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To those on all sides who lost 
their lives on November 11, 1918

 
 
Now, God be thanked, Who has matched us with His hour,
And caught our youth, and wakened us from sleeping.
 
—RUPERT BROOKE, 1914
What passing-bells for these who die as cattle?
Only the monstrous anger of the guns.
 
—WILFRED OWEN, 1917

PRAISE FOR Eleventh Month, Eleventh Day, Eleventh Hour
“Beautifully written . . . Persico’s story dramatically juxtaposes the patriotic fervor of both sides with the soldiers’ awakening to the blood and mud of the front lines.”
—Deseret News
“Exhaustive research . . . [Persico puts] a human face on a horrific war . . . [and] bring[s] the war back to us in all its visceral horror.”
—Minneapolis Star Tribune
“Persico has a flair for describing the hostilities in striking terms. . . . [He] seems incapable of writing an uninteresting paragraph.”
—The Orlando Sentinel
“With admirable skill, Persico weaves in every facet of World War I: how it began, life in the trenches and the plague of rats. . . . He illuminates key battles in which the men fought, and he recounts their first days in the trenches as well as other moving moments.”
—USA Today 
“An ambitious book that looks at the unnecessarily deadly end of World War I and resembles Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn’s Gulag Archipelago in its crushing, relentless chronicle of horrors.”
—San Jose Mercury News
“A compelling look at the final hours of this bloody conflict . . . The remarkable stories of sacrifice and courage go a long way toward illuminating a war that was supposed to end all wars.”
—Entertainment Weekly
“Joseph Persico’s new book eloquently examines . . . paradoxes about the Great War and war in general. . . . Research and readability are constants in this book. . . . One of Persico’s best.”
—The Sunday Gazette (Schenectady, New York)
“Veteran non-fiction author Joseph Persico has found a fresh way to tell the story of World War I that makes it seem like it occurred yesterday, not 86 years ago. . . . I could not stop reading, not even for sleep. . . . Persico’s book demonstrates starkly . . . how the traditional definition of bravery on the battlefield equated to stupidity—and fatal stupidity at that.”
—Milwaukee Journal Sentinel
“Persico has a well-deserved reputation for a solid writing style. His latest effort combines graphic casualty counts with individual stories of common people, and famous personages, to complement his analysis. . . . Persico’s work is a welcome addition to the field and adds to our general background knowledge of the first global conflict.”
—The Philadelphia Inquirer
“Superb . . . Persico creates more than a historical account of events or an examination of high strategy. These are in the book, but for Persico the real story of the war is told by those who lived it: the men in the trenches. . . . It is a story worth reading.”
—BookPage
“Highly recommended . . . The intimate portrayal of men striving not to be the last killed enlivens this important addition to the vast literature on World War I. Readers will be captivated by the dramatic depiction of combat and life in the trenches and intrigued by Persico’s concise historical analysis of events leading to the war, its key battles, and the political-military decision-making that dragged out the combat to the final bloody minute.”
— Library Journal (starred review)
“The book’s full account of the war, from its causes to its conclusion, is crisp and vivid. . . . Where Persico excels is in reconstructing the moment-by-moment journeys of men facing possible death or mutilation, many of whom were dehumanized in the process. You can see, feel and smell these doughboys, poilus, Tommies and bosches—and sense their rage and despair.”
—New York Daily News
“An eye-opening study of the final hours of a war that threatened never to end . . . [Persico] ably encapsulates the whole conflict in a highly readable narrative. First-rate, and evocative of why the war to end all wars was anything but.”
—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)
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INTRODUCTION
In the fall of 1919, Alvan T. Fuller, a second-term Republican congressman from Massachusetts’s Ninth District, received a letter from a constituent, George K. Livermore, one of an accumulating file. Grieving families wanted to know why a son, husband, father, or brother had died on the last day of the Great War when it had been known well in advance, down to the exact moment, that the fighting would end on the eleventh month, eleventh day, eleventh hour. Congressman Fuller, son of a Civil War veteran and raised on tales of soldierly sacrifice, was particularly moved by Livermore’s description of a plot of land outside a French village, Pont-à-Mousson, where he had seen “little crosses over the graves of the lads who died a useless death on that November morning.”
So numerous were such inquiries that in January 1920, Congress began an investigation into the conduct of leaders of the American Expeditionary Forces, beginning with General John J. Pershing, to find out why so many lives had been sacrificed after peace was assured. Casualties that last day were not confined to American forces. Large numbers of French, British, and German soldiers as well died in the final hours, even minutes.
My purpose here is not to offer still another history of the war, though I follow its progression from 1914 to 1918. I am also impatient with presentations of mankind’s most violent behavior as if it were a map exercise, with Jones rolling up Smith’s flank while the 104th supports a strategic withdrawal by the 105th. And while the role of field marshals and generals is necessarily portrayed, the true protagonists of this story are the men in the trenches for whom what in the map rooms looked like a chess match became transmuted into titanic violations of flesh and blood. The reason I have written an account anchored to the last day of World War I is that the carnage that went on up to the final minute so perfectly captures the essential futility of the entire war. The mayhem of the last day was no different from what had been going on for the previous 1,560 days.
The story is drawn heavily from letters, diaries, and journals of participants, which explains the occasional use of such phrases as “He thought,” “He imagined,” “She believed.” Critics of narrative history understandably question an author’s presumption to enter other people’s minds. When these phrases are used in this work it is because the people cited wrote that this is what they thought, imagined, or believed.
The Great War, as it was initially known, was indeed global, involving twenty countries on five continents. Yet today, among most Americans, the war is only vaguely recalled, a misty promontory obscured by a war that preceded it and one that followed it, the Civil War and World War II. In surviving images it has something to do with poppies, ghostly figures in gas masks, a rousing tune, “Over There,” President Wilson’s Fourteen Points, and a fading photograph in an album of an unbelievably young grandfather or great-grandfather wearing a doughboy’s tin helmet and a collar that appears to be choking him. Yet, while partially hidden, the Great War still exercises a grip on the imagination. It is futile to argue that one conflict is more horrific than another. The imperative of war is to kill, and thus all wars are exercises in sanctioned murder. For the victim, it is small satisfaction whether he died gassed in the trenches, shot out of the sky in a World War II raid over Berlin, or run through by a Spartan’s sword at Thermopylae. Dead is dead. But the First World War’s bleak distinction is that it took opposing armies to the outermost limits of man’s inhumanity to man, as any honest account of Ypres, the Somme, or Verdun will attest. Of 55 million men mobilized worldwide, nearly 9 million were lost during this war, and far greater numbers were maimed, crippled, and disfigured for life.
