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INTRODUCTION


From 1914–1918, Europe’s Great Powers, supposedly representing the height of human progress, tore themselves to pieces with all the destructive power of modern weaponry. They left 12 million soldiers and 8 million civilians dead, plus millions more mutilated or disabled. The war swept away old ways of life, introducing a strange modern world of mechanization and mass culture. At home, “total war” meant total mobilization of society; millions of women and children marched off to work as men marched off to the trenches.

In many ways we’re still living in the shadow of the First World War. That’s why it’s so important that we understand what happened and why.

101 Things You Didn’t Know about World War I explores that question: What happened? How could ordinary people suddenly lapse into an orgy of hate-fueled killing?  Along the way we’ll discover the personalities who directed the war on both sides as well as learn about the people who fought and died in it.

Before we begin, though, we need to know how the stage was set for this great conflict.

Historical Background

While it’s impossible to reduce such a complex event as World War I to a single cause, one thing stands out: nationalism. Starting in the fifteenth century nationalism became a motivating force in people’s lives. People needed a shared identity and story. Nationalism, a new emotional force, drew on shared language, ethnicity, legends, and achievements to reassure people they were still part of something bigger than themselves. The nation would endure, remember them, and take care of their children after they were gone; in return, they’d embrace and fight for their country.

Nationalism spread across Europe and later the world, often encouraged by rulers looking for ways to unite and motivate their subjects. However, it could also disrupt things: after the French Revolution, French nationalism under Napoleon Bonaparte overturned the European order, and later Europe’s delicate balance of power was upset by the formation of two new nation-states, Germany and Italy.

Germany’s fast-growing population and industrial power intimidated Britain and France, who were nervous about its plans to build a great navy and compete with them for colonies; the French also resented the loss of Alsace-Lorraine, provinces on the border of France annexed by Germany in 1871. Their fears prompted France to form an alliance with Russia and cooperate with Britain. The Germans felt they were being “encircled.”

At the same time a new wave of nationalism in Eastern Europe and the Balkans threatened the old empires there: Austria-Hungary, Russia, and the Ottoman Empire. Ethnic groups trapped in the old medieval realms wanted out. The Ottoman Empire in particular was on its last legs, as various peoples in the Balkans threw off the Turkish yoke and established new nations.

But Balkan borders were far from stable: in the First and Second Balkan Wars, 1912–1913, the new nations fought first the Ottoman Empire and then each other for its remaining European territories. Even worse, Austria-Hungary (which already faced internal nationalist movements) waded deeper into this explosive situation by annexing Bosnia-Herzegovina, an old Ottoman province, in 1908.

Many Bosnian Serbs would rather have joined the neighboring Slavic kingdom of Serbia. Austria-Hungary was determined to destroy Serbian nationalism before it tore the empire apart. But there was one big problem: Serbia was backed up by Russia, traditional patron of the Slavic kingdoms in the Balkan Peninsula.

Between Germany’s fear of encirclement and its ally Austria-Hungary’s fear of rising nationalism, by 1914 Europe was ready to explode. All it needed was someone to light a match.
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Timeline of the First World War

1914

• June 28: Bosnian Serb nationalist Gavrilo Princip assassinates Archduke Franz Ferdinand, heir to the throne of Austria-Hungary, in Sarajevo

• July 5: Austro-Hungarian diplomat Count Alexander von Hoyos visits Berlin, receives “blank check”—a promise Germany will back Austria-Hungary no matter what

• July 23: Austria-Hungary delivers an ultimatum to Serbia containing demands certain to be rejected, providing an excuse for war

• July 24–27: European diplomats try to defuse mounting tension without success

• July 28: Austria-Hungary declares war on Serbia

• July 29: Last-ditch compromise, British proposal for a “Halt in Belgrade,” rejected by Austria-Hungary

• July 30: Russia mobilizes against Austria-Hungary and Germany

• August 1: Germany declares war on Russia

• August 3: Germany declares war on France, invades neutral Belgium

• August 4: Britain declares war on Germany, imposes naval blockade

• August 14: French invade Germany but are repulsed in Battle of the Frontiers

• August 17: Two Russian armies invade East Prussia

• August 20: Germans occupy Brussels

• August 30: Russian Second Army is destroyed at Battle of Tannenberg

• September 6–10: German invasion of France fails at the “Miracle on the Marne”

