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	August 12

	Britain and France declare war on Austria-Hungary




	August 14

	French troops enter Lorraine




	August 17

	Germans capture fortress of Liège, Belgium




	August 22

	British Expeditionary Force lands in France




	August 23

	Battle of Mons




	September 5–12

	Battle of the Marne




	September 15–18

	Battle of the Aisne




	September 27–October 10

	Battle of Artois




	October 18–November 20

	Battle of Yser




	October 3–November 24

	First Battle of Ypres




	December 14–24

	First Battle of Champagne




	Eastern Front

	 




	August 26–30

	Battle of Tannenberg




	September 6–15

	Battle of Masurian Lakes




	October 9–20

	Battle of Warsaw




	November 16–25

	Battles of Lowicz and Lodz




	November 16–December 2

	Battle of Cracow




	December 2

	Austrians capture Belgrade




	December 15

	Serbs retake Belgrade




	Other Theatres

	 




	October 18

	U-boat attack on Scapa Flow




	November 1

	British defeated in naval battle of Coronel




	November 2

	Serbia and Russia declare war on Turkey




	November 5

	Britain and France declare war on Turkey




	November 22

	British land expeditionary force at Basra, Mesopotamia (Iraq)




	December 8

	Naval battle of Falkland Islands




	December 17

	Turks launch offensive in Caucasus













	1915






	Western Front

	 




	April 22

	Germans use gas at launch of Second Battle of Ypres




	May 9–June 18

	Second Battle of Artois




	May 31

	First Zeppelin raid on London




	July 21

	US President Wilson instructs Secretaries of State for War and Navy to prepare “defense program”




	September 15–November 17

	Battle of Loos




	September 22–November 6

	Second Battle of Champagne




	September 25–October 15

	Third Battle of Artois




	Eastern Front

	 




	February 7

	German offensive in Masuria




	March 22

	Fortress of Przemysl falls into Russian hands




	May 2–June 27

	Austro-German offensive in Galicia (Gorlice-Tarnow)




	June 3

	Austrians retake Przemysl




	June 22

	Austrians capture Lemberg




	July 1–September 19

	Renewed Austro-German offensive drives Russians out of Poland and Courland




	Other Theatres

	 




	January 14

	South African forces occupy Swakopmund




	January 24

	Dogger Bank battle




	February 2

	Germany declares water around Britain a “war zone”




	April 25

	Anglo-French landing at Gallipoli




	May 7

	Lusitania sunk by U-boat




	May 23

	Italy declares war on Austria-Hungary




	June 23–July 7

	July First Battle Isonzo (another eleven ensue)




	July 9

	Surrender of German Southwest Africa




	July 17

	Bulgaria signs secret military treaty with Germany and Austria




	August 6

	Sulva Bay offensive, Gallipoli




	September 28

	Battle of Kut-el-Amara (Mesopotamia)




	October 3

	Anglo-French landing at Salonika




	October 12

	Edith Cavell executed




	November 15

	Senussi tribesmen revolt against Allies, Italian Libya




	December 7

	Turks commence siege of Kut-el-Amara




	December 19

	Allies withdraw from Gallipoli













	1916






	Western Front

	 




	January 6

	Conscription Bill passed, Britain




	February 21

	Battle of Verdun opens




	February 25

	Germans take Fort Douaumont (Verdun)




	July 1–November 18

	Battle of the Somme




	August 29

	Hindenburg appointed Supreme German Commander; Ludendorff Quarter-Master General




	September 15

	First use of tanks (by British, on the Somme)




	October 24–December 18

	French counter-attack at Verdun




	November 28

	First German airplane raid on London




	December 4

	David Lloyd George becomes PM, Britain




	Eastern Front

	 




	March 19–April 30

	Battle of Lake Naroch




	June 4

	Russian “Brusilov” offensive opens




	December 17

	Rasputin assassinated, Russia




	Other Theatres

	 




	April 24–May 1

	Eastern Rising, Ireland




	May 15–June 3

	Austrian offensive, Trentino




	May 31–June 5

	Battle of Jutland Field Marshal Lord Kitchener drowns at sea; Arab revolt started in Hejaz




	August–December

	Battle of Doiran, Florina and Monastir, Macedonia




	August 9

	Italian Gorizia offensive




	August 27

	Rumania declares war on Austria-Hungary, invades Transylvania




	December 6

	Austro-German counter-offensive against Rumania culminates in capture of Bucharest




	December 15

	British commence advance in Sinai













	1917






	Western Front

	 




	February 3

	USA severs diplomatic relations with Germany




	March 4

	Germans commence withdrawal to Hindenburg Line




	April 6

	USA declares war on Germany




	April 9–May 4

	Battle of Arras




	April 12

	Canadians capture Vimy Ridge




	April 16–May 21

	Second Battle of Aisne, Third Battle of Champagne




	June 7–17

	Battle of Messines




	June 26

	US troops (1st Division) lands in France




	July 31–November 10

	Third Battle of Ypres (Passchendaele)




	August 20–December 15

	Second Battle of Verdun




	October 23–November 1

	Battle of Malmaison




	October 24–December 26

	Italians routed at Caporetto




	November 16

	Georges Clemenceau becomes French Premier




	November 20–December 3

	Battle of Cambrai




	December 7

	USA declares war on Austria-Hungary




	Eastern Front

	 




	March 8

	First Russian Revolution begins in Petrograd




	March 12

	Provisional Government established, Russia




	March 15

	Tsar Nicholas II abdicates




	April 6

	Lenin arrives in Petrograd




	July 18–28

	Battle of East Galicia; Russian offensive driven back




	September 3–5

	Battle of Riga Bridgehead




	November 7

	Bolsheviks seize power in Petrograd in “October Revolution”