The historian Sir John Keegan concluded, “The First World War was a tragic and unnecessary conflict. Unnecessary because the train of events that led to its outbreak might have been broken at any point during the five weeks of crisis that preceded the first clash of arms, had prudence or common goodwill found a voice.” But neither prudence nor goodwill did prevail. Obviously, once war began, the aggressor had to be driven from seized territory—but at what a cost—while peace overtures that could have shortened the conflict withered. It has been argued that World War I was a victory of liberal democracy over military autocracy, a temporary victory at best when one considers the subsequent rise of Nazi Germany, Imperial Japan, and the Soviet Union. It has been suggested that the Allied triumph taught “militarism a lesson of restraint.” Considering the much magnified destruction of the Second World War, which in part grew out of the First, it seems that the lesson went unlearned. World War I did shift some lines on the map, toppled outworn dynasties, carved out a few unstable and unviable states. It raised, but then dashed, hopes that it was a “war to end all wars.” All the scholars on Earth cannot explain the war much better, as it dragged on, than the British Tommies’ ditty “We’re here because we’re here because we’re here because we’re here.” Or as another historian, A. J. P. Taylor, paraphrased it, “They fought because they fought because they fought because they fought.” Winston Churchill, serving as First Lord of the Admiralty, wrote as early as April 1915 that his nation’s young men were engaged in “the hardest, cruelest, and the least-rewarded of all the wars that men have fought.”
To those who study warfare as military science, the Great War did have meaning. It introduced the first battlefield use of radio and telephone communications, as well as most modern weapons: warplanes, tanks, oceangoing submarines, flamethrowers, and poison gas, if these be judged advances in human endeavor. But in the final judgment, it can be argued that the millions from all sides who died at the receiving end of such murderous ingenuity died in vain. It may be that the only value to mankind coming out of World War I was to provide the ultimate test of what human beings can endure under monstrously inhuman conditions and yet maintain their humanity.
Even if the interplay of obstinacy and blindness made war inescapable, can we not question the way in which it was conducted— in battles costing 100,000 or 200,000 or 300,000 casualties in fighting enduring more than fifty months? After more than eighty years, World War I can still arouse outrage over so much squandered life, at generals who could feel every obligation that the profession of arms imposed except sufficient concern for the lives entrusted to them.
For the layman a baffling anomaly remains. One of the great poets of the war, Siegfried Sassoon, wrote of the “doomed and haggard faces” who fought the war. Yet these faces did not necessarily remember their ordeal with horror. Despite the stench of rotting corpses, the filth, the mud, the hunger, the cold, the rats, the ever-present prospect of death, the trenches appear to have exercised a near-mystical grip over men who lived and died in them. Never, many felt, had they experienced such intensity of emotion; never had comradeship—a sense of needing and being needed—struck so deeply and bound prior strangers so strongly in a blood brotherhood. Here was life lived at an adrenaline pitch. A young English officer, Guy Chapman, described the war as “a mistress . . . once you have lain in her arms you can admit no other.” The French theologian Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, who served as a stretcher bearer, found in battle a “clarity, energy and freedom that is to be found hardly anywhere else in ordinary life.” An anonymous Canadian private put it more simply. The war, he said, had been “the greatest adventure of my life.”
In trying to explain such sentiments to the layman, the veteran might well fall back on the cliché “You had to be there.” Indeed, those who survived had undergone an etching of the soul that only they understood—and that spouses, parents, children, and other civilians could never fully grasp. It is also striking that beneath the different uniforms, languages, and professed reasons for going to war, the reactions of the soldiers, whether toward their enemy, officers, comrades, or daily life, were not just similar, they were identical.
One hopes that so cruel and pointless a conflict as World War I would, at the very least, have suggested lessons for avoiding a repetition. I thought, as a long-ago college student, that if every world leader was compelled to read Erich Maria Remarque’s World War I masterpiece, All Quiet on the Western Front, there could be no more wars. We ultimately recognize, however, that those who instigate wars are not blind to their horrors but undeterred by them. The lives lost are only the purchase price that a leader is willing to pay for objectives, noble or ignoble, especially since that leader will likely still be standing at the end. We conclude, finally, that while situations shift, human nature does not. The same impulses—gain, glory, fear, pride, honor, envy, retribution—coupled with short collective memories will continue to propel mankind into a never-ending cycle of conflict occasionally interrupted by peace.
Albany, New York
July 19, 2004

1
The Desperate Hours
NOVEMBER 11, 1918. The runner, shivering, his breath visible in the morning air, waited for the captain to acknowledge the message. The night had been bitter, the temperature hovering near freezing. The cold had stiffened the mud, caking uniforms and frosting the rim of the trench. Leaden skies threatened snow. A medic moved along the duckboards handing out aspirin to sneezing, hacking men with heavy colds. They gripped tin mugs of coffee, grateful for the warmth, and eyed the runner, wondering what news he bore.
The captain read the message twice. It must be a mistake. True, the night before, the U.S. 26th Division had received Field Order 105 to attack at 9:30 this morning. But at 9:10, just as they had been checking their ammunition and fixing bayonets, word came that the armistice had been signed. Hostilities were to cease at 11 A.M. The attack had been canceled. And here was another message telling the captain that the assault had been reinstated. His watch showed 10:30. A half hour remained in the war.
To Private Connell Albertine, in Company A of the division’s 104th Infantry, the earlier word that the assault had been canceled had produced deep, wordless relief. He would live. Rumors that an armistice was imminent had been rife for days. And at 5:45 that morning, the division’s radiomen had picked up a message transmitted from the Eiffel Tower in Paris from the Allied commander, Marshal Ferdinand Foch, confirming the signing. That the attack would now go forward, after having been rescinded, struck him as insane, even murderous. Seventeen months had passed since the fresh-faced young New Englander had stood with the crowd reading the bulletin in the window of The Boston Globe. A giant keyboard tapped out on an unfolding paper roll, “A state of War between the Imperial German Government which has been thrust upon the United States is hereby declared.” President Woodrow Wilson’s long agony, his peaceful impulses pitted against the tide of events, had led him to take his nation into Europe’s conflict, just five months after he had been reelected president on the slogan “He kept us out of the War.” The personal import of the Globe’s bulletin was immediately evident to Albertine. He belonged to the Massachusetts National Guard, and its mobilization would be inevitable. “An indescribable feeling swelled within me,” he recalled of that day, “driving out all thoughts of my work and daily routine and filling me with an urgent desire to hasten to my gathering buddies and the comfort of my rifle.”
Since then, intervening realities had cooled his ardor. In the beginning, war had seemed a romp. The 104th had first entered the trenches in a quiet sector of the western front near Toul in northeast France. In the evenings, the doughboys could hear the sounds of a violin rising from the enemy trenches. When the Germans realized that they were facing Americans, they had behaved as if they had found long-lost family. They came out into no-man’sland offering sausages for American cigarettes, black bread for white. “Hey, Yank!” one called out. “Where’re you from?” When the soldier replied, “Boston,” the German responded, “I was a bartender at Jake Wirth’s.” The camaraderie ended abruptly when regimental headquarters at Toul brought court-martial proceedings against twelve soldiers for fraternizing with the enemy. Soon after, the opposing artillery batteries began exchanging fire.
