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If there is ever another war in Europe, it will come out of some damned silly thing in the Balkans.


Prince Otto von Bismarck, 1890






In 1914 few wished for war and when it began, even fewer thought it would last as long as it did. A century after, debate still rages over whether it was a just or a futile conflict. What can't be denied is that the scale of suffering and loss – spread across Europe and beyond – ensured it would never be forgotten. 




  I grew up in towns where every November we gathered around the war memorials to pay tribute to those whose names were displayed in metal and stone. It is hoped that this book will, in some small way, help to keep alive the memory of the war they fought.








Author's note: Because not all information fits neatly into one year or another, each of the specific year chapters contains a mixture of general information and information relating to the year in question.




Major battles and important locations of the First World War
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1. Marne/Peace Offensive/Operation Gneisenau/Battle of Matz


2. Aisne/Operation Blücher-Yorck


3. Race to the Sea


4. Cambrai


5. Arras


6. Loos


7. Neuve Chapelle


8. Somme/Operation Michael/Amiens


9. Compiègne


10. Versailles


11. Verdun


12.  Meuse-Argonne


13. Mons


14. Tannenberg


15. Gorlice-Tarnów


16. Gallipoli


17. Jutland


18. Brusilov Offensive


19. Messines


20. Battles of the Isonzo


21. Sarajevo


22. Ypres/Passchendaele


23. Lys/Flanders


24. The sinking of the Lusitania




Timeline
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1914









JUNE


28 Archduke Franz Ferdinand is assassinated in Sarajevo.






JULY


28 Austria-Hungary declares war on Serbia.






AUGUST


1 Germany declares war on Russia. 




3 Germany declares war on France. 




4 German forces invade neutral Belgium. 




4 Britain declares war on Germany. 




4 USA declares neutrality.




6 First British casualties as HMS Amphion is sunk in North Sea.




6 First air raid sees nine killed as Liège is bombed by Zeppelins.


7 First British troops arrive in France.




9 Battle of the Frontiers begins as France attempts to regain Alsace and Lorraine.


12 Britain declares war on Austria-Hungary.


17 Russia invades East Prussia.


23 Battle of Mons begins as British Expeditionary Force (BEF) faces advancing German forces.


23 Japan declares war on Germany.


26 Battle of Tannenberg begins.


26 Battle of Le Cateau. Retreating British troops fight a rearguard action.


28 Battle of Heligoland Bight, the first naval engagement of the war.






SEPTEMBER


5 Battle of Marne begins.


15 Battle of Aisne begins.


22 British aircraft carry out first air raid on Germany.






OCTOBER


19 Battle of Ypres sees the Germans attempt to break through to Channel ports.


29 Turkish ships attack Russian ports in the Black Sea, heralding Turkey's entry into the war.






NOVEMBER


2 Russia declares war on Turkey. 


5 Britain declares war on Turkey.








DECEMBER


3 Battle of Kolubra begins. Austro-Hungarian forces pushed out of Serbia.


8 Battle of the Falkland Islands.




16 Hartlepool, Scarborough and Whitby are shelled by German ships. 137 people are killed.









1915









JANUARY


19/20 First Zeppelin raid on Britain.