	December 15

	Central Powers sign armistice with Russia




	Other Theatres

	 




	January 9–February 24

	British defeat Turks at Kut-el-Amara




	March 11

	Baghdad occupied by British




	March 26–27

	First Battle of Gaza




	April

	U-boat campaign at height




	April 17–19

	Second Battle of Gaza (British defeated)




	June 27

	Greece enters war on Allied side




	August 17–September 12

	Conclusion of fighting on the Isonzo




	December 8

	Jerusalem captured by British













	1918






	Western Front

	 




	January 8

	President Wilson announces 14-point Peace Program




	March 21–April 5

	German “Michael Offensive”




	March 23

	Germans bombard Paris




	April 9–29

	Battle of the Lys




	April 14

	Foch appointed Allied Commander in Chief on Western Front




	April 23

	Naval raid on Zeebrugge




	May 27–June 6

	Third Battle of the Aisne (Germans reach to within 37 miles from Paris)




	June 4

	US 2nd Division in Battle of Chateau-Thierry




	June 6

	US 2nd Division captures Bouresches and southern end of Belleau Wood




	July 15–August 7

	Second Battle of the Marne




	July 18

	Foch orders Allied counter-offensive




	August 8

	Opening of the Battle of Amiens; “Black Day” of German Army




	August 21–September 3

	Second Battles of the Somme and Arras




	September 12

	US forces in St Mihiel Offensive




	September 26

	Meuse-Argonne Offensive




	October 5

	Allied forces capture Hindenburg Line




	October 27

	Ludendorff resigns




	November 3

	Armistice signed between Austria-Hungary and Allies; German fleet mutinies at Kiel




	November 7

	Revolution in Munich




	November 9

	German Republic proclaimed in Berlin




	November 10

	Wilhelm II flees to Holland




	November 11

	Armistice on Western Front




	Eastern Front

	 




	March 3

	Treaty of Brest-Litovsk




	July 16

	Tsar Nicholas and family shot




	September 30

	Armistice signed with Bulgaria




	Other Theatres

	 




	September 15

	Allied offensive on Macedonian front




	September 19

	British offensive in Palestine (Battle of Megiddo)




	October 24–November 4

	Italians victorious in Battle of Vittorio Veneto




	October 30

	Armistice concluded with Turkey
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INTRODUCTION

It was, it is often forgotten, a world war. Despite the still haunting images of Flanders’ trenches with “soldiers bent double, like sacks”, the fighting of 1914–18 was not confined to a corner of northwest Europe, but took in eastern and southern Europe, the Middle East, Africa and even China and Japan. Fifty million men from thirty nations donned uniform. When the last bullet sounded on 11 November 1918, nine million of the combatants lay dead, alongside five million citizens.

The world had seen nothing like it, and it was the hope of the survivors that their war was the “war to end all wars”. This hope was dashed even before the Armistice, because the Great War – as its participants called it, in awed honour of its bloody magnitude – had let roll events which ripple to this day. Out of the four-year-conflict came the Russian Revolution, the rise of Hitler, the Second World War, the decline of Britain, the supremacy of America and the instability of the Middle East (even the 2003 Gulf War can be tracked back to the mandate over Iraq given to Britain at the 1919 Peace Conference). Less obvious, but no less profound were the ripples the war caused in the minds of men and women. In 1914 youth rushed to the colours in an enthusiastic fever of patriotism and public duty. There would never be, to echo the phrase of the latter-day British poet Philip Larkin, “such innocence again”. Those who survived the fighting would never again be so deferential to their masters, so accepting of their lot, so reverential of the word – be it political, or religious – from on high.

Little, if any of this, was obvious as the world ran and slipped to war in July and August 1914. Almost everyone expected a quick and glorious guerre de manoeuvre. Seeing off his troops, the Kaiser assured them they would be home “before the leaves have fallen”; the British were only marginally less optimistic with their “Home for Christmas” cheerio.

Such self-deceit came easily, for the major European powers had next to no acquaintanceship with modern war, with the mass-slaughter which came courtesy of mass-produced machine-guns and artillery. Only a few leaders, notably Kitchener and Moltke, foresaw the long struggle, although even a glimpse at the history of the American Civil War would have cautioned that the industrialization of warfare tended to produce stasis on the battlefield (there had even been trenches in the Blue—Grey conflict). So it was that the soldiers of 1914, like their Civil War forbears, dug for cover in the face of modern arms, notably on the Western Front where the ratio of such arms was especially high. There, within a year, the soldiers’ impromptu slits in the earth burgeoned into a trench system which stretched from the English Channel to Switzerland along which one could, in theory at least, walk “bent double” all the way.

If the Great War was not the first modern war, it was unique in its scale and in its “totality”. And the more the War endured, the more “total” it became. This totality lay partly in its global nature – for the war soon spewed out from Europe to the Middle East, to the belligerents’ colonies, and then entangled the USA – but more in the way it subsumed the home society, through mass conscription in the war effort, and the way in which bombing and blockades brought the war home. German U-boats almost starved Britain into surrender in early 1917, whilst Britain’s reciprocal surface blockade was a factor in German’s exhausted surrender in 1918. Meanwhile, 1,413 British civilians were killed in Zeppelin raids. There was no corner of life untouched by the war. Similarly, the economies of the belligerents became perverted towards the production of military matériel; 52% of British GNP in 1918, for example, went on defence expenditure. Over the course of the war as a whole, Britain spent approximately 23 billion dollars (at 1913 prices) on its prosecution.