February 17, 1918, stood out starkly in Albertine’s memory. He had been crouched in a funkhole clawed from the earth watching geysers of dirt heaved up by exploding shells. A blast over a nearby company tossed up what looked like a rag doll. Albertine watched the stretcher bearers drag a lifeless form from a shell hole. The 104th had taken its first fatality, Private George G. Clarke, Company E.
Soon afterward, through the din of artillery fire, Albertine heard the wail of a klaxon. Gas alert. He pulled his mask over his face just as shells of mustard gas fell to earth with a seemingly innocent thump. They did not explode but issued a pinging sound and then a whistle as the fumes escaped. The gas had caught nearby French troops asleep. Albertine watched the victims being carted from the field, coughing up bits of their lungs, the exposed parts of their bodies blistered, their eyelids swollen shut, blinding them.
Through the months that followed, Albertine had worn the psychological armor that kept soldiers fighting: these things happened to others, not me. That was before the incident in the churchyard cemetery. They had been moving among the graves when shells began exploding close by. As Albertine flung himself to the ground, he felt something cold and hard under his hand, a cast-iron marker blown off a cross. He stared in disbelief. The marker bore the name “Albertine.” He flung it aside but, as the months wore on, could never erase its portent from his memory.
The 104th had fought through Château-Thierry and Saint-Mihiel and was now deployed in the Verdun sector. On the morning of the armistice, when it had appeared the assault had been canceled, Albertine could finally believe that he had outlasted the war. He glanced toward Chaplain de Valles, whom he credited with his survival.
John B. de Valles had been born in the Azores to Portuguese parents who had taken him to Massachusetts as a child. He had been ordained in 1906 and became a popular parish priest, first in Fall River and then in New Bedford. When America went to war, Father de Valles immediately joined the Chaplains’ Corps. His popularity transferred easily to the 104th. When a soldier found himself short before payday, the priest could be touched for a loan of a few francs—on one condition: he must promise not to use the money for what de Valles called “cohabitation.” His orderly kept a ledger in which the loans were recorded. But when payday came around, Father de Valles would tell him to tear out the page. The orderly was Connell Albertine, who looked upon the day the chaplain had chosen him as the luckiest of his young life.
Albertine felt secure in the priest’s presence. The previous April, near Saint-Agnant, when Private Burns had been hung up on the wire in no-man’s-land, screaming in agony, Chaplain de Valles heaved himself out of the trench and began crawling toward the wounded man. The priest disentangled Burns from the wire, lifted him onto his back, and staggered to the trench as enemy machine-gun bullets tore into the ground around them.
After bloody fighting at Commercy, de Valles had stood mutely watching a procession of carts haul the 104th’s dead from the field. Albertine heard Father de Valles curse through clenched teeth, “Kill them! Kill the bastards!” The priest later apologized to his orderly, but the words, he said, had tumbled out and felt right. The incident had bound Albertine more closely to the chaplain, making de Valles as humanly imperfect as his flock.
Now, on this last day, the nightmare of raglike bodies, gas-seared lungs, and unholy shrieks from the wire, he believed, had to end.
COLONEL CASSIUS M. DOWELL commanded another regiment of the 26th Division, the 103rd. That November 11, Dowell was in his dugout bent over a map, marking the point where his regiment could expect to end the war. At 9:45 A.M., his field phone rang. Colonel Duncan K. Major, the division’s chief of staff, was on the line informing him that the attack had been reinstated. Dowell was to send his men against German machine guns in a war that would end in a little over an hour. “Why?” Dowell asked. “The French compelled us to do it,” Major answered. The 26th was in fact under command of the French II Colonial Corps. Major had experienced his own disbelief when told that the canceled assault was now to go forward. He had checked with the operations chief of the French corps for confirmation. Major, his French imperfect, feared he had misunderstood. An American liaison officer serving with the French came on the line and informed Major that he had heard correctly. The assault was back on. This was the news that Major was now relaying to disbelieving regimental commanders of the 26th.
Cassius Dowell, now in his sixteenth year in the army, was gruff, plainspoken, an officer who had risen from private to his present rank. He was not without compassion for his men, but was a soldier first. He too had learned unofficially from a friend on division staff that the armistice had been signed just after 5 A.M. He had not shared this information with his men “lest it might interfere with their advance during the attack that had been ordered for that day.” He had then received word that the assault, except for the artillery bombardment, had been called off. He could not, however, resist one last blow at the Hun. He warned that if any shells were left unfired at 11 A.M., he would court-martial the responsible battery commander.
On learning that the attack had been fully reinstated, “I stood there a few seconds debating as to whether I should send my men forward, having told them that they would not have to go,” Dowell later recalled. “I expected my casualties to be very heavy.”
Lieutenant Harry G. Rennagel, released from the hospital just the day before, rejoined his unit of the 26th Division to find his men laughing, joking, talking more loudly than they ever dared in the trenches. They were “waiting for the bell to ring,” they told him, signaling the end of the war. “When the orders came to go over the top,” he remembered, “we thought it was a joke.”
Albertine watched Chaplain de Valles move through the trench, deathly pale, comforting the men. An Italian private from Boston’s North End asked the chaplain to bless him and kissed the cross hanging from the priest’s neck. Other Catholics followed, even non-Catholics. At 10:35, they began climbing the ladders out of the trenches onto open ground, where nests of German machine guns in defenses called the Trenche de Bosphore eyed them in astonishment.
NOVEMBER 11, 1918, marked the 1,559th day of the war for the British Army. The farthest-advanced forces were pressing the Belgian city of Mons, some one hundred miles northwest of the American 26th Division advancing toward the Trenche de Bosphore. The war, dragging on so interminably, prompted bleak jests in the British ranks. “Ole Bill,” the war-weary Tommy created by cartoonist Bruce Bairnsfather, is asked by a pal how long he is in for. “Seven years,” Bill answers. “You’re lucky,” his trench-mate responds. “I’m duration.” Even the Americans, in combat for only 167 days, had been infected with the fatalism that the war would go on forever. The doughboys sang a parody to the tune of “Silver Threads Among the Gold” that went:
Darling, I am coming back
Silver threads among the black.
Now that peace in Europe nears,
I’ll be home in seven years.
I’ll drop in on you some night
With my whiskers long and white.
Home again with you once more,
Say in Nineteen fifty-four.
 
As welcome as the Americans were, to the British and French they remained Johnny-come-latelies. Tommies referred to dud shells as “Wilsons” for their failure to explode, just as President Woodrow Wilson had stalled in bringing America into the conflict.