• September 11–13: Germans dig in at Aisne, beginning trench warfare

• September 17–October 19: German and Allied armies try to outflank each other unsuccessfully in “Race to the Sea”

• October 19: Germans fail to break through Allied defenses at First Battle of Ypres

• November 2: Russia declares war on Ottoman Empire

• November 16: Serbs defeat Austro-Hungarian invasion at Battle of Kolubara

• December 20: French suffer huge losses in First Battle of Champagne

• December 24–25: German and British soldiers fraternize in Christmas Eve Truce

1915

• February 4: Germany declares unrestricted U-boat warfare around British Isles

• March 10–13: British score victory at Battle of Neuve Chapelle but fail to exploit success

• April 22: Germans use chlorine in first big gas attack at the Second Battle of Ypres

• April 24: Ottoman Turks unleash Armenian Genocide, killing 1.5 million by 1917

• April 25: Allied amphibious landings at Gallipoli fail to crack Turkish defenses

• May 7: German U-boat sinks Lusitania, killing 1,198 and outraging American opinion

• May 23: Italy declares war on Austria-Hungary, joins Allies

• May 31: First German zeppelin bombing raid against London

• June 13: Central Powers pierce Russian defenses at Gorlice-Tarnow, Russian “Great Retreat” begins, leading to German conquest of Poland and Lithuania
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• August 6: Second Allied landing at Gallipoli fails at Suvla Bay

• August 12: Tsar Nicholas II takes personal command of Russian Army

• August 26: Germany bows to US demands, ends unrestricted U-boat warfare

• September 21: French mount new attack in Champagne, but it fails by October 15

• September 25: British launch huge attack at Loos, suffer bloody defeat

• October 5: Allies occupy Salonika, Greece in belated attempt to help Serbia

• October 6: Bulgaria joins Central Powers, helps crush Serbia by December

• November 23: Battered Serbian Army begins retreat through Albania

• December 7: Anglo-Indian forces in Mesopotamia (Iraq) besieged by Turks at Kut

• December 19: Allies evacuate Gallipoli, campaign ends in total failure

1916

• January 27: Britain adopts conscription, ending tradition of voluntary service

• February 21–28: Germans unleash biggest attack of the war yet at Verdun, but are halted by French

• March 1: Germans resume unrestricted U-boat warfare over American protests

• March 24: Sinking of passenger liner Sussex leads to new US-German conflict

• April 15: Allied ships transport Serbian survivors from Albania to island of Corfu

• April 24–29: Irish Easter Rising in Dublin crushed by British

• April 29: 15,000 Anglo-Indian troops surrender to Turks at Kut, Mesopotamia

• May 8: Germans back down on U-boat warfare a second time due to US threats

• May 9: British and French agree to divide up Middle East in Sykes-Picot agreement

• May 31: British and German fleets clash at Battle of Jutland, but outcome is indecisive

• June 4: Russians begin Brusilov Offensive, their most successful attack of the war

• June 5: Arabs under Grand Sharif Hussein and Prince Faisal revolt against Turks

• July 1: British suffer 50,000 casualties on first day of Battle of the Somme

• July 23: Russian Foreign Minister Sazonov fired, showing growing power of Rasputin

• August 17: Romania declares war on Austria-Hungary, joining Allies

• August 29: Hindenburg replaces Falkenhayn as top German commander, halts Verdun

• September 3: First zeppelin shot down by British plane with incendiary ammunition

• September 15: British use tanks for the first time at the Somme, with mixed success

• September 27: Central Powers unleash crushing counterattack against Romania

• October 25: T.E. Lawrence, a.k.a. “Lawrence of Arabia,” meets Prince Faisal

• November 7: Woodrow Wilson wins reelection on slogan, “He Kept Us Out of War”