FEBRUARY


19 Campaign at Gallipoli begins with French and Royal Navy ships bombarding Turkish positions.






MARCH


10 Battle of Neuve Chapelle begins.






APRIL


22 Second Battle of Ypres begins. 


25 Allied troops land at Gallipoli and face heavy Turkish resistance.






MAY


2 Germany and Austria-Hungary attack on the Eastern Front between Gorlice and Tarnów.


7 Lusitania is sunk by U-boat.




23 Italy declares war on Austria-Hungary.






SEPTEMBER


6 Bulgaria joins the war, signing a pact with Austria-Hungary and Germany.


25 Battle of Loos begins. British forces use chemical weapons for the first time.






OCTOBER


12 British nurse Edith Cavell is executed.









1916









JANUARY


9 Allied troops complete their evacuation from Gallipoli.






FEBRUARY


21 Germany launches large-scale attack at Verdun.






APRIL


29 British surrender at Kut.






MAY


31 Battle of Jutland. Only large-scale naval engagement of the war.






JUNE 


4 Brusilov Offensive begins.






JULY


1 Battle of the Somme begins.






SEPTEMBER


15 Tanks are used for the first time at FlersCourcelette.






DECEMBER


18 Battle of Verdun ends.









1917









JANUARY


31 Germany restarts unrestricted U-boat warfare.






FEBRUARY


9 German troops begin withdrawal to the Hindenburg Line.






MARCH


15 Russia's Tsar Nicholas II abdicates in the face of civil unrest.






APRIL


6 USA declares war on Germany. 


9 Battle of Arras begins.




16 Nivelle Offensive leads to heavy losses and French Army mutinies.






JUNE


7 Battle of Messines Ridge.






JULY


6 T. E. Lawrence 'of Arabia' takes the Red Sea port of Aqaba after a surprise raid.


31 Third Battle of Ypres begins.






OCTOBER


25 Russian Bolsheviks seize power in the October Revolution.






NOVEMBER


20 Battle of Cambrai begins.






DECEMBER


11 General Allenby enters Jerusalem.










1918











MARCH


3 Russia signs Brest-Litovsk treaty with Germany.




21 Germany launches its Spring Offensive on Western Front.






APRIL


23 British attempt to block the port at Zeebrugge with sunken ships.






JULY


18 Allies begin counteroffensive actions on Western Front.






AUGUST


8 Battle of Amiens begins the Hundred Days Offensive.






SEPTEMBER


29 Hindenburg Line breached by the Allies.






OCTOBER


1 Damascus taken by Arab and British forces.




29 German sailors mutiny. Unrest leads to the German Revolution.


30 Turkey ends its involvement in the war.






NOVEMBER


3 Austria signs its armistice.


11 Germany signs the armistice document ending the war.




Twenty Men and Women of the War
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ALBERT BALL











Britain's most well-known First World War fighter ace. Ball shot down 44 German aircraft and received much publicity for his aerial exploits. Aged only 19 when he went to fly at the Western Front in 1916, he was awarded the Victoria Cross after his death the following year.












VERA BRITTAIN











The British writer and peace campaigner served as a nurse in France. Her early pro-war views changed following the loss of her brother, fiancé and two close friends.










EUGENE BULLARD









The first black combat pilot. Bullard was an American who flew with the French Air Force. Later joined the French Resistance in World War Two. 












JACK CORNWELL









Born in Essex, Cornwell joined the Royal Navy aged 15. He was fatally injured at Jutland but remained at his post. At 16, he was the third-youngest recipient of the Victoria Cross.












MARSHAL FERDINAND FOCH











In charge of French forces at the First Battle of the Marne. Became supreme Allied commander in 1918.












ROLAND GARROS











French pilot, whose innovation allowed an aircraft's machine gun to fire through the propeller. His aircraft was later recovered intact by the Germans, who developed the interrupter gear device for their own aeroplanes. The Parisian tennis court at which the French Open is held is named in his honour.










GENERAL DOUGLAS HAIG









Commander of British forces on the Western Front for most of war. Tactics resulting in heavy losses earned him post-war criticism.












MATA HARI









Dutchwoman Margaretha Zelle became known as an exotic dancer in Paris before the war, and adopted the stage name Mata Hari. After becoming a courtesan, she was employed by both Germany and France as a spy. Despite her role for her adopted country, she was executed by France for spying in 1917.












FIELD MARSHAL VON HINDENBURG











In charge of Germany's armed forces from 1916. Became president before handing power to Adolf Hitler in 1933.












FIELD MARSHAL KITCHENER











Became Secretary of State for War in 1914. Saw need to greatly expand the army; his face appeared on recruiting posters. Died en route to Russia in 1916 when his ship hit a mine.