To the British high command the appropriate place to end the war was obvious. The war had begun for Britain with its retreat from Mons. What better way to mark victory than by retaking the city? And who better to avenge the defeat than the cavalrymen of the 5th Royal Irish Lancers, who had been driven from Mons in August 1914? The 5th Lancers were currently attached to a Canadian infantry division. Though cavalrymen and infantry appeared separated only by a horse, the gulf in their experience of war yawned far wider. Will Bird, of Canada’s 42nd Battalion Royal Highlanders, the Black Watch, was serving among the foot soldiers. Bird had been harvesting wheat on the Canadian prairie when war had broken out in 1914. He had tried to enlist but was rejected for bad teeth. The twenty-six-year-old had tried again in 1916 after receiving word that his younger brother, Steven, had been killed in action. By then, demand for replacements had driven the physical standards down, and Bird had been accepted. By December of that year, he found himself in France. For all the romance evoked by these Canadians, who wore kilts into battle, Bird quickly found himself engaged in an inglorious business. On the day his unit arrived at Neuville-Saint-Vaast, a mortar misfired, shredding three men standing next to it, and Bird’s first assignment had been to collect their body parts into burlap bags. He had, however, developed emotional calluses against such experiences with a speed that had astonished him, and in time, because he was one of the older men, he had been promoted to sergeant leading his platoon.
On Sunday morning, November 10, Sergeant Studholme entered the farmhouse where Bird and his men were billeted and told them that he was risking his stripes for what he was about to tell them. “On Monday morning the armistice is going to be signed,” he confided. “As far as we’re concerned, the War is over. But keep it to yourselves.” Bird and his pals let out a war whoop and began dancing around the room like Indians. Two brothers, Jim and Tom Mills, hugged each other. They had only recently been reunited when Jim had been transferred into the 42nd Battalion. The others had soon noted the difference between the brothers, Tom garrulous and irrepressible, Jim silent and withdrawn.
They stretched out on the floor, smoking and spinning dreams of what they would do with the war all but over. “I’d buy this place,” Tommy Mills said, gesturing around the room, “and make it into a tourist tavern. I’ll wear this uniform and tell them that this is where the war ended.” Lance Corporal Bob Jones said, “I’m going to set up in the salient; the tourist cabins will be sandbagged and have corrugated iron roofs. Rats will run free, and there will be a gas alarm by the door. Each afternoon I’ll read speeches of the brass hats that have been in the Daily Mail.”
The mood of celebration was broken by the return of a grim-faced Sergeant Studholme, barely an hour later. “Bird,” he said, “get your sector in order at once. Battle order.”
“What’s up?” Bird asked.
“We’re going to take Mons. No use to argue about it.”
Tom Mills jumped to his feet. “The war’s over tomorrow, and everybody knows it. What kind of rot is this?”
“Watch what you say,” Studholme warned. “Orders are orders.”
THE 5TH LANCERS presented a splendid spectacle trotting along the road from Valenciennes toward Mons. Not since the war had descended into mud and stalemate had Belgian civilians seen anything as dashing as these cavaliers, their weapons glinting in the sun, their sleek, well-fed mounts bearing scant resemblance to the torn, bloated bodies of horses that blighted the roadside. Briefly, it had appeared that the Lancers might be cheated of the glory of reentering Mons. The Canadian general under whom they served had informed the Lancers’ commanding officer that he had no room on his front for cavalry, and he “regretted that no other opportunity arose of making use of the services of this unit.” But on the evening of the tenth, the cavalrymen gained a reprieve: they were to ride ahead of the Canadian infantry to scout the enemy’s strength before the attack on Mons.
JUST PAST ONE o’clock on the afternoon of the tenth, Sergeant Bird had led his platoon toward its objective, the Mons railway station. They reached an open field before an anonymous, scarred village when German guns opened up. Bird signaled to Lance Corporal Jones and the Mills brothers to follow him into the shelter of an undamaged brick house. Bird judged that the building could take anything but a direct hit. He stood in the doorway while the three men stumbled inside. Jones sat down on a keg, panting heavily. Suddenly a shell burst with a deafening roar, fifteen feet over their heads. Bird was thrown to the floor. He shook himself off and rose unsteadily, shedding plaster and splinters of wood. “That was too close for comfort,” he said. No one answered. He turned to see Jones, blood gushing from his temple, topple from the keg. Jim Mills sat on the floor, cradling his brother, Tom, who kept moaning, “I’m hit. I’m hit.” Jim set him down and ran to the doorway, screaming for a stretcher bearer. The rent in the man’s stomach was too huge. Bird knew that Tom was dying. The war had less than twenty-four hours to run.
Bird left the dead men to the burial detail and led the rest of his platoon through the village. They heard voices rising from a cellar. Bird kicked open the door and found the dank space filled with Belgian civilians, dressed in holiday finery. The fighting had interrupted a wedding, sending the guests scurrying to shelter. The bride sat on the groom’s knee. The groom motioned her to get up, took her by the hand, and led her to a doorway, from which he proceeded to urinate. The image, Bird knew, would remain in his memory forever if he lived through the next day.
THE GERMAN MACHINE gunners planted at the Trenche de Bosphore stared over their armor shields. A brown mass was emerging from the American line as if the ground itself were moving. The Germans manned Maxim machine guns, the product of a self-taught American mechanical wizard, Hiram Maxim, who had lived long enough to see his weapon embraced by the German Army. The Germans had no intention of hauling these 125-pound guns back when the signal came to retreat. To what avail? Their officers had read them the cease-fire order earlier that morning. The war was over and lost. Yet in the meantime, they had orders to fight a delaying action to enable the rest of their unit to retreat back to Germany in an orderly fashion. The American advance struck the gunners as madness. They must know that the war was over. They had only to wait out the next half hour, and they could all go home alive.
Herbert Sulzbach was among those engaged in the German Army’s rearguard action. Young Sulzbach was from one of the country’s distinguished Jewish families, long since assimilated into German society. Herbert’s grandfather, Rudolf Sulzbach, had co-founded the powerful Deutsche Bank. He had been offered a title by Kaiser Wilhelm II. Herbert’s father, Emil, had subsequently taken over the family business and contributed so generously to the cultural life of his native Frankfurt-on-Main that city officials had named a street Emil Sulzbach–Strasse. Four days after Germany had gone to war, Herbert, age twenty, joined the elite Frankfurt 63rd Field Artillery Regiment, along with several university classmates. He joked that even the family’s huge Adler motorcar had been called up for service. Sulzbach had initially served as an enlisted man but by now was commissioned. A photograph of the tall, handsome, serious-looking officer was prominently displayed in his father’s office at the bank.
Sulzbach had been baptized under fire in the Ypres sector two months after his enlistment and decorated for bravery. After being sniped at in house-to-house fighting in Tournai, Belgium, Sulzbach felt nothing but contempt for an enemy who fought “in such a cowardly way. He didn’t let us fight properly, man to man, he just fired on us out of a snug hiding place.” He had been moved to mingled pride and tears when the regiment buried its first dead.
In those early months, the spirits of Sulzbach and his comrades had been emboldened by a stirring escapade. An official army report released in November 1914 described German student volunteers emerging one morning from a mist, shoulder to shoulder, still wearing their school caps as they charged the French guns. The youths had been cut down like wheat, and, according to the report, they had gone to their deaths singing “Deutschland über Alles.” Even those mortally wounded had uttered the national anthem with their last dying breath. Thus had been born the legend of  “Der Kindermord bei Ypern,” the Massacre of the Innocents at Ypres. German newspapers seized upon the story. The nation thrilled to it. Volunteers were spurred by it to enlist in droves.