• November 19: Battle of the Somme ends in Allied failure

• November 21: Emperor Franz-Josef dies, Karl I takes throne of Austria-Hungary

• November 27: German long-distance bombers make first raid on Britain

• December 7: Central Powers capture Romanian capital, Bucharest

• December 30: Rasputin murdered by Russian courtiers

1917

• January 11: Germans start “Hindenburg Line,” new defensive position in France

• January 17: British code-breakers intercept “Zimmermann Telegram” from Germany, urging Mexico to declare war on US

• February 1–3: Germany resumes unrestricted U-boat warfare; Wilson breaks off relations, but does not declare war

• February 25: British present evidence of Zimmermann Telegram to Wilson

• March 8: Protests on International Women’s Day spark Russian Revolution in Petrograd

• March 11: British capture Baghdad after a new offensive in Mesopotamia

• March 15: Tsar Nicholas II abdicates; power is split between liberal Provisional Government and socialist Petrograd Soviet

• April 6: US declares war on Germany

• April 16: French “Nivelle Offensive” fails spectacularly on the Western Front

• May 8: French Army is crippled by a wave of mutinies, lasting until June

• May 18: Wilson signs US draft law, General John “Black Jack” Pershing named commander of the American Expeditionary Force

• June 7: British set off gigantic mine explosion to begin Battle of Messines

• July 1: Russian Provisional Government launches “Kerensky Offensive,” last major campaign of the war, which ends in immediate failure

• July 6: Arab forces led by T.E. Lawrence capture Aqaba, key port on Red Sea

• July 31: British launch massive new offensive at Third Battle of Ypres (Passchendaele), but fail to break through German defenses by November

• September 5–9: Germans capture Riga, spurring fears of advance on Petrograd; conservative general Kornilov tries to overthrow Russia’s Provisional Government but is defeated

• October 12: US “Rainbow Division” embarks for Europe

• October 24: Central Powers score huge victory at Caporetto, occupy northern Italy

• October 30: British gain foothold in Palestine at the Third Battle of Gaza

• November 6: Bolsheviks overthrow Provisional Government in second coup attempt

• November 8: Balfour Declaration states British support for Jewish homeland

• November 20: British launch surprise attack with tanks at Cambrai, but Germans soon recapture lost ground

• December 11: Anglo-Egyptian forces capture Jerusalem

• December 17: Bolsheviks, Central Powers agree on armistice at Brest-Litovsk

1918

• January 8: Wilson presents “Fourteen Points,” idealistic plan for post-war world

• January 20: Central Powers sign peace agreement with Ukraine

• February 6: British Parliament grants women aged 30+ right to vote

• March 3: Bolsheviks sign Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, allowing Germans to shift troops to the Western Front for a new offensive

• March 21–28: Germans unleash giant attack, “Operation Michael,” on the Western Front in bid to defeat Britain and France before American troops arrive in Europe in large numbers; offensive stalls despite the destruction of British Fifth Army

• April 3: Allies agree Ferdinand Foch will be new commander in chief of all forces
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• April 9: Germans launch second major offensive, “Operation Georgette”

• April 21: Max von Richthofen, “The Red Baron,” dies when his plane is shot down

• May 7: Romania capitulates to Central Powers, Germany controls Ukraine

• May 14: Czech Legion, made up of freed POWs in Russia, revolts against Bolsheviks

• May 22: Spanish press, free from war censorship, reports influenza epidemic; it will go on to kill approximately 50–100 million people around the world—more than the war

• May 27: Germans launch third major offensive, “Operation Blücher-Yorck,” on the Aisne, but it stalls within a week

• June 2: Pershing agrees to transport 250,000 US troops per month to Europe

• June 9–14: Fourth German offensive, “Operation Gneisenau,” fails thanks to US troops

• July 1: Food shortage reaching crisis proportions in Central Powers

• July 15–19: Last major German offensive of the war on Western Front, Kaiserschlact, or Kaiser’s Battle, fails; Foch orders major counterattack; Bolsheviks execute Romanovs

• July 26: American and French troops advance 10 miles in the Marne sector

• August 8: “Black Day of the Germany Army,” German forces are in retreat along entire Western Front

• August 10: US First Army formed for attack on St. Mihiel salient; over 1.4 million US troops in France

• August 23: Allies launch new offensive along entire front from Soissons to Arras