T. E. LAWRENCE









'Lawrence of Arabia' was a British soldier who took part in the Arab Revolt against the Turks in the Middle East. His exploits in the desert became the subject of a touring show created by American journalist Lowell Thomas. Lawrence joined the RAF to escape his fame.












DAVID LLOYD GEORGE









Effective Minister of Munitions. Became prime minister in December 1916. Keen to reduce casualties, he battled with Haig. Took a more conciliatory attitude than Britain's French allies towards Germany in peace negotiations.












GENERAL ERICH LUDENDORFF











Responsible for the Spring Offensive in 1918 – Germany's gamble to win the war.












GENERAL JOHN PERSHING











Commander of American forces. Resisted pressure to incorporate US soldiers into Allied formations. Saw his forces make mistakes made earlier in the war by France and Britain, such as large frontal attacks, and the war ended before his true capability could be shown.










SIEGFRIED SASSOON









British Army officer awarded the Military Cross. Deemed to be suffering from 'a passing nervous shock' by a medical board after criticising conduct of the war. Wrote poems while in hospital which reflected his antiwar views. 












JOHN SIMPSON









Australian, known as 'the man with the donkey', with which he helped transport the wounded at Gallipoli, where he was killed in May 1915.












KAISER WILHELM II











Germany's head of state, the Kaiser's support for Austria-Hungary was a key factor in the move towards war in 1914. Forced out of his position as emperor in November 1918. 












WOODBINE WILLIE











Properly known as the Reverend Geoffrey Studdert Kennedy, this British chaplain was known for giving cigarettes to injured troops, hence his nickname. Awarded the Military Cross. Cigarettes were thrown onto his coffin in tribute. 










WOODROW WILSON









US president, who, despite being elected on the slogan 'He Kept Us Out of The War', took his country into the conflict in 1917.












SERGEANT ALVIN YORK









The one-time conscientious objector York earned the US's Medal of Honor for attacking a machine-gun postion single-handedly in October 1918.




1914
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The lamps are going out all over Europe and we shall not see them lit again in our lifetime.




Sir Edward Grey












FIRST SHOT











On Sunday 28 June a Bosnian-Serb student named Gavrilo Princip shot and killed the heir to the AustroHungarian Empire. Archduke Franz Ferdinand was visiting the Bosnian city of Sarajevo when a chance encounter gave Princip the opportunity to fire into the open-topped car. The incident began an escalating crisis which drew in Russia, France, Germany and Britain. The Austro-Hungarian Empire declared war on Serbia at the end of July.










'THE LAMPS ARE GOING OUT…'










On 3 August British Foreign Secretary Sir Edward Grey gave a speech in the House of Commons which did much to rally the country behind involvement in the war. Later that day he stood watching the lamplighters outside his London office and made his famous remark: 'The lamps are going out all over Europe and we shall not see them lit again in our lifetime.'
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8.02 A.M.











At this time on 4 August, German troops crossed into neutral Belgium. As part of the Schlieffen Plan, German forces were to advance westwards through Belgium and northern France, then the right flank would swing around to encircle France's capital. The plan was intended to last no longer than 40 days, ending the war before Christmas.










'A MERE SCRAP OF PAPER'










Britain's ultimatum to Germany to withdraw its forces from neutral Belgium received no response and on 4 August war was declared. In Germany, the British ambassador met with Germany's chancellor. The chancellor expressed his disbelief that 'just for a scrap of paper Great Britain was going to make war on a kindred nation who desired nothing better than to be friends with her.' 




  The scrap of paper was the Treaty of London of 1839, which guaranteed Belgium's neutrality. It was signed by Austria, Great Britain, France, Prussia and Russia.












8











The number of recruits at London's main army recruitment centre at Great Scotland Yard, on 1 August. It would soon increase dramatically.












STUFT











Ships Taken Up From Trade. The War Office had prepared a very detailed itinerary of what was required to transport the army overseas should the need arise, which included every merchant vessel to be requisitioned for carrying troop and materials.