It was a myth, however, with only a few shards of truth. Student volunteers did serve in regiments engaged at Ypres but totaled less than 18 percent of the soldiers. At the time of the celebrated charge, more than six thousand reservists were killed, mostly grown men, along with some one thousand students, a terrible toll nonetheless and enough to sow a legend that would magnify these lost lives to mythic proportions.
Now, four years later, the momentum had been reversed. Rather than beardless youths flinging themselves headlong against the foe, grizzled veterans were retreating as respectably as defeat allowed. An orderly withdrawal to Germany was deemed critical in order to stem chaos, Red revolution, and civil war on the home front. Sulzbach was stunned to learn that crewmen aboard the warship König had mutinied, shot their captain, hauled down the ship’s colors, and hoisted a red flag. Communist workers’ councils had seized power in factories and towns. Berlin itself verged on anarchy. Most shattering, on November 9 the kaiser had abdicated, ending the five-hundred-year Hohenzollern dynasty. Germany’s bellicose sovereign, wearing civilian clothes, had been ignominiously stopped at the Dutch border and forced to produce his papers as he sought to slip into Holland.
Even in defeat, Sulzbach felt, the army displayed nobility. As the Germans pulled out of the town of Etroeungt, they raised a white flag over the church steeple. It was to warn the advancing Allies not to bombard a town filled with French refugees. “I find this sign of our old-established chivalry most moving,” he wrote in his diary. As his men withdrew, Sulzbach called out to the crowd, “Keep a good memory of the Germans.” His words were met with murderous stares. Sulzbach had relayed to his men the instructions issued by the general staff to minimize civilian vengeance by people subjected to four years of enemy occupation. “Keep the strictest march discipline. . . . Let no troops lag behind . . . nor may other ranks be sent out alone or billeted alone, and no wounded man may be left even temporarily alone.”
As the end drew closer, Sulzbach pondered his personal good fortune amid his nation’s humiliation. “I do not believe,” he confided to his diary, “that there are many soldiers who were stationed at the front for 50 months and are coming home as I am now, unwounded.” Yet, as he contemplated his likely survival, the rearguard machine gunners left behind at the Trenche de Bosphore had no such certainty as they fed their ammunition belts into the guns, adjusted their sights, and, with less than half an hour before the war would end, began pouring fire into the stubbornly advancing Americans of the 26th Division.

2
The Boy Who Blew Up the World
JUNE 1914. The forces that had set Connell Albertine, Will Bird, Herbert Sulzbach, and 10,163,000 other men into mortal confrontation on the western front seemed to confirm the “for-want-of-a-nail” school of history. If a chauffeur had not taken a wrong turn, might World War I never have happened?
On June 28, Archduke Franz Ferdinand, heir to the imperial throne of Austria-Hungary, was making a formal visit to the empire’s restive province of Bosnia. The archduke’s ostensible purpose was to conduct a military inspection. His subtler intent was to try to pacify the empire’s disgruntled Slav subjects and help defuse a radical movement to split Bosnia from Austria-Hungary and make it part of the Slav nation of Serbia. Serbian ultranationalists also hoped to attach two other eastern Slavic outposts of the empire, Herzegovina and Montenegro, into a Greater Serbian Kingdom.
Hard-line conservatives in Vienna saw a simple solution to this festering rebellion: crush Serbia, end its brief independent statehood, and strangle its dreams of Slavic hegemony. The archduke was not of this school. Franz Ferdinand’s fierce aspect, his ponderous figure, and his brush-cut hair belied a more conciliatory nature than that of his rigid eighty-four-year-old uncle, the Emperor Franz Josef. The nephew favored holding the Slavic provinces in the family by granting them a say in the Viennese court and government where currently they had none. And so he had used the pretext of an inspection trip to pay a friendly and flattering call on Bosnian officials in their capital, Sarajevo. He had warned these officials that on entering the city, he wanted none of the usual wall of troops insulating the populace from its future emperor. A few local police would do.
The trip held another attraction for Franz Ferdinand. June 28 marked his fourteenth wedding anniversary to the Bohemian countess Sophie Chotek. Though she was of the nobility, her blood was insufficiently blue for Emperor Franz Josef. The codified snobbery of the Viennese court had thus been harshly applied to the countess. Her marriage was required to be morganatic, compelling her to renounce, for herself and her children, any claim to the Habsburg throne. In public processions, she could not accompany her husband but had to walk behind even the Habsburg dynasty’s forty-four archdukes and archduchesses, some mere toddlers. When Franz Ferdinand entertained a visiting sovereign, Sophie had to stay out of sight. A ceremonial place was set at table for a hostess, but the seat remained empty.
However, in the provinces Franz Ferdinand could spare Sophie these humiliations. When he acted as inspector general of the army visiting a provincial capital, his wife would be accorded all the pomp and ceremony due an archduchess. Thus Franz Ferdinand viewed the Sarajevo visit as something of an anniversary present to Sophie.
The archduke’s gesture of friendship counted for nothing to four young men strung out along the route of Franz Ferdinand’s motorcade. They were members of a revolutionary movement plotting to wrest Bosnia’s Slav provinces from Austria-Hungary and deliver them to Serbia. They had acquired six pistols and six bombs from the Black Hand, an ultranationalist secret society operating in Serbia. None had ever handled a weapon before. One of the four was Gavrilo Princip, a slightly built nineteen-year-old with hooded eyes, sunken cheeks, and a pasty complexion, wearing an ill-fitting hand-me-down suit. Princip had been born into a Bosnian peasant family living in virtual serfdom. His father tilled four acres of land and was required to turn over a third of his meager harvest to the landlord. The man could barely feed his family, and six of young Princip’s eight siblings had died in infancy.
To the royal couple seated in the rear of an open touring car, the crowd of smiling faces, the waving flags and portraits of themselves hung in shop windows, augured well for a joyful occasion. Suddenly, as the procession approached city hall, the driver spotted an object hurled from the crowd. He stepped on the gas, and a bomb aimed at the archduke’s car instead bounced off the back and exploded under the hood of the vehicle behind, injuring two officers. The archduke, though furious and his wife visibly shaken, chose nevertheless to press on. Continuing the visit seemed safe, since the police had immediately seized the bomb thrower. A second would-be assassin felt a pang of sympathy for the stately archduchess and chose to leave his pistol in his pocket. A third, convinced of the futility of the mission, had simply gone home. Only Gavrilo Princip remained, but the motorcade had passed him by before he could fire his weapon.