For all her industrial might, Germany could not hope to match such largesse. Wars are not necessarily won by the side with the biggest pockets, but the longer a war endures the more likelihood that money will win out (another lesson from the American Civil War). Imperial Germany, in all probability, lost the war in August 1914 when she failed to deliver the KO to France; she definitely lost it in 1917, when America entered on the Allied side, with her double-sized divisions and her economy double the size of Germany’s. (By 1917, incidentally, Germany was having to release men from the front to work in arms-related factories; the Allies, notably Britain, recruited women to make up shortfalls in the industrial and agricultural workforce.) Futhermore, Germany was badly hampered by her choice of Allies, with the decrepit Austro-Hungarian Empire being a particularly weak and impecunious sister.

In hindsight, the wonder of World War I is less why Germany lost, but how Germany came so close to winning. The answer lies largely in the efficacy of the German army. Against stereotype, this was not led by clockwork Prussians, but extraordinarily effective and responsive junior officers and NCOs, who out of the long stalemate on the Western Front even conjured a new form of “storm trooper” warfare, as seen in the Michael Offensive of Spring 1918, which reached to within 37 miles of Paris.

This was the Germans’ last grasp at victory. They had bested the Russians in the East, they had routed the Italians at Caporetto, but they were unable to break through in the West. They lost 973,000 men in the attempt; effectively the German army bled itself to death in March–June 1918. When the Allies counter-attacked, the Germans had no reserves left on the Western Front. Bloody practise of war – especially on the Somme – had also made the British Army outstandingly able: Germany’s peer if not Germany’s superior. Germany could find no cheer on other fronts either, with a succession of Allied victories in Italy, Syria and Bulgaria, whilst their home front was falling into demoralization, discontent, even revolution. Suddenly, in late October the German-led Central Powers bloc collapsed. The war was over, bar the paperwork of surrender, which was duly signed on the 11th of November. The war was finished. So too was the old order of things.

The following pages are a record of the Great War, from the opening shots at Sarajevo to the signing of the armistice at Compiègne, in which the participants are left to speak for themselves. For their words communicate, so much better than the second-hand sentences of historians, the experience of the war, what it felt like to be in an aerial dog-fight over the Western Front, to lead a charge of Arab irregulars, to dodge Zeppelin bombs in Sheffield, to abandon ship after a U-boat attack in the Atlantic. In keeping with an understanding of the totality of the First World War, a great diversity of witnesses has been presented from as many theatres as could be contained within the pages of this single volume, from Prussian generals in Africa to royal servants in Russia, from French officers at Verdun to English nurses in London, from American war correspondents in Belgium to Australian sappers at Gallipoli. Their accounts are testimony to the various aspects of the war in which they found themselves, but I have also tried to remember that wars, even world ones, are but the story of the fate of individual humans. Consequently, throughout the pages which follow I have sought to give the experience of particular individuals in the wider narrative. It is through such individual identification, I think, that we can better understand the suffering, the bravery, the fear and the hopes of the men and women who lived, fought and died in the Great War.


Part One

1914

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

Sir Edward Grey, British
Foreign Secretary, 3 August 1914


 

 

INTRODUCTION

If the First World War has an exact beginning, it was the balmy Sunday of 28 June 1914 in a remote Balkan town, when a Bosnian Serb student, Gavrilo Princip, aimed his pistol at Archduke Franz Ferdinand.

Two shots rang out – the first of the First World War – and the heir to the rackety Hapsburg empire was lying dead in his car in a street in Sarajevo. In truth, the incident was obscure, only enough in itself to start another interminable Balkan War, but in a Europe riven with imperial rivalry, arms races and diplomatic alliances it served as a pretext for war. A month after Sarajevo, Austria-Hungary took her revenge and declared hostilities against Serbia. Russia mobilized to defend her Serbian ally, Germany declared war on Russia, then on Russia’s ally, France. When Germany invaded “poor little Belgium” on 4 August Britain – almost against its will – was sucked into the fray on the side of France and Russia. And the world was at war.

Dare to say it, the populace of Europe – and not just its political class – was mad for the war. You only have to read Sergyei Kurnakov’s account of war fever in St Petersburg to see that, or Herbert Sulzbach’s account of a week in Germany in late July. Most of civilian Europe, in 1914, were poor innocents about war; Britain, for instance, had not fought a land war in Europe for a hundred years. (Professional soldiers were more sanguine in August 1914: “Send out my mother, my sister and my brother/But for Gawd’s sake don’t send me,” sang the regular British Army. But then the British Army had recently fought the Boer War and knew better than anyone the butcher’s bill of modern war.) Few imagined the war would last more than a few months. “Over by Christmas” was the popular phrase. All over Europe millions of men were cheered on their way to the front lines, while millions of others, faces flushed bright with patriotism and adventure, rushed to the recruiting office. The more prescient, such as Britain’s Lord Kitchener, realized that the war would likely take years – and therefore encouraged more young men to volunteer – especially after Germany’s failure to knock out France in the West in the first weeks of the conflict. The doughty resistance of the French – who lost some 200,000 soldiers over seven days – and the British Expeditionary Force at the Marne in September 1914 stopped the German attack in its tracks. After the “First Ypres” battle – which virtually destroyed the original 100,000-strong BEF – both sides on the Western Front tried repeated outflanking manoeuvres, with the result that by October 1914 a double line of defensive entrenchments stretched from the English Channel to Switzerland. The resultant trench warfare has become the defining image of the Great War. For four years, the combatants hurled shells and bullets across the dividing yards of No Man’s Land, each in the effort to budge the other, the numerical inferiority of the Kaiser’s army offset by the simple fact that it held the high ground along the front.

