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Pre-1914

	 

	Europe in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries was a continent of rivalry and enmity. The Franco-Prussian War of 1870-1 had humiliated the French. Germany, victors in that war, had only become a unified nation in 1871 and sought to expand its influence both within Europe and, by developing a colonial empire, beyond it. In this they viewed Great Britain with hostility. Britain, with its vast empire and expanding military strength, did nothing to allay Germany’s concerns. The Austro-Hungarian empire feared Russia’s expanding influence in the Balkans, while Russia had suffered its own humiliating defeat at the hands of the Japanese in 1904-05. 

	 

	Against this backdrop of mutual suspicion and fear, various alliances were signed. Germany and Austria-Hungary signed the “Dual Alliance” in 1879, with Italy adding its signature three years later. Each nation agreed to come to the aid of the others in the event of war. This, in turn, led to a rival Dual Alliance between Russia and France signed in 1894. Germany was now in the situation that if it came to war, they faced the prospect of a “war on two fronts” – against Russia on its eastern border, and France in the west. Great Britain had pursued a policy of “splendid isolation”, preferring to concentrate on retaining and expanding its imperial possessions. But the evolving situation in Europe forced Britain to reconsider. Hence, Britain signed treaties with France (1904) and Russia (1907). Although not technically military alliances, it certainly drew the three nations closer.

	 

	Thus by 1907, the sides had been drawn – the Triple Alliance on one side; the Triple Entente on the other. Tensions continued to rise – the German and British naval race, Italy’s attempted colonial expansion, and growing ethnic tension in the Balkans that resulted in two Balkan wars between 1912 and late 1913. Russia was also expanding its military – a cause for concern within Germany. 

	 

	Bosnia had been part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire since 1908. Bosnian Serbs craved independence and called on their fellow Serbs in Serbia to help them realise their ambitions. Serbia, although victorious in both Balkan Wars, was not in a position to help. But then in June 1914, a small group of Serbian free fighters (or terrorists – depending on one’s point of view) forced the issue. 

	 

	Assassination

	 

	The heir to the Austro-Hungarian Habsburg throne, Archduke Franz Ferdinand, had planned a visit to Sarajevo, the Bosnian capital, on June 28, 1914. He knew it was a tactless date –June 28 was, and still is, Serbia’s national holiday – not a good day for the nephew of a ruling emperor to be lording it over them. Despite strong advice to stay away and warnings that by visiting the capital he was endangering his life, Franz Ferdinand stuck to his plan and, alongside his wife, arrived in Sarajevo in order to inspect his troops stationed in the city. 

	 

	Members of a small band of Serb nationalists called the Black Hand struck. It fell to a 19-year-old, Gavrilo Princip, to strike the fatal blow and kill the heir to the Habsburg throne.

	 

	The Austro-Hungarian government now had the pretext to assert its authority over Serbia and demanded immediate compensation. But first, it turned to its ally, Germany. The German Kaiser, Wilhelm II of the Hohenzollern dynasty, gave the Habsburgs the reassurance they needed.

	 

	The Austro-Hungarians knew full well that the Serbian government had played no part in the assassination of Franz Ferdinand but it was the Serbian government that, on July 23, received Austria-Hungary’s eight-point list of demands, the “July Ultimatum”. The Habsburg knew that their demands were unreasonable so were surprised when Serbia agreed to every point bar one – which they tactfully suggested should be mediated by the Hague Tribunal. 

	 

	Wilhelm II was delighted at Serbia’s utter submission, describing it as a “great moral victory for Vienna… every reason for war disappears”. The date was July 28. Within an hour of the Kaiser writing these words, Austria-Hungary had declared war on Serbia. 

	 

	What started off as “some damn foolish thing in the Balkans”, as the former German chancellor, Otto von Bismarck, had once predicted, had turned into a major conflict, one that would last 1,568 days.

	 

	The following day, July 29, the first bombs, fired from Austrian ships, rained down on the Serbian capital, Belgrade. 

	 

	On July 30, Russia began to mobilize. The following day, the German government sent Russia an ultimatum, demanding that they cease its mobilization within twelve hours. Russia did not, hence on August 1, Germany declared war on Russia. 