After the visit to city hall, the archduke was persuaded by Bosnian officials to take a different, safer route out of town. However, the driver of the lead car was not informed of the change and made a wrong turn into Appel Quay. The archduke’s driver followed him. When he realized his mistake, he stopped to turn the car around. The vehicle now stood before Schiller’s Delicatessen, as did Gavrilo Princip. The time was 10:34 A.M. The young Bosnian had an opportunity he had never anticipated, a stationary target. He leaped forward, raised his revolver, and fired twice at point-blank range. Blood from the archduke’s severed jugular vein spurted over his gold-trimmed, sky blue tunic. Sophie, also struck, slumped onto her husband’s side, her white dress running crimson. Both wounds proved mortal.
Emperor Franz Josef was not particularly bereaved by the loss of his heir apparent. He had never fancied his glowering, massive nephew. Indeed, in certain Austrian circles, the murders in Sarajevo were seen as presenting an opportunity rather than a tragedy. Nevertheless, the killings aroused shock and outrage around the world, giving the emperor justification for dealing forcefully with “the dangerous little viper,” as his army chief, Count von Hötzendorf, characterized Serbia.
Despite its sprawling breadth and a population of more than 50 million, the Austro-Hungarian Empire was a shaky edifice, as fragile as its emperor, now in his sixty-sixth year on the throne. Franz Josef’s government dared not take on even the “little viper” with its population of less than 3 million, unless it could count on the support of its powerful neighbor Germany. Indeed, the two Teuton-dominated states shared a mutual dependence. Germany saw itself hemmed in by potential enemies Russia and France, with its cultural cousin, Austria, its only reliable ally.
The emperor and his generals concluded that now was the moment to move decisively against Serbia. Franz Josef wrote a letter in his own hand and entrusted it to his ambassador to Germany, Count L. de Szogyeny-Marich, to deliver personally to the kaiser in Potsdam. What, he wanted to know, would Germany do if Austria attacked Serbia? The answer Szogyeny-Marich relayed back could not have been more pleasing to the emperor’s ear. Kaiser Wilhelm pledged that Austria could “rely on Germany’s full support.” Of course, the kaiser’s generals recognized the risk. Attacking Serbia could provoke the Serbs’ Slavic big brother, Russia. The kaiser, however, was prepared to take that chance. “Russia,” he believed, was “in no way prepared for war.” Indeed, both Franz Josef and Wilhelm shared a contempt for Russians. “The Slavs were born to serve and not to rule,” the kaiser told the emperor’s foreign minister, “and this must be brought home to them.”
Before striking at Serbia, Austria needed to make formulaic conciliatory gestures. The formula chosen was an ultimatum delivered on July 23, ten demands that Serbia must accede to within forty-eight hours or face war. Among them: all Serbian officials, military officers, even teachers, who had expressed anti-Austrian views must be dismissed; Serbian radicals named on a list prepared by Austria were to be arrested; Austrian officials must be allowed to enter Serbia to ensure that all demands be met. The conditions represented outrageous infringements on Serbian sovereignty and were intended to do so. Britain’s foreign secretary, Sir Edward Grey, described the Austrian ultimatum as “the most formidable document ever addressed from one state to another.” The proud Serbs would certainly reject these conditions, and Austria would have its justification for attacking Serbia.
But the Serbians refused to play their part. Instead, they agreed to every demand save one. They objected only to the requirement that Austrian officials take part in a judicial investigation of the archduke’s assassination. That, the Serbians protested, was asking too much.
Even the kaiser believed that the Serbian concessions represented an Austrian victory and that war had been avoided. Nevertheless, the single, minor point that Serbia rejected was all Austria needed. Never mind that an official dispatched to Serbia by the Austrian foreign minister had reported back, “There is nothing to prove or even to cause suspicion of the Serbian government’s cognizance of the steps leading to the crime.” Facts could not displace Austria’s objective, a casus belli.
On July 28, barely past the ultimatum deadline and one month since the archduke had been shot, Austria declared war on Serbia. The next day, while Austrian guns bombarded Belgrade, Czar Nicholas II of Russia mobilized thirteen army corps as a warning to Austria that Serbia had a formidable protector. The kaiser, bound by his pledge to back Austria, demanded that Russia demobilize or face a countermobilization by Germany. The czar, his cousin, was, in Wilhelm’s judgment, a weakling, the sort of man who agreed with whomever he had talked to last. And the kaiser remained convinced that the Russian military was an impotent bear.
Who was this figure standing at the center of a simmering European cauldron? Wilhelm II’s life, his very character, were likely molded by a mischance at the moment of his birth. In 1859, in the royal bedchamber in Berlin, the doctors attending his mother’s pregnancy had reached a disturbing conclusion: because of the position of the unborn child, they would have to perform a breech delivery. In that age, few infants survived this trauma. Indeed, the child appeared to have been born dead and was handed over to a midwife, while the doctors worked feverishly to save the mother. However, the midwife, a Fräulein Stahl, kept smacking the seemingly lifeless body until, to everyone’s surprise, the infant started to squeal. Within a few days, however, a nurse noticed that the baby’s left arm never moved. In the course of the birth, the arm had been wrenched from its socket, damaging the muscles. As the boy grew up, the arm withered and became useless. By the time Wilhelm was fully grown, it was six inches shorter than the right arm. Corollary injuries had also occurred at birth. Wilhelm’s head remained at a slight tilt, and his hearing was impaired.
As he grew to manhood, the German prince displayed a fierce determination to overcome his handicaps and the indignities they inflicted on him, for example, having to have an aide cut his meat. The positive effect of his iron will was that Wilhelm was driven to excel, particularly in the manly pursuits. He became an accomplished horseman and expert marksman. His left arm might be useless, but he enjoyed shaking the hand of visitors, especially English guests, in the crushing vise of his right hand.
By 1888, when he ascended the throne as king of Prussia and kaiser of Germany, less attractive aspects of this determination to overcome any appearance of weakness became apparent. Wilhelm was bombastic, overbearing, and contemptuous of what he perceived as softness in others. He described Czar Nicholas as “fit only to live in a country house and grow turnips.” Wilhelm dismissed his cousin, King George V of England, though only six years younger than himself, as a “nice boy.” The most lethal effect of his chronic overcompensating was Wilhelm’s desire to play up to the German military, to prove himself as tough as any field marshal or admiral. He supported Admiral Alfred von Tirpitz’s plan to challenge British supremacy at sea by launching a naval arms race to see which country could most quickly build the mightiest, fastest battleships, the costly dreadnoughts. In the composite of his character, Wilhem reflected the Germany of the early twentieth century: sensing its power, imagining itself insufficiently respected by other nations, especially Great Britain, and paranoid that it was surrounded by enemies.
On July 30, in response to Germany’s threat to mobilize, and under pressure from his own generals, Czar Nicholas moved from partial to full mobilization. The kaiser, egged on by his generals, then issued a stronger ultimatum: Russia must demobilize in twelve hours, or Germany would declare war.