In the vastness of the East, the war took a more open and fluid form from the outset. Enjoying numbers if not matériel, the Russian “steam-roller” slowly moved laboriously into Prussia and Austrian Galicia. And was promptly de-roaded by the Prussians at Tannenberg. Against Austria-Hungary, an empire as ramshackle as itself, the Russians had more success. Until, that is, the Germans came to the aid of the Hapsburg armies. Why the Germans were so successful on the Eastern Front can be put down to the brilliance of its high command, pure luck, or even the ineptness of the opponent; a more telling reason is caught in the newspaper report of Karl Von Wiegand of 8 October, which details German machine guns blowing down ill-armed Russian ranks like a “terrible gust of wind”. The Germans, though still peculiarly attached to cavalry, were fighting a modern war with modern means.

The shock of the new was evident on the Western Front too, though there both sides boasted modern war machines. The result was warfare unlike any other, for it was industrialized slaughter, with armaments and munitions manufactured on fantastic scale by the belligerent powers. Small wonder, perhaps, that those who fought and survived the Western Front battles of 1914 were only too glad to call a Christmas truce. The war was not over by Christmas, it was just that those who did its fighting wished it was.

THE ASSASSINATION OF ARCHDUKE FRANZ FERDINAND, SARAJEVO, 28 June 1914

Borijove Jevtic

The spark which ignited the First World War. Franz Ferdinand was the heir to the Hapsburg throne. The assassin was Gavrilo Princip, Serbian nationalist. Jevtic was one of Princip’s co-conspirators.

A tiny clipping from a newspaper mailed without comment from a secret band of terrorists in Zagreb, a capital of Croatia, to their comrades in Belgrade, was the torch which set the world afire with war in 1914. That bit of paper wrecked old proud empires. It gave birth to new, free nations.

I was one of the members of the terrorist band in Belgrade which received it and, in those days, I and my companions were regarded as desperate criminals. A price was on our heads. Today my little band is seen in a different light, as pioneer patriots. It is recognized that our secret plans, hatched in an obscure cafe in the capital of old Serbia, have led to the independence of the new Yugoslavia, the united nation set free from Austrian domination.

The little clipping was from the Srobobran, a Croatian journal of limited circulation, and consisted of a short telegram from Vienna. This telegram declared that the Austrian Archduke Franz Ferdinand would visit Sarajevo, the capital of Bosnia, 28 June, to direct army manoeuvres in the neighbouring mountains.

It reached our meeting place, the cafe called Zeatna Moruana, one night the latter part of April, 1914 . . . At a small table in a very humble cafe, beneath a flickering gas jet we sat and read it. There was no advice nor admonition sent with it. Only four letters and two numerals were sufficient to make us unanimous, without discussion, as to what we should do about it. They were contained in the fateful date, 28 June.

How dared Franz Ferdinand, not only the representative of the oppressor but in his own person an arrogant tyrant, enter Sarajevo on that day? Such an entry was a studied insult.

28 June is a date engraved deeply in the heart of every Serb, so that the day has a name of its own. It is called the vidovnan. It is the day on which the old Serbian kingdom was conquered by the Turks at the battle of Amselfelde in 1389. It is also the day on which in the second Balkan War the Serbian arms took glorious revenge on the Turk for his old victory and for the years of enslavement.

That was no day for Franz Ferdinand, the new oppressor, to venture to the very doors of Serbia for a display of the force of arms which kept us beneath his heel.

Our decision was taken almost immediately. Death to the tyrant!

Then came the matter of arranging it. To make his death certain twenty-two members of the organization were selected to carry out the sentence. At first we thought we would choose the men by lot. But here Gavrilo Princip intervened. Princip is destined to go down in Serbian history as one of her greatest heroes. From the moment Ferdinand’s death was decided upon he took an active leadership in its planning. Upon his advice we left the deed to members of our band who were in and around Sarajevo under his direction and that of Gabrinovic, a linotype operator on a Serbian newspaper. Both were regarded as capable of anything in the cause.

The fateful morning dawned. Two hours before Franz Ferdinand arrived in Sarajevo all the twenty-two conspirators were in their allotted positions, armed and ready. They were distributed 500 yards apart over the whole route along which the Archduke must travel from the railroad station to the town hall.

When Franz Ferdinand and his retinue drove from the station they were allowed to pass the first two conspirators. The motor cars were driving too fast to make an attempt feasible and in the crowd were Serbians: throwing a grenade would have killed many innocent people.

When the car passed Gabrinovic, the compositor, he threw his grenade. It hit the side of the car, but Franz Ferdinand with presence of mind threw himself back and was uninjured. Several officers riding in his attendance were injured.

The cars sped to the Town Hall and the rest of the conspirators did not interfere with them. After the reception in the Town Hall General Potiorek, the Austrian Commander, pleaded with Franz Ferdinand to leave the city, as it was seething with rebellion. The Archduke was persuaded to drive the shortest way out of the city and to go quickly.

The road to the manoeuvres was shaped like the letter V, making a sharp turn at the bridge over the River Nilgacka. Franz Ferdinand’s car could go fast enough until it reached this spot but here it was forced to slow down for the turn. Here Princip had taken his stand.

As the car came abreast he stepped forward from the kerb, drew his automatic pistol from his coat and fired two shots. The first struck the wife of the Archduke, the Archduchess Sofia, in the abdomen. She was an expectant mother. She died instantly.

The second bullet struck the Archduke close to the heart.

He uttered only one word; “Sofia” – a call to his stricken wife. Then his head fell back and he collapsed. He died almost instantly.