• September 5: Bolsheviks unleash “Red Terror” in Russia, killing thousands

• September 10: Hindenburg tells the kaiser they must end the war at once

• September 23: Anti-Bolshevik “White” forces form “All-Russian Government” in Siberia

• September 24: Allies advance into southern Serbia, Bulgarians ask for armistice

• October 1: Arab Army, Australian cavalry capture Damascus

• October 4–5: Central Powers send notes to Wilson asking for peace negotiations

• October 14: Wilson demands end of U-boat warfare for peace

• October 18: Wilson demands Austria-Hungary free nationalities; Turks request armistice

• October 23: Wilson demands Germany create constitutional government for peace

• October 28: German sailors mutiny, launching German Revolution

• October 30: Turks accept Allied armistice demands, Austria recognizes Czechoslovakia

• October 31: Hungarians proclaim independent republic, end of monarchy

• November 1: Austrian socialists proclaim republic, end of empire; French free Belgrade

• November 4: Austrians, Hungarians accept Allied armistice terms

• November 9: Kaiser Wilhelm II abdicates, flees Germany for Netherlands

• November 11: German, Allied representatives sign armistice agreement
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PART 1


The Coming of War

THE FIRST WORLD War is often described as the “war nobody wanted,” and it’s true none of the participants wanted the war the way it turned out. But all of Europe’s Great Powers had their own long-term goals, and some of these were in direct conflict.

Austria-Hungary’s multiethnic realm was rocked by the rise of nationalism. Slavs, Italians, and Romanians demanded self-determination or—even worse—unification with ethnic kinsmen in neighboring countries. The worst trouble spot was the Balkans, where Austria-Hungary’s foolish decision to annex Bosnia, a province of the decaying Ottoman Empire, put it on a collision course with the neighboring Kingdom of Serbia in 1908. Backed by their Slavic patron, Russia, the Serbs encouraged pan-Serbian and Yugoslav nationalist movements in Austria-Hungary. Fearing Slavic nationalism as an existential threat to the multinational empire, Austria-Hungary’s leaders were determined to crush Serbia once and for all.

As well, the “Triple Entente” of France, Russia, and Britain (later the Allies) did their part to set the stage for war.  French nationalists wanted to “redeem” Alsace-Lorraine, annexed by the German Empire after France’s defeat by Prussia in 1871. The Russians were backing Serbian nationalists to stir up trouble in Austria-Hungary because they wanted to grab Austrian Galicia for themselves; they were also plotting to seize the ailing Ottoman Empire’s capital, Constantinople (now Istanbul), and the strategic Turkish straits, which could choke off Russia’s maritime trade routes via the Black Sea. For its part Britain stood aside as always—but its informal partnership with France and Russia encouraged them to take a more aggressive stance toward Germany and Austria-Hungary.

By the beginning of 1914 the Slavic nationalist threat looked more menacing than ever. Austria-Hungary’s chief of the general staff, Conrad von Hötzendorf, had a simple solution: war with Serbia.

Not everyone supported the plan: the heir to the throne, Archduke Franz Ferdinand, was much more conciliatory to the Serbs. But Franz Ferdinand was still waiting in the wings, while Hötzendorf exercised growing influence over Foreign Minister Count Leopold von Berchtold and Emperor Franz Josef, who were also being urged to settle the Serbian business by their powerful German ally. All they needed was an excuse to attack Serbia.
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One More Alliance Might Have Helped

Safe on their islands, protected by the world’s biggest navy, the British had long enjoyed “splendid isolation” from the rest of Europe, only fighting when they felt their interests were at stake. By the early twentieth century, however, the rise of Germany forced Britain to form closer relationships with other European powers, especially its age-old foe, France. Alarmed by Germany’s growing power, Britain and France worked out their colonial differences in a “friendly understanding” in order to present a united front in Europe . . . sort of.

The British suffered from extreme commitment phobia. Conservative to the end, Prime Minister Herbert Asquith and Foreign Secretary Edward Grey couldn’t bring themselves to give up Britain’s traditional independence by signing a formal alliance. Still, the German threat was clear, and more pragmatic voices warned that in the event of all-out war, there was no way Britain could stand aside.