	




	1914

	 

	Schlieffen Plan in Action

	 

	The Germans then put into action their Schlieffen Plan. The plan, devised by a former chief-of-staff, Alfred von Schlieffen, who had died in 1913, had anticipated the war on two fronts that Germany now potentially faced. Based on the assumption that Russia, given its size, would need about six weeks to mobilise, Germany, the plan dictated, would need to attack France first. The most effective way would be to invade France through Luxemburg and Belgium (even if it meant violating Belgium’s neutrality which both Great Britain and Germany itself had guaranteed with a signing of a treaty in 1839), then arc southwards to capture Paris. With France knocked out, German troops could then march eastwards, back through Germany, to meet the Russian threat in time. 

	 

	The plan started well. On August 2, Germany invaded neutral Luxemburg, which would remain under German occupation until the end of the war. The German government then demanded passage through Belgium. On August 3, Germany declared war on France. On the same day, having been refused access, Germany invaded Belgium regardless, attacking the city of Liège. Britain demanded that Germany withdraw, determined to uphold its pledge to Belgium. Referring to the 1839 treaty, the German chancellor, Theobald von Bethmann-Hollweg, couldn’t believe the British would wage war over a “scrap of paper”. Germany refused to withdraw from Belgium, and thus at eleven on the night of August 4, Britain declared war on Germany. Sir Edward Grey, Britain’s foreign minister, gazing out from the Foreign Office, remarked, “the lamps are going out all over Europe. We shall not see them lit again in our lifetime”.

	 

	Most observers anticipated a short war, one that would be over before Christmas. “You will be home before the leaves have fallen from the trees,” the kaiser told his troops. 

	 

	The Germans advanced quickly through Belgium, taking Brussels on August 20 and laying siege to Antwerp, their fearsome reputation following in their wake. The Germans resented being attacked by civilian partisans, men without uniform, and felt justified in exacting severe reprimands. Rampaging through the town of Dinant, the Germans massacred 674 civilians including several babies. Dinant, although perhaps the most notorious, was far from being an isolated incident. From this, stories of German barbarity soon emerged – of nuns raped and used as bell clappers, of babies skewered on the end of bayonets. The Allies made propaganda use of the “Rape of Belgium” in stirring up Britain’s sense of injustice. 

	 

	This outrage was only intensified a year later when, in October 1915, the German military authorities in Belgium executed British nurse, Edith Cavell. Cavell had been aiding Allied soldiers by escaping German-occupied Brussels.

	 

	Britain’s professional army, the British Expeditionary Force, the BEF, started arriving on the continent from August 7. The German Kaiser had reputedly referred to the BEF as “General French's contemptible little army” (General French being Sir John French, Britain’s commander-in-chief until December 1915). The “contemptible” may have referred to the size rather than the quality of Britain’s army but nonetheless the BEF took perverse pride in calling themselves the “old contemptibles”. It was near the small Franco-Belgian border town of Mons that it met the German army and fought its first battle on European soil since Waterloo almost a century earlier. The BEF managed to hold its own for a while before being outnumbered and outgunned by the German advance and forced into a retreat. A month later, a Welsh journalist called Arthur Machen wrote a made-up account of ghostly figures protecting the British soldiers as they retreated from Mons. Machen never pretended his story was anything but fiction but it rapidly caught people’s imagination and the presence of angels during the retreat from Mons was soon taken as fact. 

	 

	By early September, the British had retreated 175 miles, only managing three hours sleep a night, the Germans never far behind them. Soon, Paris was only fourteen miles away. Parisians fled south, while the French government escaped to Bordeaux. After a month of marching and hard fighting under the August sun and with their supply lines impossibly stretched, German troops were exhausted and underfed but, nonetheless, the Schlieffen Plan seemed to be going well. But then, Germany’s commander-in-chief, Helmuth von Moltke, realising Russia was mobilizing quicker than the plan anticipated, dispatched a portion of his fighting force to meet the threat from the east. Then, on the forty-first day of the war, on the River Marne, north of Paris, the now weakened Germans met a determined Allied resistance. The resultant Battle of the Marne (September 5 – 12) effectively ended Germany’s attempt to capture Paris. 

	 

	It was during the Battle of the Marne that the British military executed Thomas Highgate, a private from the Royal West Kent Regiment. Found guilty of desertion, Highgate was shot on September 5, 1914. (In November 2006, the UK government pardoned all British 306 servicemen executed during World War One).

