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Introduction
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	World War I, also known as the Great War, was a major 20th-century global conflict, one that changed the world forever. It redrew maps, toppled empires, and introduced a new and revolutionary kind of warfare that would shape the conflicts of the entire era and beyond. As it was such a significant period in our shared history, as well as a conflict that affected the entire globe, it is always a challenging topic to write about. The sheer magnitude of the first true world war is the initial obstacle writers tackle even before a single word is written. How can we truly reflect on the millions of lives lost in the whirlwind of that devastating war? How can we effectively consider all the war-torn corners of the world and deliver the stories of all those who suffered? After all, beyond the trenches and the treaties, beyond the strategies and the thundering guns, this was a war fought by people. Young men and women, soldiers leaving their homes in their blooming youth, nurses risking their lives to save the wounded, and politicians above them all making life and death decisions. Their shared stories, filled with fear, sacrifice, love, and courage, are what truly bring World War I to life.

	So, in order to deliver the vision of the First World War that needs to be seen and properly understood, we need to approach it from a different perspective and view it through the lens of compassion, understanding, and common sense. Because, after all, the human sacrifice needs to be addressed, from the trenches of the Western Front all the way to the sweeping hand-to-hand battles in the Balkans, and even to the illustrious air battles of the flying pioneers. Of course, many of the modern Great War books usually focus on the grander aspects of this war: the great strategies, the complex politics, and the intricate battle tactics. These are, certainly, quite important topics, but they often leave out the very thing that makes history matter: the human experience. It is time to change that. So, rather than just recounting statistics, names, and dates and rendering the human element unimportant, we will attempt to step into the shoes of the people who lived through this terrible war. 

	The First World War is often viewed as a distant, black-and-white event, a war that is well beyond our own era and disconnected from our lives. But this is far from the truth.  The Great War’s echoes still resound in the world today. Of course, much has changed since those blood-soaked first decades of the 20th century. Additionally, the world was even more restless in the years that followed and was never truly the same. But no conflict that came after could match the sheer scale and brutality of that great old macabre giant that today we call the First World War. For this was truly the era in which the oppressed nations of the world cried in unison for their freedoms,  and the world held its breath in anticipation. 

	From those early months of 1914, as the entire globe waited fearfully and impatiently, proud and venerable Europe stood on the precipice,  over the abyss that was war.

	Sadly, the ferocious tides of war could not be avoided. Europe plunged headfirst into war, and the rest of the world followed closely behind. What started as a conflict between two nations escalated into the first true global conflict that was the Great War. It lasted from the 28th of July, 1914, to the 11th of November, 1918, and claimed millions upon millions of lives. Today, the First World War is regarded as one of the deadliest conflicts in human history, and one that came at a tremendous cost for Europe: 60 million of the continent's sons and daughters perished in the flames of war.

	Throughout this book, we will journey through the battlefields of the Western Front, the shifting alliances of global politics, and the home fronts where everyday people struggled to survive. But more importantly, we will meet individuals whose names never made it into the history textbooks but whose experiences profoundly shaped the world. The goal is not just to inform but to immerse, not just to educate but to engage.

	This is the story of World War I as it was lived, felt, and remembered. A war that, though fought over a century ago, still speaks to us today. Let us step back into history, not just to understand the past, but to illuminate the present and the future.

	



	
Chapter 1: The Road to War
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	At the dawn of the Great War, many crucial events occurred that set the stage for conflict. But even before that, the world experienced a series of key changes and developments with the onset of the 20th century. Often unequal and dynamic, they were paramount in shaping the world in a way that led to global war. And of all the changes that occurred, the most important involved industry. In a very short period, the world transformed from old traditions and archaic ways to major industries and modern technologies. At first,  large-scale industries were reserved for the major urban centers of Europe. All the while, the rural areas continued in their traditional lifestyles. But this would change quickly, as the world’s focus shifted toward rapid industrialization. And nothing would be the same again,

	With the rise of industrialization in Europe, urbanization became the norm. Major metropolitan centers emerged, triggering significant demographic shifts across the continent — changes that would later shape the scale and structure of World War I. The gradual appearance of large corporations and factories, all of which employed thousands of workers, and the shift from steam engines to ones powered by petrol and diesel, made it clear that Europe — and the rest of the world — was heading into a brand-new age, an age in which the traditional rural ways of life were rapidly fading out. 

	The resulting demographic changes were instrumental in shaping the story of how the Great War emerged. At the beginning of the century, the European continent experienced a true population “boom.” Large migrations became the norm, spurred by the call from large industries for a workforce, and soon many Europeans journeyed far across the world, seeking new opportunities in North America, where work was plentiful. Those who remained in Europe discovered new opportunities in a rapidly changing world. People began moving into urban centers and emerging communities, and many cities experienced dramatic growth in no more than a decade.