In the absence of a formal alliance, a few senior cabinet members including Asquith and Grey secretly gave the soldiers permission to begin working with their French counterparts behind the scenes, informally—just in case. British and French officers hammered out the details for military cooperation, while Britain technically remained free of any obligation to help France.

“The fact is, all of Europe is on a hair trigger, and all are ready except England, who seems as careless and reckless as she is ignorant.”

—General Henry Wilson, November 1912

The closest Britain and France ever came to an alliance was a “naval convention,” signed in 1912, which gave France responsibility for patrolling the Mediterranean so Britain could concentrate its battleships on the German threat in the North Sea. They also secretly agreed, during future crises, to “immediately discuss with the other, whether both Governments should act together to prevent aggression and to preserve peace”—not exactly an ironclad promise by Britain to do, well, anything. As late as April 1914, Grey could affirm to Parliament that Britain still enjoyed “freedom from all obligations to engage in military operations on the Continent.”

In the end, British ambiguity probably helped bring about war, by encouraging the French and their Russian allies to take a more aggressive stance toward Germany, while failing to convince the Germans that the British really meant business—in short, the “worst of both worlds.”
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Battleships by Subscription

From 1910–1913 Europe was gripped by an arms race as the “Great Powers” splashed out huge sums on ever-bigger armies and navies. Driven by Germany’s fear of “encirclement”—ironically brought on by its own bellicose behavior—the Teutonic spending spree provoked countering moves by Britain, France, and Russia. Meanwhile Austria-Hungary faced off with Italy, and the Ottoman Empire was shaken awake by its defeat at the hands of Serbia, Bulgaria, and Greece in the First Balkan War in 1912.

Still, ultrapatriotic types on all sides protested that their countries were losing the arms race, vilifying opponents as naïve or worse—traitors.

“The Admiralty had demanded six ships; the economists offered four; and we finally compromised on eight.”

—Winston Churchill

These sorts of sentiments weren’t limited to Britain and Germany. In fact, the soaring cost of naval armaments prompted militarists in the Ottoman Empire to embrace a unique means of funding new construction: popular subscriptions, appealing to patriotic sentiment to raise money for enormous battleships otherwise beyond the national budget.

After taking power in a revolution in 1908, the “Young Turks” of the Committee of Union and Progress (CUP) placed a flurry of orders for new battleships with foreign (mainly British) shipyards. However, their nemesis Russia cut off most sources of international finance through diplomatic means. To fill the gap the CUP founded a quasi-official propaganda and marketing organization, the Ottoman Navy Foundation, which whipped up patriotic fervor among the Turkish middle classes by highlighting foreign threats and hearkening back to naval glories of bygone days.

The centerpiece of the new fleet purchased by the Ottoman Navy Foundation was an intimidating super-dreadnought battleship ordered in 1911, the Reşadiye—560 feet long with a top speed of 31 knots, armed with ten 13.5-inch guns, each capable of throwing a 1,400-pound shell over 13 miles. After the disastrous First Balkan War in 1912, the Navy Foundation bought another super-dreadnought, the Sultan Osman I, from the British shipyards of Vickers-Armstrong. Both dreadnoughts would play a critical role in the Ottoman Empire’s entry into the First World War—even though neither ever joined the Turkish Navy.

Immediately following Britain’s declaration of war on Germany on August 4, 1914, First Lord of the Admiralty Winston Churchill requisitioned both battleships for the Royal Navy, under the names Erin and Agincourt. Although the British promised compensation, Turkish public opinion was outraged, and Germany, desperately seeking more allies, saw an opportunity.

Two powerful German warships, the battle cruiser Goeben and the light cruiser Breslau, were on patrol in the Mediterranean Sea when war broke out. Dodging British fleets, from July 28 to August 10, 1914 the ships made a successful dash for the Ottoman capital Constantinople, where the Turks purchased them for a nominal sum. The replacement of their lost warships salved wounded Turkish pride, swinging public opinion firmly in Germany’s court.