The officers seized Princip. They beat him over the head with the flat of their swords. They knocked him down, they kicked him, scraped the skin from his neck with the edges of their swords, tortured him, all but killed him.

Then he was taken to the Sarajevo gaol. The next day he was transferred to the military prison and the round-up of his fellow conspirators proceeded, although he denied that he had worked with anyone.

He was confronted with Gabrinovic, who had thrown the bomb. Princip denied he knew him. Others were brought in, but Princip denied the most obvious things.

The next day they put chains on Princip’s feet, which he wore till his death.

His only sign of regret was the statement that he was sorry he had killed the wife of the Archduke. He had aimed only at her husband and would have preferred that any other bullet should have struck General Potiorek.

The Austrians arrested every known revolutionary in Sarajevo and among them, naturally, I was one. But they had no proof of my connection with the crime. I was placed in the cell next to Princip’s, and when Princip was taken out to walk in the prison yard I was taken along as his companion.

“A STONE HAS BEGUN TO ROLL DOWNHILL”: A GERMAN DIARY, 28 June–25 July 1914

Herbert Sulzbach, German Army

Frankfurt-am-Main, 28 June 1914

Archduke Francis Ferdinand has been murdered, with his wife [the Duchess of Hohenberg], by two Serbs at Sarajevo. What follows from this is not clear. You feel that a stone has begun to roll downhill and that dreadful things may be in store for Europe.

I am proposing on 1 October to start my military service instead of going to Hamburg as a commercial trainee. I’m twenty, you see, a fine age for soldiering, I don’t know a better.

July 14

I travel to Würzburg, report to the 2nd Bavarian Field Artillery Regiment and get accepted.

Böhm, the German airman, has scored a world record with 24½ hours of continuous flight.

July 23

Ultimatum delivered to Serbia by Austria-Hungary. No strong action by Austria appeared to have been taken since the assassination of 28 June until suddenly this note was presented, containing ten demands which among other things were supposed to allow Austria herself to take action on Serbian soil against activities hostile to Austria. Serbia has to accept the ultimatum within 48 hours, otherwise Austria reserves the right to take military action. A world war is hanging by a thread.

July 25

Unbelievably large crowds are waiting outside the newspaper offices. News arrives in the evening that Serbia is rejecting the ultimatum. General excitement and enthusiasm, and all eyes turn towards Russia – is she going to support Serbia?

The days pass from 25 to 31 July. Incredibly exciting; the whole world is agog to see whether Germany is now going to mobilize. I’ve hardly got enough peace of mind left to go to the bank and do my trainee job. I play truant as though it were school and stand about all day outside the newspaper offices, feeling that war is inevitable.

JEAN JAURÈS IS MURDERED, PARIS, 31 July 1914

Robert Dell

Jaurès was leader of the French Socialist Party and the founder of L’Humanité. He had championed the working-classes against Clemenceau and was anti-militaristic. Many considered him unpatriotic. It would turn out, in fact, that Jaurès’ assassin espoused no cause, and was merely mad, but the murder only exacerbated the mood of foreboding hanging over Europe.

Grave as is the international situation even the probable imminence of war has been overshadowed for the moment in Paris by the appalling crime this evening of which I was an eyewitness. It is impossible to one who knew M. Jaurès, whom one could not help loving, to write about it calmly with the grief fresh upon one. I was dining with a member of my family and a friend at the Café du Croissant, the well-known resort of journalists in the rue Montmartre close to many newspaper offices including that of L’Humanité. M. Jaurès was also dining there with some Socialist deputies and members of the staff of L’Humanité. He came in later than we did. I spoke to him just as he entered and had a short conversation with him about the prospects of war and peace. Like everyone else, he feared that war was probable, but he still had some faith that Sir Edward Grey might succeed in inducing Germany to be conciliatory. If some sort of conference could be arranged, he thought, peace might even yet be secured: and if the French Government would bring pressure to bear on Russia and the German Government on Austria an arrangement might be possible. He added, however, that he feared the French Government might not do that. What a crime war will be and what a monstrous folly. The last words that he said to me was an inquiry about M. Anatole France, who, he said, must be deeply distressed by the situation.

At about half-past nine, when we were just finishing dinner, two pistol shots suddenly resounded in the restaurant. At first we did not understand what had happened, and for a moment thought that there was shooting in the street outside. Then we saw that M. Jaurès had fallen sideways on the bench on which he was sitting, and the screams of the women who were present told us of the murder. It should be explained that M. Jaurès and his friends were sitting on a bench with their backs to the open window of the restaurant, and the shots were fired from the street through the window. M. Jaurès was shot in the head, and the murderer must have held the pistol close to his victim. A surgeon was hastily summoned, but he could do nothing, and M. Jaurès died quietly without regaining consciousness a few minutes after the crime. Meanwhile the murderer had been seized and handed over to the police, who had to protect him from the crowd which had quickly collected in the street. At that hour in the evening the rue Montmartre is filled with newsvendors waiting for the late editions of the evening papers.

It is said that the murderer is a member of the Royalist society Action Française, but I have not yet been able to discover whether this report is true or not. A more cold-blooded and cowardly murder was never committed. The scene in and about the restaurant was heartrending; both men and women were in tears and their grief was terrible to see. It is as yet too early to say what the effect of the murder will be, but it may be considerable. M. Jaurès has died a victim to the cause of peace and humanity.

