of your forefathers?”

All the men responded with an enthusiastic “yes.”

In Vancouver and Victoria, Germans were being called home to serve the Fatherland.  Local German newspapers, however, were urging nationalized Germans to stay in Canada and fight for their adopted country.

Similarly, Swiss citizens were ordered home by the consulate to join the mobilizing Swiss Army.

“Neutrality Puzzle”

BY AUGUST, THE EFFORTS of foreign nations to recall their citizens had attracted the attention of the U.S. government, which was concerned that ads placed in several major newspapers violated neutrality laws.

Enlistment was forbidden under the laws and so was the departure of war vessels from the U.S. that were hostile to U.S.-friendly countries.  Foreigners were permitted to leave on their own accord.  It was when their movements were directed by other nations, or they were provided help with expenses, that the government feared the laws were violated.

This concern came with some past experience.  During the Crimean War, British Minister Sir John Fiennes Twisleton Crampton tried to recruit Americans.  Interested men were directed from consulates in three U.S. cities to Halifax where they enlisted in the British Army.  Once the U.S. government discovered Crampton’s actions, he was forced to resign his position as the top British diplomat in the U.S.
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“Europe’s War Cloud Darkens”


[image: ]




On Aug. 1, France declared that war was mere hours away.  A last ditch effort was made to negotiate a way out of a global conflict.  Britain and France hoped Germany and Austria-Hungary would agree to a deal that would be beneficial to both them and Russia.

The Russian foreign minister and the German ambassador met in Paris for the negotiations.

German Count Friedrich von Pourtales asked if Russia would demobilize under the condition that Austria would not keep any Serbian land.  Russian Foreign Minister Sergius Sazonoff replied this was not enough and that Russia could not allow the extermination of Serbia by Austria.

When asked what would make Russia demobilize, Sazonoff was adamant that Austria was the aggressor, having committed an act of war, and that only Austria would answer this question.

The negotiations went no further. 

The following evening, Germany declared war on Russia.

An editorial in the Winnipeg Tribune blamed the war on radicalism and resentment.  The assassination of the archduke and his wife was the flame that ignited the resentment and had the militarist powers of the world poised for war.
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