German sailors donned Turkish uniforms, and the Goeben and Breslau, renamed the Yavuz Sultan Selim and Midili, soon played a decisive role bringing the Ottoman Empire into the war. When the Ottoman cabinet dragged its feet declaring war, in November 1914 the German admiralty ordered the “Turkish” ships to mount a surprise attack on Russian ships and ports in the Black Sea, settling the issue. Now the Turkish government had no choice but to throw in their lot with Germany, sealing the fate of the Ottoman Empire.
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Did the Schlieffen Plan Exist?
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According to conventional wisdom, by the time of his retirement in 1906, German chief of the general staff Alfred von Schlieffen had perfected an invincible plan to annihilate the French Army through a giant battle of encirclement, requiring a lunge through Belgium made possible by using reserve divisions in the front lines. The strategy called for a strong right wing to punch through Belgium and northern France, encircling Paris from the west, while the weak left wing went on the defensive, possibly even luring some French armies to attack them; after swiftly defeating France, victorious German troops would immediately be sent east to defeat France’s ally Russia. Of course, the proposed violation of Belgian neutrality risked provoking Britain to declare war on Germany.

Critics of German militarism have long pointed to the plan as proof that Germany actively planned a war of conquest in the west, while some of Schlieffen’s peers dismissed it as too mechanical. Among other constraints, Germany had to defeat France in about six weeks, before Russia could complete its lengthy mobilization. That meant that as soon as Russia started mobilizing, the clock was ticking for Germany to invade and conquer France—the Germans had no choice but to attack.

It’s not quite that simple: in fact, Schlieffen himself had dismissed the plan as impracticable. By his own admission in his final memorandum on the subject in 1905, even with the use of reserve divisions the plan still had a shortfall of up to eight army corps or 200,000 men—enough for two more armies—needed to extend the German right wing around Paris. The troops didn’t exist, and even if they did, it would require a feat of logistics to wedge them in alongside the others. Schlieffen predicted:

Make these preparations how we may, we shall reach the conclusion that we are too weak to continue operations in this direction. We shall find the experience of all earlier conquerors confirmed, that a war of aggression calls for much strength and also consumes much, that this strength dwindles constantly as the defender’s increases, and all this particularly so in a country which bristles with fortresses.

In short, Schlieffen didn’t recommend a bold attack on France through Belgium at all. Instead, based on previously unpublished manuscripts, the revisionist historian Terence Zuber argues that Schlieffen actually favored a much more modest swing through Belgium to attack the French fortress line—Verdun, Toul, Épinal, and Belfort—from both directions. Germany could then use its rail mobility and the advantage of interior lines to send troops east to defend East Prussia against looming Russian invasion.

Schlieffen didn’t envision a knockout blow on either front. Instead he looked for defensive victories against a numerically superior foe, with more campaigns or perhaps a negotiated peace to follow. The need to make troops available to defend East Prussia became even more pressing in the years 1910–1913, as the Russian Army completed its recovery from its disastrous defeat by Japan in 1905. Russia’s construction of new military railroads and implementation of hidden “pre-mobilization” measures, speeding up mobilization significantly, also made the alleged six-week timeframe for defeating France look more and more unlikely.

According to Zuber, Schlieffen’s successor, Helmuth von Moltke “the Younger,” actually tried to implement this alternative war plan, threatening the French frontier fortress line from the rear via Belgium and northern France. But even this more limited campaign failed when the German First Army turned to face the new French Sixth Army north of Paris, preventing it from protecting the flank of the German Second Army.

Zuber argues the “Schlieffen Plan” was invented after the war by the general staff archives as a way to pin blame for their failure during the invasion of France on the hapless Moltke, a conveniently deceased scapegoat. By creating a legend that Schlieffen handed down a perfect plan to defeat France, but that Moltke failed to understand it, they maintained the legend of the invincibility of the German general staff while distracting attention from their own mistakes.
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Trench Warfare Was Predicted

Trench warfare confounded commanders on all sides, who seemed unable to grasp tactical developments that gave defenders a decisive advantage over attackers, no matter how brave. But it was hardly the unforeseeable tragedy generals later claimed (often to excuse their own shortcomings). In fact, trench warfare had been predicted in detail decades before.