WAR FEVER IN ST PETERSBURG, 1 August 1914

Sergyei N. Kurnakov

There was a crowd in front of a newspaper office. Every few minutes a momentous phrase scribbled in charcoal appeared in the window: “ENGLAND GIVES UP PEACE NEGOTIATIONS. Germany invades Belgium. Mobilization progressing with Great Enthusiasm.” And at 7.50 p.m.:

“GERMANY DECLARES WAR ON RUSSIA.”

Spontaneously the crowd started singing the national anthem. The little pimply clerk who had pasted up the irrevocable announcement was still standing in the window, enjoying his vicarious importance. The people were staring at the sprawling words, as if trying to understand what they actually meant as far as each personal little life was concerned.

Then the edges of the crowd started breaking off and drifting in one direction, up the Nevsky Prospect. I heard the phrase “German Embassy” repeated several times. I walked slowly that way.

The mob pulled an officer from his cab and carried him in triumph.

I went into a telephone box and called up Stana.

“Yes, it’s been declared . . . I don’t know what I am going to do yet . . . All right, I’ll be over about midnight.”

I did not like the way her receiver clicked; there seemed to be contempt in it.

When I got to the St Isaac Square it was swarming with people. It must have been about nine o’clock, for it was pretty light yet – the enervating, exciting twilight of the northern nights.

The great greystone monstrosity of the German Embassy was facing the red granite of St Isaac’s Cathedral. The crowds were pressing around waiting for something to happen. I was watching a young naval officer being pawed by an over-patriotic group when the steady hammering of axes on metal made me look up at the Embassy roof, which was decorated with colossal figures of overfed German warriors holding bloated carthorses. A flagstaff supported a bronze eagle with spread wings.

Several men were busily hammering at the feet of the Teutons. The very first strokes pitched the mob to a frenzy: the heroic figures were hollow!

“They are empty! . . . A good omen! . . . Another German bluff! . . . We’ll show them! . . . Hack them all down! . . . No, leave the horses standing! . . . The national anthem! . . . Lord, Save Thy People!”

The axes were hammering faster and faster. At last one warrior swayed, pitched forward, and crashed to the pavement one hundred feet below. A tremendous howl went up, scaring a flock of crows off the gilded dome of St Isaac’s. The turn of the eagle came; the bird came hurtling down, and the battered remains were immediately drowned in the nearby Moika river.

But obviously the destruction of the symbols was not enough. A quickly organized gang smashed a side door of the Embassy.

I could see flashlights and torches moving inside, flitting to the upper storeys. A big window opened and spat a great portrait of the Kaiser at the crowd below. When it reached the cobblestones, there was just about enough left to start a good bonfire. A rosewood grand piano followed, exploded like a bomb; the moan of the broken strings vibrated in the air for a second and was drowned: too many people were trying to outshout their own terror of the future.

‘Deploy! . . . Trot! . . . Ma-a-arch!’

A troop of mounted gendarmes was approaching from the other end of the square. The crowd opened up like the Red Sea for the Israelites. A new crowd carrying the portrait of the Emperor and singing a hymn was advancing slowly towards the gendarmes. Their officer halted the men and stiffened at the salute; this was the only thing he did towards restoring order. The bonfire was being fed by the furniture, books, pictures, and papers which came hurtling through the windows of the Embassy.

The emblazoned crockery of state came crashing, and the shattering sound whipped the crowd into a new wave of hysteria.

A woman tore her dress at the collar, fell on her knees with a shriek, and pressed her naked breasts against the dusty boots of a young officer in campaign uniform.

“Take me! Right here, before these people! Poor boy . . . you will give your life . . . for God . . . for the Tsar . . . for Russia!”

Another shriek, and she fainted. Men and women were running aimlessly around the bonfire . . . Is it an effect of light and shadow, or do I really see high cheekbones, slanting eyes, and the conic fur caps of Aladin Mirza’s horde?

Whew! . . . I let out the breath I had been holding unconsciously during the entire bacchanal.

THE DRIFT TO WAR: THE VIEW FROM 10 DOWNING STREET, LONDON, 1–3 August 1914

Herbert Asquith, Prime Minister

August 1

When most of them [the Cabinet] had left, Sir W. Tyrrell arrived with a long message from Berlin to the effect that the German Ambassador’s efforts for peace had been suddenly arrested and frustrated by the Tsar’s decree for a complete Russian mobilization. We all set to work, Tyrrell, Bongie, Drummond and myself, to draft a direct personal appeal from the King to the Tsar. When we had settled it I called a taxi, and, in company with Tyrrell, drove to Buckingham Palace at about 1.30 a.m. The King was hauled out of bed, and one of my strangest experiences was sitting with him, clad in a dressing gown, while I read the message and the proposed answer.

There was really no fresh news this morning. Lloyd George, all for peace, is more sensible and statesmanlike for keeping the position still open. Grey declares that if an out-and-out and uncompromising policy of non-intervention at all costs is adopted, he will go. Winston [Churchill] very bellicose and demanding immediate mobilization. The main controversy pivots upon Belgium and its neutrality. We parted in fairly amicable mood, and are to sit again at 11 to-morrow, Sunday. I am still not quite hopeless about peace, though far from hopeful, but if it comes to war, I feel sure we shall have a split in the Cabinet. Of course if Grey went I should go and the whole thing would break up. On the other hand, we may have to contemplate, with such equanimity as we can command, the loss of Morley and possibly, though I do not think it, of Simon.