Still, for all their disdain for Russia as a military power—a giant sloth, in their judgment—the Germans faced a quandary. Russia was linked to France in the Dual Alliance. War against Russia meant that France would enter the conflict on the czar’s side. Consequently, France must be put out of the way before the sloth could awaken, or else Germany would face the dread prospect of a two-front war. The kaiser’s government thus fired off an astonishing demand: What did the French intend to do if Germany and Russia went to war? Even if she chose to remain neutral, France must give over to Germany the fortresses at Verdun and Toul, which had been constructed for the very purpose of protecting France from Germany. The German government demanded an answer within eighteen hours.
Sir Edward Grey had foreseen frightful consequences once the crisis spilled over from a mere Austrian-Serbian squabble. “It cannot but end,” the foreign secretary told the House of Commons, “in the greatest catastrophe that has ever befallen the Continent of Europe.” On July 29, Grey made a last desperate attempt to stave off disaster. Britain would even accept Austria’s right to occupy Belgrade. But after that, mediation by all involved parties was the only course that could avert an international calamity, Grey insisted. When his appeal for such talks was delivered to Wilhelm II, the kaiser scribbled on the message, “That mean crew of shop-keepers has tried to trick us with dinners and speeches.” Mediation was out.
On Saturday, August 1, the Russians let Germany’s ultimatum expire without response. At 5 P.M. in St. Petersburg, courtly old Count Pourtales, Germany’s ambassador to Russia, handed the Russian foreign minister, Sergei Sazonov, Germany’s declaration of war. “The curses of nations,” Sazonov responded, “will be upon you.”
Germany’s ultimatum to France expired one hour after the ultimatum to Russia. Instead of knuckling under to Germany’s demand to give up two major fortified cities, the French would stand by their treaty obligations to Russia. On August 1, the French Army mobilized. The German general staff now put into play a long-standing strategy. Russia’s mobilization would go slowly, the generals reasoned, leaving Germany time to deliver France a knockout blow before they dealt with the Russians. General Helmuth von Moltke, chief of the general staff, had a master strategy, the Schlieffen Plan, for the swift completion of that objective.
The genius of the plan was to bypass France’s eastern defenses by simply going around them through Belgium. Moltke predicted that the German Army would be parading through Paris in six weeks. Thus, on August 2 at 7 P.M., Germany fired off another ultimatum: Belgium must allow the German Army to pass through her territory en route to attacking France. The Belgians were given until 7 A.M. the next day to accept, or else Germany would force her way through. The Germans began amassing a persuasive 700,000 troops on the Belgian border. The Belgian Council of State, however, refused to kneel. Instead, the council countered, Belgium would “repel by all means in its power every attack upon its rights.” The next day, Germany declared war on France and began to implement the Schlieffen Plan.
Now Britain, more than one thousand miles distant from and with scant interest in a Balkan quarrel, was drawn into the snare. For centuries, an axiom of British maritime policy had been that the English Channel must never be compromised by the presence of a potentially antagonistic power on the Channel’s European shore. Consequently, in 1839, Britain had entered into a treaty to defend Belgium’s neutrality. Germany’s invasion of Belgium constituted precisely such an infringement. Though treaty-bound to Belgium, Britain had no formal obligation to go to France’s aid. Britain’s leaders nevertheless found both moral and practical motives to support France. A continent dominated by Germany was, to Great Britain, a disturbing prospect.
On the morning of August 4, the kaiser and his generals persuaded themselves that they had no choice if they were to avoid a two-front war and began pouring divisions over the Belgian border. They snatched at a justifying fig leaf: the government claimed to have reliable intelligence that the French had intended to invade Germany through Belgium.
Now came Britain’s turn to issue demands. When asked by Winston Churchill, then a member of Parliament, what would happen next, Sir Edward Grey replied, “We shall send them an ultimatum to stop the invasion of Belgium within twenty-four hours,” expiring at midnight on August 5. That evening, the British prime minister, Herbert Henry Asquith, along with Grey, David Lloyd George, then chancellor of the Exchequer, and other officials, waited wordlessly in the Cabinet Room at 10 Downing Street, watching the clock creep forward. The silence was finally broken by Big Ben chiming midnight. The ultimatum had expired. Britain was at war with Germany. Austria, reluctantly towed in Germany’s wake, declared war on Russia on August 6. The lethal circuitry was complete. Europe’s major powers were pitted in conflict. Sir Edward Grey, returning to his chambers at the Foreign Office, stared from his window and uttered a comment long to be remembered: “The lamps are going out all over Europe. We shall not see them lit again in our time.”
How could it have happened? Yes, Austria felt it had to thrash a small, troublesome neighbor. But none of the other great powers had a grand motive for an enterprise so charged with peril as war. Germany wanted to put spine into Austria, its only friend on the continent, despite the risk this support posed of provoking Russia. Russia stood by Serbia. France understandably rejected the outrageous German demands to give up its key fortifications. Britain kept its word to neutral Belgium. There was not a reason in the lot for risking slaughter on the scale that would bleed the world over the next four years. But national insecurities had fostered alliances; alliances had produced rivalries; rivalries led to friction; friction created a powder keg. And Gavrilo Princip had, in assassinating Archduke Franz Ferdinand, lit the fuse.
It was as if a mountaineer, tied by a rope to fellow climbers, had lost his footing and fallen from a precipice, pulling the others down with him. While it can be argued as to which climber fell first, it seems incontestable that the blustering Wilhelm II and an overeager German general staff made the initial misstep by pushing an Austrian quarrel with Serbia into a confrontation with Russia, then France, then Great Britain. Much of the kaiser’s life had been a struggle between his intellect and his ego. In 1914, the ego won.
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“A Lovely War”
AUGUST 1914. It was as if war had opened on two separate planes. On one, the planners, the generals and admirals, huddling in map-lined rooms, operated on an analytical plane moving chess pieces labeled armies, corps, divisions, and flotillas. On the other, a phenomenon of mass emotion surged forth, fueled by patriotism, a force more mystical, more primeval than the cool calculations going on in war rooms.
Adolf Hitler’s enlistment had been the product of this emotional tidal wave, and for this twenty-six-year-old Austrian war marked both an ending and a rebirth. The day that Germany declared war on France, Hitler petitioned the court of King Ludwig III to be allowed to enlist in an elite Bavarian regiment, the King’s Own. Initially, it appeared that the pattern of rejection, most painfully his being turned down twice by the Vienna Academy of Art, had followed him to Munich. The King’s Own was full. But the next day Hitler received a letter that he opened with, as he recalled, “trembling hands.” He had been accepted in a lesser regiment, the 16th Bavarian Reserve Infantry. To the near-derelict Hitler, over at last were the hunger and homelessness, the failure and rejection, that had been his lot. The war spelled salvation. Later he would write, “I am not ashamed to say that, overpowered by stormy enthusiasm, I fell down on my knees and thanked heaven from an overflowing heart for granting me the good fortune of being allowed to live at this time.” He was no longer an outcast consigned to a marginal existence but part of something significant, something larger than himself. As he later wrote, the war was not simply “to get a little satisfaction out of Serbia, but Germany fighting for her life . . . to be or not to be.”