Jan Gotlib Bloch (1836–1902) was a Polish Jewish banker with no military service or particular expertise in military affairs but a keen intelligence and the resources to devote to the study of technical developments in weaponry. In his professional life Bloch also participated in the construction of Russia’s railroad network, giving him a window into this important aspect of modern military planning.

Following the Franco-Prussian War of 1870–1871, fascinated by rapid changes in military technology, Bloch began analyzing current doctrine in light of new weapons and capabilities, including machine guns, fast-repeating rifles, smokeless gunpowder, and barbed wire, all produced on an industrial scale.

In a 3,084-page-long book, titled Is War Now Impossible?, Bloch argued that these developments had rendered current ideas about battlefield combat, centering on massed bayonet charges and cavalry maneuvers, totally obsolete. Defenders equipped with modern weapons would enjoy a four-to-one tactical advantage over attackers advancing over open terrain, simply mowing them down. Bloch further predicted this would force combatants to resort to entrenchment to shelter soldiers from enemy fire.

Because Bloch died in 1902—before the Wright Brothers’ first flight and Henry Ford’s development of automobile mass production—he couldn’t foresee the contribution of tanks or airplanes. But his book was hailed as a triumph of technical analysis and an important argument against the European arms race. Bloch also addressed a personal appeal to the British people in a popular magazine. But the fact that he was an amateur gave Europe’s military elites an excuse to brush aside his arguments (even after they were confirmed by events including the Boer War from 1899–1902 and the Russo-Japanese War in 1904–1905).


Barbed Wire



Barbed wire, invented by Lucian Smith of Kent, Ohio, in 1867, allowed American ranchers to easily enclose large areas of Western pastureland in places where wood for fences was scarce. In 1874 a rival inventor, Joseph Glidden, produced his own version of barbed wire with improvements which he claimed were significant enough to warrant a new patent. The patent dispute between Smith and Glidden, ultimately decided in favor of the latter in 1892, set an important precedent for US intellectual property law.
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Bluster in Brussels

Less than a year before the outbreak of war, the belligerently incompetent German emperor Kaiser Wilhelm II blurted out an astonishing prediction (or more accurately, threat) to his royal colleague, King Albert of Belgium, during a state dinner.

On November 6, 1913, the kaiser and his retinue hosted their Belgian counterparts in Berlin for a day of royal protocol and high-level gossip, winding up with a formal ball and state dinner. As their courtiers rounded the dance floor with elegant aristocratic ladies, on the sidelines Wilhelm II and his generals plied their unsuspecting guests with champagne and thinly veiled threats, hoping to persuade (or browbeat) them into betraying Belgium’s official neutrality in the event of war between Germany and France.

“The situation is extraordinary. It is militarism run stark mad. Unless someone acting for you can bring about a different understanding, there is some day to be an awful cataclysm. No one in Europe can do it. There is too much hatred, too many jealousies.”

—Colonel E.M. House, to President Wilson, May 1914

This wasn’t just a hypothetical scenario, according to the Germans, who cited France’s new conscription law as evidence that war was inevitable. In fact, the German emperor pointed to one general, Alexander von Kluck, and bluntly told Albert, “He is the man who will lead the march on Paris.” During dinner, according to the Belgian ambassador, “The Kaiser obstinately went on declaring that a conflict was inevitable and that he had no doubt of the crushing superiority of the German army.” Germany’s top general, Helmuth von Moltke, chimed in: “Small countries, such as Belgium, would be well advised to rally to the side of the strong if they wished to retain their independence.”

These “warnings” may have helped bring about the war less than a year later. The Belgians, thoroughly rattled by the German bluster, passed the news on to the French, contributing to the hair-trigger climate in Europe. French president Raymond Poincaré later recalled “the uneasiness caused to us by King Albert’s revelations as to the mind of Wilhelm II,” and after the war Allied representatives at the Paris Peace Conference pointed to the dinner as proof that “several months before the crisis of July 1914 the German Kaiser had ceased to behave as an exponent of peace.”
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Hitler Was a Draft Dodger

Adolf Hitler was not the typical draft dodger. As a young man, he shirked his military duty in the Austro-Hungarian army not for any pacifist ideals but rather due to his racist beliefs.