August 2

Things are pretty black. Germany is now in active war with both Russia and France, and the Germans have violated the neutrality of Luxembourg. We are waiting to know whether they are going to do the same with Belgium. I had a visit at breakfast from Lichnowsky, who was very emotionné and implored me not to side with France. He said that Germany, with her army cut in two between France and Russia, was far more likely to be crushed than France. He was very agitated, poor man, and wept. I told him that we had no desire to intervene, and that it rested largely with Germany to make intervention impossible if she would (1) not invade Belgium, and (2) not send her fleet into the Channel to attack the unprotected north coast of France. He was bitter about the policy of his Government in not restraining Austria and seemed quite heart-broken.

Then we had a long Cabinet from 11 till nearly two, which very soon revealed that we are on the brink of a split. We agreed at last with some difficulty that Grey should be authorized to tell Cambon that our fleet would not allow the German fleet to make the Channel a base of hostile operations. John Burns at once resigned, but was persuaded to hold on at any rate till the evening when we meet again. There is a strong party against any kind of intervention in any event. Grey, of course, will never consent to this, and I shall not separate myself from him. Crewe, McKenna and Samuel are a moderating intermediate body. Bonar Law writes that the Opposition will back us up in any measure we may take for the support of France and Russia. I suppose a good number of our own party in the House of Commons are for absolute non-interference. It will be a shocking thing if at such a moment we break up.

Happily I am quite clear in my mind as to what is right and wrong. (1) We have no obligation of any kind either to France or Russia to give them military or naval help. (2) The dispatch of the Expeditionary Force to help France at this moment is out of the question and would serve no object. (3) We must not forget the ties created by our long-standing and intimate friendship with France. (4) It is against British interests that France should be wiped out as a Great Power. (5) We cannot allow Germany to use the Channel as a hostile base. (6) We have obligations to Belgium to prevent it being utilized and absorbed by Germany . . .

August 3

This morning, two letters arrived for me, one from John Morley, the other from Simon, announcing that they must follow John Burns’s example. They are both characteristic productions. At the Cabinet later in the morning Beauchamp declared that he must do likewise. That is four gone. We had a rather moving scene in which every one all round said something, Lloyd George making a strong appeal to them not to go, or at least to delay it. Anyhow, they all agreed to say nothing today and to sit in their accustomed places in the House.

Bonar Law and Lansdowne came to see me early this morning. They were in general agreement, but laid great stress upon Belgian neutrality. The Germans have delivered an ultimatum to Belgium and forced themselves on their territory, and the Belgian King has made an appeal to ours. After lunch we all went to the House of Commons. Grey made a most remarkable speech almost an hour long, for the most part almost conversational in tone and with some of his usual ragged ends, but extraordinarily well reasoned and tactful and really cogent, so much so that our extreme peace lovers were for the moment reduced to silence, though they will soon find their tongues again.

BRITAIN DECLARES WAR, 4 August 1914

King George V

With the German invasion of neutral Belgium on 4 August all chances of British non-involvement in the European conflict were washed away.

August 4th

Warm, showers & windy. At work all day. Winston Churchill came to report at 1.0 that at the meeting of Cabinet this morning we had sent an ultimatum to Germany that if by midnight tonight she did not give satisfactory answer about her troops passing through Belgium, Goschen would ask for his passports. Held a Council at 4.0. Lord Morley & John Burns have resigned & have left the Cabinet. . . . I held a Council at 10.45 to declare War with Germany, it is a terrible catastrophe but it is not our fault. . . . When they heard that War had been declared the excitement [of the crowds outside the Palace] increased & it was a never to be forgotten sight when May & I with David went on to the balcony, the cheering was terrific. Please God it may soon be over & that He will protect dear Bertie’s life.

JOINING UP, Summer–Autumn 1914

Patriotic fervour caused recruiting stations all over Europe to be flooded with citizen volunteers. In Britain alone, nearly a million men enlisted for Lord Kitchener’s “new army” by the end of 1914. The motives were not necessarily base: many young men from the Allied nations saw Germany’s invasion of Belgium as an attack on civilization and worried – not without foundation – about the militaristic, anti-democratic nature of the Kaiser’s Germany.

Oskar Kokoschka

Austrian by birth, Kokoschka went on to become one of Europe’s most eminent painters.

In 1914 I was twenty-eight years old, and thus liable for military service. It seemed to me better to volunteer before I was conscripted. I had no wife or child to await my happy return. I had nothing to lose or to defend. I felt melancholy at the sight of the young bank clerks, the little office workers, whom I saw hurrying with their suitcases to enlist, and yet I did not share the doom-laden mood that prevailed on the streets. The air was thick with rumours that part of the army had gone into the field wearing peacetime clothing.

Arthur Conan Doyle

The British author of the Sherlock Holmes stories writes a letter to the War Office.

I have been told that there may be some difficulty in finding officers for the New Army. I think I may say that my name is well-known to the younger men of this country and that if I were to take a commission at my age it might be of help. I can drill a company – I do so every evening. I have seen something of campaigning, having served as a surgeon in South Africa. I am fifty-five but I am very strong and hardy, and can make my voice audible at great distances which is useful at drill. Should you entertain my application, I should prefer a regiment which was drawn from the South of England – Sussex for choice.

Robert Graves

At the time of writing Robert Graves was a student. He later joined the Royal Welch Fusiliers, and wrote one of the classic memoirs of the conflict, Goodbye to All That.

I had just finished with Charterhouse and gone up to Harlech, when England declared war on Germany. A day or two later I decided to enlist. In the first place, though the papers predicted only a very short war – over by Christmas at the outside – I hoped that it might last long enough to delay my going to Oxford in October, which I dreaded. Nor did I work out the possibilities of getting actively engaged in the fighting, expecting garrison service at home, while the regular forces were away. In the second place, I was outraged to read of the Germans’ cynical violation of Belgian neutrality. Though I discounted perhaps twenty per cent of the atrocity details as wartime exaggeration, that was not, of course, sufficient.