	Such rapid change was the most significant contributor to major class differences: industrial growth and increased commerce were a new source of wealth, from which arose a professional, commercial, white collar middle class. On the other hand, the increase in population and the move from rural communities into the rapidly growing cities resulted in substantial poverty levels for the lower-class, blue-collar working families, who often had around four children each on average and had to live in underdeveloped apartment blocks in usually squalid conditions. The significant gap between the classes gradually became quite apparent in every aspect of early 20th-century life. Segregation in urban environments increased, with a huge difference in dress and social habits between the rich and poor.

	The leading global power that emerged from the Industrial Revolution of the mid-19th century was Great Britain. It rapidly rose to become a looming, global industrial giant and was often referred to as the “world’s workshop” as a result. But Britain was not alone in its race to power. Other major European powers soon caught up, creating a large rush toward power and modernization. Germany ran neck-and-neck with Britain, and by the 1870s, it rapidly expanded its industries, emerging as the top producer of coal, iron, and steel. By 1913, it had replaced Britain as the world's leader. Of course, there was always a bigger “giant.” The largest industrial power on the planet was not in Europe, but rather lay across the ocean: the United States. It stood as an enormous, well-oiled machine, uncontested in its leadership of the newly emerging industrial world. But all this contributed to the appearance of a significant power imbalance. In Europe, small nations struggled to compete with the major powers. They could not match Germany’s growth, resulting in major shifts in power levels between nations. And such an imbalance could not be fixed; it would result in profound implications later. 

	But beyond the changing global hierarchy, an even greater threat to balance emerged: nationalism. By the early 20th century, nationalism arose as the defining political force all across Europe. It bound people together, but all the while it sowed division and hate. While nationalism fostered unity within established nation-states, it also fueled separatist movements and inter-state rivalries. To make matters worse, rapid industrialization had given all nations the means to mass-produce weapons of war. And with many inter-ethnic tensions weaving a tangled web of alliances, this meant that any conflict, even a small one, could quickly spiral out of control. As a result, nationalism became a key force in unraveling the stability of Europe’s political landscape. Nowhere was this more apparent than in the Balkans, where ethnic and political tensions continually threatened regional stability. 

	Known as the “powder keg of Europe,” the Balkan Peninsula was home to numerous nationalist movements seeking independence from the weakening Ottoman Empire. With Russian backing, Serbia aimed to create an independent state for all South Slavs, bringing it into direct conflict with Austria-Hungary, which sought to suppress Slavic nationalism within its own borders. As a multi-ethnic empire, Austria-Hungary faced internal nationalist agitation from the Czechs, Slovaks, Serbs, Croats, and other ethnic groups living within the empire. The empire’s inability to effectively address their demands for autonomy contributed to internal instability and external conflicts, particularly regarding Serbia.

	Then there was German nationalism, fueled by its economic and military strength, which contributed to a sense of superiority and competition, particularly with neighboring France. France, still resentful over the loss of Alsace-Lorraine in the Franco-Prussian War (1870 to 1871), pursued policies aimed at containing Germany.

	Russia also loomed close by and positioned itself as the protector of the Slavic peoples, particularly in the Balkans. That put it at odds with Austria-Hungary and contributed to Russian support for Serbia, which became a significant factor in the outbreak of World War I.

As such, throughout much of the 19th century, Europe’s leading powers grappled with maintaining a fragile peace. Their struggles led to the creation of numerous complex military alliances and trade deals. Following the German unification, the aged German chancellor, Otto Von Bismarck—the head of Europe’s dominant nation—employed a strategy that, generally,  sought to maintain peace by preserving a balance of power and preventing a two-front war. He did so by holding all the competing states in check. He arbitrated the dealings between Russia and Austria-Hungary and kept France in diplomatic isolation and without any significant allies. He was the creator of several highly important and ingenious treaties and alliances, which benefited both Europe and Germany. One of these was the Reinsurance Treaty, effective from 1897 to 1890, a diplomatic agreement between Russia and Germany that ensured their neutrality in the event either nation entered a war with a major power. Sadly, this treaty was one of the last assurances of peace in Europe; as soon as Bismarck resigned from his position in 1890, his policies and his efforts were soon to be undone. His departure led to a shift in German foreign policy, resulting in the deterioration of German-Russian relations and the subsequent Franco-Russian Alliance (1894), which laid the foundation for the eventual Triple Entente.
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	Archduke Franz Ferdinand minutes before his assassination, 1914.

