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  How did the First World War start?




  Maybe you’ve heard answers to this question that start with an assassinated archduke, then Austria-Hungary and Imperial Germany and a Black Hand get involved, and after

  that things become more complicated and confusing until you end up wishing you’d never asked. It is a bit complicated. So take a deep breath, because we’re about to become

  involved in empires, alliances and a struggle for world power.




  By the beginning of the First World War, the powerful countries of Europe had been spoiling for a fight for some time, until one event started a chain reaction that led to war. But if that event

  hadn’t happened, the strong likelihood is that something else would have started the war before very long anyway.
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  The main countries involved were . . .
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  So what happened exactly?




  In June 1914, the heir to the Austro-Hungarian Empire, Archduke Franz Ferdinand, was killed by a Bosnian Serb youth who had been armed by an organisation called the Black Hand.

  This was the first step on the road to the First World War . . .
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    This photo of Franz Ferdinand of Austria and his wife was taken in Sarajevo in 1914, moments before they were assassinated.


  




  

    

      •  Austria-Hungary declared war on Serbia . . .




      •  Russia stuck up for Serbia, which caused Germany, Austria-Hungary’s ally, to declare war on Russia . . .




      •  France, as Russia’s ally, joined in and was now also at war with Germany and Austria-Hungary . . .


    


  




  

    

      •  Germany invaded the neutral country of Belgium, using it as the quickest route to attack the capital of France . . .




      •  Britain also entered the war, because it had promised to protect Belgium — but also because it wanted to stop Germany almost as much as France did.
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    This map shows who declared war on who.


  








  These powerful countries, and others besides, were now involved in an absolutely massive fight — the biggest war there had ever been up to that point.




  Which countries fought in the war (and where did all the soldiers come from)?




  The German and Austro-Hungarian side in the First World War was known as the Central Powers.
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  The Russian, French, Serbian and British side was known as the Allies, which sounds much more friendly, but wasn’t. Lots of other countries became involved on each side too:




  The Ottoman Empire (which was ruled from what’s now Turkey, and became the modern country of Turkey after the war) fought on the side of the Central Powers, and so did Bulgaria from

  October 1914. Italy also fought with the Allies from 1915 — even though they had been Germany and Austria-Hungary’s ally before the war — and by 1916 so did Romania.
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  What about countries from outside of Europe?




  Japan fought on the side of the Allies because it had an agreement with Britain. The United States fought against Germany and Austria-Hungary from 1917, but not against Turkey

  or Bulgaria.




  Twenty-four different countries declared themselves at war with Germany or one of Germany’s allies over the course of the war, though a lot of them didn’t send any soldiers to fight.

  They included Panama (which didn’t have an army at all), Costa Rica, Liberia, Haiti, Cuba, Brazil and Honduras.
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    A woman pins a flower to the tunic of an Indian soldier for luck.


  




  As well as the countries that declared themselves at war, other countries around the world sent soldiers to fight. Great Britain had a vast empire (at its height, the British Empire was the

  biggest in the world, ever). It included Australia, Canada, India, New Zealand, the West Indies and the Union of South Africa, and soldiers from all of those countries fought alongside the Allies.

  More than 1.5 million soldiers from India fought in the war. Ireland was still part of Great Britain when the war broke out, and 210,000 Irish soldiers fought against the Central Powers in the

  war.




  Why did Russia leave the War?
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  On top of fighting in the bloodiest war it had ever known, there was something else going on in Russia — something rather big, which became known as the Russian

  Revolution. This led to the country leaving the war in 1917.




  What happened in the Russian Revolution?




  There had been years of revolts against the Russian emperor, Tsar Nicholas, general strikes (when people refused to work if their demands weren’t met), and demands for

  fairer conditions from ordinary people. The war against the Central Powers was unpopular because Russia had suffered serious defeats. Roughly 1.8 million Russians were killed in the war, with many

  more wounded or taken prisoner. In early 1917, the winter was especially hard, and there were food shortages. People who had been on strike began to riot, and were joined by government troops (who

  were supposed to be firing on the rioters, but joined in instead because they thought the rioters had a point).
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  Tsar Nicholas gave up his crown, and a government was formed by the revolutionaries. A few months later another revolution took place, led by a group called the Bolsheviks who took control of

  the capital city, Petrograd (now St Petersburg). One of the first things the Bolsheviks did was to get Russia out of the First World War. The fighting stopped, but the Bolsheviks had to give up

  vast chunks of land that belonged to the old Russian Empire. A Civil War began within Russia, which was eventually won by the Bolsheviks.
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  What do you mean, underneath the Atlantic?




  Lurking under the sea, German submarines known as U-boats launched torpedoes at shipping. The ships might be enemy battleships, or they might be transporting goods and

  passengers (merchant ships), even if they were from countries that weren’t at war. At first, U-boats used to surface before they attacked merchant ships to give the people on board a sporting

  chance to get away in lifeboats before their ship was blown up. This put the attacking U-boat in danger, and from 1915 onwards Germany decided not to be quite so sporting, and sunk ships without

  giving them a warning first. Passenger liners with American citizens aboard were sunk, and the United States looked as though it might be angry enough to join the war, so Germany stopped surprise

  attacks on shipping for almost a year and a half. But it went back to surprise attacks on merchant ships from February 1917, because it was such an effective way of battering the Allies. The

  U-boats were very successful: in the next two months, they sank more than 500 merchant ships. By April 1917, the United States had had enough of the loss of their ships, and entered the war.
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