	 

	Following the Battle of the Marne, the Germans headed north-west through France. The Allies, having so long been on the retreat, were now the pursuers. But exhausted, they pursued their enemy at a leisurely pace. The two sides next clashed at the inconclusive Battle of the Aisne. Having reached the higher ground to the side of the River Aisne, fifty miles north of the River Marne, the Germans stopped and dug in. The Allies did likewise. The Germans extended their line of trenches northwards, swiftly followed by the Allies. And so it went on in what became known as the “Race to the Sea”. 

	 

	After four weeks, the “Race to the Sea” culminated in the Battle of Ypres (October 19 to November 22). The battle cost over 100,000 casualties (dead, wounded or missing) on all sides. The Germans had thrown many students and volunteers into the fray. Their destruction went down in German folklore as the “massacre of the innocents”. With almost 60,000 casualties, the battle also saw the effective end of the BEF, the “Old Contemptibles”.  

	 

	Thus, by the end of October the zig-zag lines of trenches had reached the Channel coast, whilst, at the same time, the combatants had extended their lines southwards. Soon there was a line of opposing trenches, about 400 miles in length, running from the English Channel to the borders of Switzerland. 

	 

	The Germans had the advantage – having dug their trenches on higher, drier ground. Happy to remain ensconced on foreign soil, they dug deep, constructing concrete bunkers. The French and the British, viewing the trenches as a temporary measure until they could evict the German foe, were soon engulfed with lice, fleas, rats and trench foot in rudimental trenches.

	 

	Armies

	 

	The armies of mainland Europe in 1914 consisted of large armies of conscripts and reservists. Germany invaded Belgium in August 1914 with 1.5 million men. The situation was very different in Great Britain which could boast in the BEF a professional army. But, at 90,000 men (half of whom were reservists) it was very small. Making up the numbers became a matter of urgency – especially in the opinion of the newly appointed Minister of War, Horatio Kitchener. Kitchener, unlike most of his cabinet colleagues, anticipated a long, drawn-out war, one that would only be won with the last million men. 

	 

	Thus, with the outbreak of war, the British government went on a recruitment campaign, including, most famously, a poster featuring Kitchener’s stern face and pointing finger: “Your country needs you!” The success of the campaign overwhelmed the government; young men fell for the allure of excitement and adventure in a foreign land. 

	 

	On 6 November 1914, the British executed Karl Lody, the first of eleven German spies Britain executed during the war.

	 

	The Eastern Front

	 

	The Russians did not take six weeks to mobilize as Count Schlieffen had anticipated. Indeed, on August 17, less than three weeks after Germany had declared war on Russia, Russia invaded Galicia, an eastern province of Austria-Hungary, resulting in the capture of the city of Lemberg (now Lviv in Ukraine) on September 3. Two Russian armies also bore down into East Prussia, led by Generals Alexander Samsonov and Pavel Rennenkampf, but both were defeated. Never again during the war did a foreign foot step on German soil.

	 

	The Russians, having captured Lemberg, laid siege to the city of Przemyśl where up to 300 civilians were dying every day from starvation. Finally, after holding out for 133 days, the Austro-Hungarian garrison surrendered Przemyśl on March 22, 1915. By the end of 1914, most of Galicia was in Russian hands but in 1915, in a concerted effort, the Germans helped the Austro-Hungarians drive the Russians out of Galicia. 

	 

	Ottoman Empire

	 

	The once great Ottoman Empire (Turkey) was, by the early twentieth century, in decline. Yet, given Turkey’s proximity to Egypt and the vital Suez Canal, both Germany and Great Britain tried to persuade the Turks to join their side. But on July 28, 1914, two German battleships, the Goeben and Breslau, evaded British warships in the Mediterranean and, on reaching the port of Constantinople, were presented as “gifts” from the Germans to the Turkish navy. 

	 

	On October 29, Turkish ships bombed the Russian ports on the Black Sea. Three days later, on November 1, Russia declared war on Turkey followed, four days later, by France and Great Britain.  