BRITISH EXPEDITIONARY FORCE (BEF)










Britain's small professional force was a fraction of the size of France, Russia or Germany's conscripted armies but was disciplined and well trained in marksmanship, a skill that would soon be required.












MESSAGES OF SUPPORT









King George V issued a message for every departing British soldier:








You are leaving home to fight for the safety and honour of my Empire. Belgium, whose country we are pledged to defend, has been attacked and France is about to be invaded by the same powerful foe. I have implicit confidence in you, my soldiers.






The Kaiser addressed his own German soldiers departing for the front:








You will be home before the leaves fall from the trees.










FIELD MARSHAL & ADMIRAL OF THE FLEET









The British military ranks held by Kaiser Wilhelm II until the war began. 












THE VIGIL









The day after war was declared, The Times newspaper published the first war poem, entitled 'The Vigil' by Henry Newbolt. Poems became a regular feature in the paper and during August up to a hundred a day were received.
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In the first two weeks of the war a train carrying German men and supplies to the front passed over Cologne's Hohenzollern Bridge every ten minutes.












'CONTEMPTIBLE LITTLE ARMY'












It is my Royal and Imperial Command that you concentrate your energies upon one single purpose, and that is that you address all your skill and all the valour of my soldiers to exterminate first the treacherous English and walk over General French's contemptible little army.








Reported as being issued by Kaiser Wilhelm II to his army on 19 August, there is doubt as to whether it was genuine, as no record was found in German archives and the Kaiser himself denied uttering it. Whether genuine or not, it was used as motivation: the British soldiers called themselves the 'Old Contemptibles'. 












BATTALIONS* IN THE FIELD, MID AUGUST 1914










Germany   1,077




France   1,108




Belgium   120




Britain   48








(*A battalion being around 1,000 soldiers)












FIRST ENGAGEMENT











In Belgium, north of Mons, at 6.30 a.m. on Saturday 22 August a troop of the 4th Royal Irish Dragoon Guards were alerted to the approach of German cavalrymen. They mounted their own horses and gave chase. Corporal Edward Thomas fired the first British shot of the war. In a war that would see the use of advanced military technology, this skirmish also saw lances and swords being used; the British commander returned with blood on his sword. Corporal Thomas survived the war. 









15









A British soldier could fire 15 aimed rounds per minute.












THE MONS TABLECLOTH









Before the Battle of Mons a group of the 2nd Battalion, King's Own Scottish Borderers, were made welcome by a Belgian family. At the end of the evening's hospitality the soldiers were asked to sign a tablecloth. In November 1918, one of the men, Major E. S. D'Ewer Coke, was in the area and remembered the incident. He was surprised when the family were still there, emerging from their battle-damaged home. They had a gift for him, something they'd kept throughout the war: a tablecloth – with all the 1914 signatures now embroidered onto the cloth. D'Ewer Coke again signed his name – the only man whose name appears twice. This unique memento now hangs in the regimental museum at Berwick-upon-Tweed.
















Major battles: Mons, 23 August






In their first major battle, the BEF faced the Germans at Mons. The advancing Germans were unaware of the strength or position of the British and were unable to press home their numerical advantage. The experienced and welltrained British fought a strong defence but had to withdraw; a French withdrawal on their right flank had left them exposed. 










'IT WAS ALL SO EASY'











The British soldiers' ability to sustain rapid fire – it was said German troops thought they faced machine guns – resulted in many casualties. A British NCO said later: 'Our rapid fire was appalling, even to us, and the worst marksman could not miss, as he had only to fire into the masses of the unfortunate enemy. It was all so easy.'












THE FIRST VCS











The first Victoria Cross (VC) medal of the war to be awarded to a private soldier went to Sidney Godley of the Royal Fusiliers, City of London Regiment. Godley was severely injured while operating a machine gun to help slow the German advance. At the last moment he threw the weapon into the water to prevent it falling into German hands. His citation read: 
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