Born in the Austrian village of Braunau am Inn in 1889, as an orphaned teenager living in Vienna Hitler came to despise the multiethnic Habsburg Empire, where German-speaking Austrians like himself had seen their power and status whittled away by other ethnic groups. The aspiring young artist and Wagner devotee also resented Emperor Franz Josef’s protection of Jews threatened by the rise of anti-Semitic political parties.

Disgusted by Austria-Hungary’s diversity, in May 1913 Hitler moved to Munich in the neighboring German empire (which he considered racially pure) to avoid military service in the multiethnic Habsburg armed forces. However, this wasn’t exactly a foolproof plan: in January 1914 German police arrested the twenty-four-year-old artist—then living a Bohemian existence in a rundown apartment, barely supporting himself by painting tourist postcards—and bundled him off to the Austrian consulate to answer for his dereliction.

In a letter to the Austrian authorities, Hitler explained, or rather lied, that he didn’t realize he was supposed to register for military service on turning age twenty. He also claimed he didn’t register because he was too poor to make the trip back to Austria-Hungary (offering a choice of contradictory excuses).

Luckily for Hitler his bad diet and slovenly lifestyle combined to make him a physical wreck, and in February 1914 Austrian conscription officials judged him unfit for military duty. But this didn’t mean he was opposed to military service altogether: when war broke out he enthusiastically volunteered for service in the racially pure Bavarian Army, part of the Imperial German Army.
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Franz Ferdinand Was Killed for His Plans to Reform Austria-Hungary

The assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand, heir to the Habsburg throne, is still widely viewed as a desperate blow against Austro-Hungarian tyranny by Bosnian Serb nationalists—but in reality, it was motivated by fears the next emperor wasn’t going to be a tyrant at all. Far from oppressing Bosnia, Archduke Franz Ferdinand was killed because his plans to reform Austria-Hungary would give more political power to Bosnian Serbs and their Slavic cousins in the empire.

Franz Ferdinand believed that Austria-Hungary’s real enemies were Italy and Russia, while Serbia was ultimately a distraction. He also believed the grievances of the empire’s Slavic peoples, including the Bosnian Serbs, could be resolved peacefully by making the empire into a three-way monarchy, essentially giving the Slavs their own state-within-a-state. If that didn’t work, he was prepared to try an even more radical option—remaking Austria-Hungary as a federal state.

“I will live and die for federalism; it is the sole salvation for the monarchy, if anything can save it.”

—Archduke Franz Ferdinand, 1913

Franz Ferdinand’s plans were controversial due to opposition from the Hungarians, who stood to lose population and power if the empire created a new Slavic monarchy or transitioned to a federal government. But they also posed a threat to the ambitions of Serbian nationalists, who counted on Austrian oppression to fuel Bosnian Serb dissent; if Franz Ferdinand’s planned reforms gave them self-determination inside Austria-Hungary, they might not see any reason to break away.

Dragutin Dimitrijević, code name “Apis,” the ultranationalist head of Serbian military intelligence and leader of the Serbian “Black Hand” conspiracy, understood this all too well. So did the nineteen-year-old assassin, Gavrilo Princip (although his co-conspirators weren’t so clear, voicing more conventional views of Franz Ferdinand as an oppressor). At his trial in October 1914, Princip stated that he killed Franz Ferdinand because, “As the future ruler [he would interfere] with our unification. He would introduce certain reforms, which, you understand, would be harmful to us.”
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The Serbian Government Warned Austria-Hungary Not to Send Franz Ferdinand

The Bosnian nationalists who assassinated Archduke Franz Ferdinand were armed (via intermediaries) by Dragutin Dimitrijević, the head of Serbian military intelligence and leader of the “Black Hand,” a cabal of top military officers who controlled the civilian government of Serbia.

A constant conspirator, Dimitrijević, code name “Apis,” was a true kingmaker: in 1903 he’d participated in the overthrow and brutal murder of the country’s previous monarchs, the Obrenović dynasty. The new Serbian king, the mild-mannered Peter I, was understandably intimidated by Apis, while his son and heir to the throne, Alexander, was said to be in awe of the bull-necked Balkan War hero.
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