	 

	The Christmas Truce

	 

	On Christmas Day 1914, many German and British troops, calling an unofficial truce, clambered out of their trenches to meet in no man’s land, the stretch of land between the two frontline trenches. Here, they shook hands, exchanged small gifts, played football and sang Christmas carols. It was a moment of compassion amidst the mayhem of war. But it was never to happen again. Officers on both sides made sure of that. Also, by 1915, the two sides had lost too many of their friends and comrades to have any desire to fraternise with the very men who had killed them.

	 

	1914 was coming to a close. 1.8 million Russian troops had already been killed; 1.25 million Austro-Hungarians, 800,000 Germans, 530,000 French and almost 90,000 British. The war hadn’t finished before Christmas; it was not over at all – not by a long chalk. 

	 

	The War at Sea

	 

	The first naval engagement of the war took place at Heligoland Bight on August 28, 1914, when British ships attacked German patrols off the north-west German coast in the North Sea. Three German cruisers were sunk. Admiral of the fleet, David Beatty, returned to Britain a hero. But three weeks later German U-boats sank three British cruisers. 

	 

	On December 15, a German fleet under the command of Admiral Franz von Hipper sailed along England’s east coast and bombed the towns of Scarborough, Whitby and Hartlepool. The Royal Navy’s attempts to engage Hipper’s fleet failed and the German fleet withdrew unscathed. The attack caused the death of 137 civilians, earning Hipper the nickname of “baby killer”. Buoyed by the success of his raid, Admiral Hipper undertook a similar mission the following month. This time, however, on January 24, 1915, his fleet was caught by the Royal Navy which had intercepted and decoded German wireless transmissions. The resultant Battle of Dogger Bank in the North Sea, mid-point between Germany and Britain, forced Hipper’s fleet to limp back to Germany. 

	 

	On the whole, however, the German navy found submarines, or U-boats, more effective. The U-boats’ most famous “kill” was the sinking on May 7, 1915, of the British luxury liner, the RMS Lusitania. 1,198 people lost their lives, including 128 Americans. Its sinking, just eleven miles off the coast of southern Ireland, caused moral outrage both in Britain and in the US. Historians have debated whether the Lusitania had been purposefully allowed to fall into a German trap and sunk as a means of persuading the US to join the war. 

	 

	Up to this point, the US had remained firmly isolationist. Indeed, President Woodrow Wilson would be re-elected in November 1916 on the slogan “He kept us out of war”. In the event, it would be another two years, April 6, 1917, before the US joined the Allies but the sinking of the Lusitania and the killing of American citizens certainly played a large part in swaying the opinion of both the president and the US public.

	 

	War in Africa

	 

	Following unification in 1871, Germany acquired for itself a colonial empire. Now, in the early months of the war, it lost all but one of its African possessions. In August 1914, Anglo-French forces captured German Togoland and Cameroon on Africa’s west coast. The invasion of German South West Africa (modern-day Namibia) took a lot longer while the Germans in South Africa held out until July 1915.

	 

	German East Africa proved a different matter entirely. Despite expending large pools of resources and manpower, the Allies were never able to reject the determined German commander Paul von Lettow-Vorbeck and his small garrison. British and Indian forces were defeated at the Battle of Tanga (November 3 to 5, 1914), often remembered as the “Battle of the Bees” on account of swarming bees attacking all sides. Lettow-Vorbeck held on for a further four years, tying down Allied troops who, the argument went, could have been better deployed elsewhere. Lettow-Vorbeck only surrendered a week after the armistice in November 1918.

	 

	The Pacific

	 

	Japan, an ally of Great Britain since 1902, saw an opportunity to expand its influence in China and thus joined the Allied cause, declaring war on Germany and Austria-Hungary on August 23 and 25 respectively. Japanese forces, facing limited opposition, quickly captured several of Germany's Pacific island colonies – the Mariana, Caroline and Marshall Islands. On September 2, Japanese (and British) forces landed on the Shandong province on China’s east coast and laid siege to the German settlement on Tsingtao (today Qingdao). 

	 

	With the outbreak of war, Britain asked its dominions, New Zealand and Australia, to perform a “great and urgent imperial service” and rid Germany of their Pacific possessions. On August 29, 1914, New Zealand forces captured Western Samoa unopposed; while Australian troops captured the island of New Britain (now part of Papua New Guinea) and German New Guinea. 