	The Reinsurance Treaty, that fragile hold on peace, was quickly forgotten. It lapsed and was replaced by the Dual Alliance, a new defensive treaty between Germany and Austria-Hungary. Over time, they expanded their alliance by bringing Italy into the fold. This was all the work of Bismarck’s unskilled successor, the new Chancellor Leo von Caprivi, who greatly lacked his predecessor’s diplomatic and nation-leading abilities. His missteps ultimately contributed to the emergence of two opposing alliance blocks, and each ally felt obliged to aid the other in the event of war. In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, the rivalry between Germany and Great Britain intensified as well, expanding in scale and significance. As competition for dominance in Europe grew, tensions between the two nations increased, leading to an arms race, which quickly centered on naval power. 

	In 1897, German Admiral Alfred von Tirpitz initiated the Anglo-German Naval Race with a plan to build a formidable fleet that could challenge Britain and pressure it into making diplomatic concessions. However, in reality, this German fleet would function primarily as a "fleet in being" — intended to exert influence while remaining in port rather than securing outright victory in a naval conflict. Tirpitz, serving as naval secretary under Kaiser Wilhelm II, firmly believed that naval supremacy was key to gaining political leverage over Britain. Enthusiastic about German expansion and maritime power, the Kaiser endorsed Tirpitz’s vision and set his plan into motion.

	The German Reich Navy Office embarked on an ambitious, long-term fleet expansion, aiming to build no fewer than 60 large battleships. The evolving nature of naval warfare required a shift in strategy. Speed and raiding tactics gave way to a focus on sheer tonnage, size, and heavily armed warships capable of enduring sustained enemy fire. 

	However, Germany’s aggressive naval expansion placed a heavy burden on its economy and infrastructure. In 1908, the Reichstag passed a fourth naval bill, accelerating production to four battleships per year. That same year, however, the outbreak of the Bosnian Crisis forced Germany to divert a significant portion of its budget toward its army. Chancellor Bernhard von Bülow ultimately recognized that Germany could not sustain both the largest land force in Europe and a dominant navy, casting doubt on Tirpitz’s grand vision.

	All this pointed to the fact that, as empires expanded, fueled by their new industries and wealth, they were at the same time marred by deep tensions, unresolved territorial disputes, and simmering hostilities. And it was against this dark backdrop, when the planet teetered on the edge of the abyss, that one key event would tip the world into unbounded catastrophe. And that event was the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria-Hungary on June 28th, 1914.

	On that fateful summer day, the heir to the Austro-Hungarian throne and his wife, Sophie, traveled to Sarajevo. The city, part of the empire but inhabited by many Serbs and other South Slavic ethnicities who resented foreign rule, was a hotbed of nationalist sentiment. A small but determined group of Serbian nationalists, known as the Black Hand (Црна Рука), had plotted the Archduke’s assassination. They believed that by killing the Archduke, they could spark a revolution that would lead to independence for all Slavic nationalities under Austria-Hungary.

	The first assassination attempt failed. A grenade thrown at the royal motorcade by a member of the Black Hand missed its target and injured several spectators and members of the Archduke's entourage. The Archduke was unharmed, and the convoy continued on its way. It appeared that he had escaped death, but fate had other plans. Later that day, as Archduke Ferdinand’s driver took a wrong turn, the car came to an unexpected stop directly in front of Gavrilo Princip, a 19-year-old Serb nationalist who was armed with a pistol. Seizing the moment, the young man fired two shots. Within moments, the Archduke and his wife lay dying. This was the event that plunged the world into chaos. A decisive freedom fighter seeking independence for his oppressed compatriots acted on his passions and shot the leader of his enemies dead. Like a stone plunged into a pond, its impact sent ripples throughout Europe. News of the assassination spread rapidly, and Europe was shocked. What should have been a localized act of violence instead triggered a major chain reaction. Austria-Hungary, eager to assert its dominance, blamed Serbia for the killing and declared war on July 28th, 1914. Russia, bound by its alliance with Serbia, mobilized its forces in response. Germany, allied with Austria-Hungary, saw Russian mobilization as a direct threat and declared war on Russia. France, aligned with Russia, was soon drawn in. It was a cascade of declarations of war. When Germany invaded neutral Belgium to reach France, Britain had no choice but to declare war on Germany. Within weeks, what had started as a regional crisis had spiraled into a global conflict.

	



	


Chapter 2:
The War to End All Wars
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	The all-too-rapid path toward a full-scale European conflict was swift and decisive. Following Archduke Ferdinand’s assassination in Sarajevo, the Serbian government knew that Austria-Hungary’s wrath was inevitable. They also knew that the terms and demands in the Austro-Hungarian ultimatum would be far from acceptable. So, expecting the worst,  the Serbs prepared by ordering complete mobilization the very next day. 
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