He completed recruit training with never a complaint, indeed in a daily transport of exhausted ecstasy. A comrade recalled that upon being issued a rifle, Hitler “looked at it with the delight that a woman looks at her jewelry.” Though his sloppiness and unmilitary bearing barely suggested a soldier, he never shirked a duty and never failed to offer a comrade a helping hand. He might bore his companions with sanctimonious sermons on the evils of tobacco and drink and never speak of women, but he won over his fellow Landsern by a talent for sketching them. They found Hitler an odd duck and a loner but on balance not a bad sort. They called him “Adi,” and he liked it.
The attitude of Fritz Nagel reflected a more refined, upper-middle-class version of the same raw sentiments that motivated Adolf Hitler. As war was about to break out, Nagel, son of a wealthy Bremen family in the tobacco business and a strikingly handsome, blue-eyed model Teuton, found himself in ticklish circumstances. On August 3, 1914, German troops were massing on Belgium’s border, and Nagel was in the Antwerp railroad station listening to an announcement that all German citizens must immediately report to the waiting room. He was carrying a passport that would reveal him as a German reservist and would surely be arrested. His instant impulse was to get out of Belgium and report to his regiment. As he put it, “Now everything depended upon our armed forces. Germany was completely encircled. How could we prevent hordes of enemies from overrunning Germany? But why, and so suddenly was the whole world determined to destroy us?”
Abandoning his steamer trunk and without a ticket, Nagel slipped aboard a train bound for Maastricht in neutral Holland. As soon as the train crossed the Dutch-Belgian border, he jumped off and walked the rest of the way to Germany. The next day Nagel reported to his artillery regiment, carried by the tide of optimism evident everywhere, though he confessed, “Nobody really could imagine what a real war would bring us.”
The euphoria that swept along an Adolf Hitler and a Fritz Nagel was not, however, universal in the German camp. In July of that summer, Lothar Lanz found himself posted to the garrison at Koblenz. A miner in civilian life, Lanz was now serving in Pioneer Battalion 30 and counting the days until he would complete his two years of obligated service and return home. But the imminence of war dashed all hopes for a discharge. Lanz was struck by the split in the reactions of his comrades. “Part of our men were seized by an indescribable enthusiasm,” he remembered. “Others became subject to a great depression.” Lanz found himself of the latter sentiment. As he put it, “I could not imagine what interest I could have in mass murder.” He argued to his comrades that “war was the greatest misfortune that could happen to humanity.” Still, the tide of emotion was so strong that at first it carried Lanz along. “We marched through the streets of the town to the station between crowds numbering in the thousands,” he recalled. “Flowers were thrown at us from every window; everybody wanted to shake hands with the departing soldiers. . . . Musicians played songs of leave taking. People cried and sang at the same time. It was a real witches’ Sabbath of emotion. Nobody could resist that ebullient feeling.”
On the evening of August 2, 1914, the pioneers found themselves bivouacked in a barn on Germany’s border with Belgium with no idea why they had been sent there. Lanz was sleeping on a bed of straw when at 1 A.M. he was awakened by the blare of a bugle. The captain strode in, and the men came to attention. “We are at war with Belgium,” he announced. They now had a precious opportunity to earn Iron Crosses and bring honor to the Fatherland. As for their conduct toward the Belgian people, civilians were to be treated according to international treaties. “But I want to remind you,” the captain advised, “too great considerateness borders on cowardice, and cowardice in the face of the enemy is punished severely.”
CAPTAIN VIVIAN DE Sola Pinto, the exotic name apart, felt himself English to the core. When the war began, the gangling, myopic eighteen-year-old aesthete was a student at Oxford. The maneuvering of the great powers had counted as nothing in moving the British populace to embrace war compared to the sense of fair play outraged by the kaiser’s invasion of little Belgium. As the novelist Alec Waugh put it, “there was a gallantry to taking the King’s shilling,” whereas bare months before poverty had been the chief recruiter for the British Army. “Almost any other sort of employment was thought preferable,” the historian John Keegan has observed, “for soldiering meant exile, low company, drunkenness or its danger, the surrender of all chance of marriage—the removal, in short, of every gentle or improving influence upon which the Victorian poor had been taught to set such store.” In an earlier time, a mother, upon learning that her son had enlisted in the regular army, had cried, “I would rather bury you than see you in a red coat.” Overnight that prejudice vanished, not alone among the improvement-minded poor but for all Britons.
The idea of war fired a youthful idealism in de Sola Pinto, “not for imperial aggrandizement or material gain but for justice and liberty. Not only would we save the French and the Belgians, but we would rebuild our own society on a basis of social justice.” Rupert Brooke, “a young Apollo, golden-haired,” in one description, and judged by W. B. Yeats “the most handsome man in England,” a graceful athlete and gifted poet, voiced the spirit of de Sola Pinto’s generation. “Now, God be thanked, Who has matched us with His hour,” Brooke wrote in an instantly popular sonnet.
Initially, de Sola Pinto’s idealism had been thwarted. While at Oxford, he had tried several recruiting offices only to be rejected for poor eyesight. Increasingly, he found university life irrelevant, isolated from what he saw as “a lovely war.” De Sola Pinto shuddered at the taunts of young women directed at apparently fit men like himself still in civvies. Just five days after war was declared, The Times of London had carried a story about a forty-nine-year-old former infantry captain who had flung himself to his death under the wheels of a van, fearing he would not be accepted for military service. A song had instantly caught on:
What will you lack, sonny, what will you lack,
When the girls line up the street,
Shouting their love to the lads come back,
From the foe they rushed to beat?
Will you send a strangled cheer to the sky,
And grin till your cheeks are red?
But what will you lack when your mates go by
With a girl who cuts you dead?
 
Through the intervention of an officer friend of his father, de Sola Pinto found himself in an army examination room, where a kindly medical officer left him alone long enough to memorize the eye chart. He was accepted and, after completing officer training, was commissioned a subaltern in the Royal Welch Fusiliers.
Class worked for de Sola Pinto but against R. C. Sherriff, a young Englishman equally eager to enlist. In that summer of 1914, Sherriff had just graduated from the local grammar school and had found a job in a London office. He had been an honor student, a team captain in sports, now held a responsible position, and was physically fit. When Lord Kitchener, the secretary of war, issued a call for 100,000 volunteers to supplement the regular army, Sherriff saw himself among the “suitable young men” eligible for a commission.
He took a day off from work, put on his best suit, and reported to the headquarters of his county regiment. He heard the adjutant ask the youth before him, “School?” to which the answer was the prestigious “Winchester.” The adjutant jotted down a few details, and the candidate appeared to sail through en route to officer’s training. When the same question was put to Sherriff, the adjutant reacted to his answer with a puzzled frown. He pored over a list and said, “I’m sorry, but I am afraid it isn’t a public school.” Sherriff, aware of the confusing English distinction in which “public” referred to elite private schools, protested that, nevertheless, he had received a good education. “I’m sorry,” the adjutant repeated, “but our instructions are that all applicants for a commission must be selected from the recognized public schools
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