	




	1915

	 

	New Year 1915 saw the war come to British shores. On the night of January 19-20, German airships flew over East Anglia and bombed the towns of Great Yarmouth and King’s Lynn, killing four civilians. The Germans named their airships after the man who invented them, Ferdinand von Zeppelin, and had deployed them from the very first days of the war, bombing Liège and other Belgium towns in August 1914. They continued to be a menace in Britain throughout the war, killing a total of 557 civilians. Although their effects were questionable, they certainly instilled great fear in British cities. 

	 

	On the Western Front, between March 10th and 13th, 1915, the British launched an offensive against the Germans encamped in a village called Neuve Chapelle. But a shortage of working shells hampered British efforts. 

	 

	The lack of working shells at Neuve Chapelle, the “Shell Scandal”, caused uproar in Britain and brought down Herbert Asquith’s Liberal government. Asquith remained prime minister for a few months longer but now in charge of a coalition government. 

	 

	On April 22, 1915, the first day of the Second Battle of Ypres, the Germans used poison gas against French colonial troops. With 168 tons of chlorine gas, it was the world’s first successful chemical weapon attack, resulting in some 6,000 casualties. (There had been an unsuccessful attempt on the Eastern Front the previous year but the gas froze in mid-air). 

	 

	This new terrible weapon was inhumane, cried the Allied generals, only to be using it themselves within five months at the Battle of Loos. 

	 

	Genocide 

	 

	Having come into the war in late 1914, the Ottoman Empire launched an attack on the Russian Caucasus which lies between the Black and Caspian seas. Russia’s cruel winter played its part in defeating the Turks. As a result, thousands died from frostbite. Soon the demoralized Turks were retreating and then found themselves under threat of invasion when Russian forces counterattacked and entered Armenia. (Christian-dominated Armenia, at the time a province in the north-western part of the Ottoman Empire, had long sought independence). Turkey rounded on Armenia, accusing it of encouraging the Russian invasion. On April 24, 1915, in the Ottoman capital, Constantinople, 250 Armenian intellectuals were arrested and deported or murdered. It signalled the start of a state-sponsored liquidation of a whole community that reached epic proportions. Uprooted, hundreds of thousands of Armenians were sent on death marches towards the Syrian Desert, many murdered en route. Murder and rape were commonplace. Often considered the first modern-day genocide, the Armenian Genocide claimed the lives of up to 1.5 million men, women and children. 

	 

	Gallipoli 

	 

	By the end of 1914, the Russians were suffering on all fronts – against the Austro-Hungarians and in the Caucasus mountains against the Ottomans. On December 30, 1914, the Russian tsar, Nicholas II, appealed to the British to launch an attack against Turkey to ease Russian pressure in the Caucasus. The British, already contemplating alternative fronts, decided to do something. 

	 

	The British planned its diversionary attack – to use the Royal Navy to take control of the Dardanelles Straits from where they could attack Constantinople. By capturing Constantinople, the British hoped then to link up with their Russian allies. The attack would, it hoped, have the additional benefit of drawing German troops away from both the Western and Eastern Fronts. The Dardanelles, a strait of water separating mainland Turkey and the Gallipoli peninsula, is sixty miles long and, at its widest, only 3.5 miles. Britain’s First Lord of the Admiralty, Winston Churchill, insisted that the Royal Navy, acting alone, could succeed. On February 19, a flotilla of British and French ships pounded the outer forts of the Dardanelles and a month later attempted to penetrate the strait. It failed, losing six ships, two-thirds of its fleet (three sunk and three damaged). Soldiers, it was decided, would be needed after all. 

	 

	Lord Kitchener put Sir Ian Hamilton in charge but sent him into battle with out-of-date maps, inaccurate information and inexperienced troops. A force of British, French and ANZAC (Australian and New Zealand Army Corps) troops landed on the Gallipoli peninsula on April 25, 1915. The Turks, led by Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, had had time to prepare and were waiting for them in the hills above the beaches, unleashing a volley of fire that kept the Allied troops pinned down on the sand. The ANZACs managed to gain a foothold on what became known as “Anzac Cove” but under sustained fire and faced with steep cliffs, were unable to push inland. The British, likewise, were unable to make any headway.

	 

	As on the
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