“THE TOMMY”

The marching song of the regular British Army in 1914.

“Send out the Army and the Navy,

Send out the rank and file.

(Have a banana!)

Send out the brave Territorials,

They’ll face the danger with a smile.

(I don’t think!)

Send out the boys of the girls’ brigade,

They will keep old England free;

Send out my mother, my sister and my brother,

But for Gawd’s sake don’t send me!”

BANK HOLIDAY AT THE SEASIDE, BRIGHTLINGSEA, ENGLAND, 6 August 1914

Arnold Bennett

On arriving at Brightlingsea on Monday afternoon, I was told that petrol could not be got in the district; that it was fetching up to 10s. a tin at Clacton; and that Baggaley, the regular hirer of motor-cars at B’sea, had gone forth in an attempt to get petrol. At Clacton yesterday the price was 2s. 3d. or 2s. 4d. a gallon. I have 60 gallons in stock.

A great crowd of holiday makers at Clacton in the showers yesterday. No difficulty about getting change for a £10 note in gold and silver. At the fish shop, slight increases of price in poultry and eggs. The man said there was no chance for him to make money (in response to a friendly jibe of M’s). He said he expected to get no more fish after that day.

Yesterday we heard noise of explosions destroying inconvenient houses at Harwich. The sensations of Harwich people must be poignant. Nevertheless the G.E.R. in yesterday evening’s papers was advertising its Hook of Holland service (with restaurant cars, etc.) exactly as usual, and I believe the boat left last night. We also heard thunder; and the children affirm that they distinctly heard the noise of firing – not explosions. (Report of action in North Sea in evening papers.) I saw one warship in the offing at Clacton; but an ordinary steamer coming to the pier, and a barge sailing northwards.

An officer came yesterday to complain of a fox terrier (? ours) which flew at despatch-riders on motor-bicycles. He said it would be shot if found loose. These despatch-riders are the most picturesque feature of the war here. They rush through the village at speeds estimated up to 50 miles an hour. I am willing to concede 40 . . .

. . . After reading the diplomatic papers leading up to the rupture between England and Germany, this morning, one has to admit that Sir E. Grey did everything he could, once he had stated his position. The war is a mistake on our part, but other things leading to it were a mistake, and, these things approved or condoned, the war must be admitted to be inevitable . . .

Apart from Germany two countries are pre-eminently suffering at the beginning of the war – France and Belgium. Both are quite innocent; Belgium touchingly so. I can imagine the Germans among them if they get the upper hand. The Germans are evidently quite ruthless and brutal and savage in war. This is logical; but a large part of their conduct is due to the arrogant military tradition, which will one day be smashed. If Germany is smashed in this war, the man most imperilled will be the German Emperor. If she is not smashed the man most imperilled may be the Tsar.

I am told, convincingly, that a firm at Clacton is making an extra £50 a week out of bread, through increased charges for which there is no justification. It appears that the farmers all round have raised the price of butter 3d. a lb.

Miss Osborne and a girl friend came round yesterday afternoon to ask for linen or subscriptions for the local branch of the Red Cross Society. Mrs Byng is ready to lend Thorpe Hall for a hospital. These young ladies have no orders or permission yet from the War Office; but they wish to be in readiness. This instinct to do something on the part of idle young women or half-idle is satisfactory to behold.

On the day after the war the boys [his nephews] wanted a tent. They had one, beyond the pond. It cost one day’s labour of a carpenter. This tent is used by everybody except me nearly all the time. The whole household seems to live in it. To-day the boys are making wooden swords. Yesterday a village boy gave me a military salute.

Edith Johnston recounts how her father is laying in ammunition against the time when the populace will raid the countryside demanding provisions; he, being a farmer, is to be called on early in the proceedings, and he is determined to give out his stores evenly and not to the strongest. Each morning he summons all his men and explains to them the course of the war, so that they shall not be misled by rumours. Edith thinks that a war is necessary and advisable, as the population is too thick . . .

TO THE FRONT: A GERMAN SOLDIER WRITES HOME, 7 August 1914

Walter Limmer, German Army

Limmer writes to his parents from Leipzig.

Dear Father, good Mother, beloved Brothers and Sisters, please, please don’t think me cruel for saying this, but it would be a good thing if already you too would, with brave hearts and firm self-control, get accustomed to the idea that you will not see me or any of my brothers again. Then if bad news does come, you will be able to receive it much more calmly. But if we all do come back, then we can accept that joy as an unexpected and





PROTEST OF A PACIFIST, LONDON, 15 August 1914











THE GERMAN ARMY ENTERS BRUSSELS, 21 August 1914

















CAVALRY SKIRMISH, ETALLE, BELGIUM, 22 August 1914










WESTERN FRONT: THE RETREAT FROM MONS, 23 August–25 September 1914














































A PILOT ENCOUNTERS THE ENEMY, WESTERN FRONT, August 1914











HOME FRONT: A LONG WEEK IN THE COUNTRY, ESSEX, ENGLAND, 29 August–6 September 1914





























EASTERN FRONT: THE RUSSIAN “STEAM-ROLLER” MOVES INTO PRUSSIA, August 1914











HINDENBURG REPORTS THE GERMAN VICTORY AT TANNENBERG, EAST PRUSSIA, 31 August 1914







CHILDREN’S PLAYGROUND SONG, ENGLAND, September 1914







THE BATTLE OF THE MARNE: PRIVATE FRANK RICHARDS IN ACTION, FRANCE, 5–9 September 1914











FLEEING THE GERMAN ADVANCE, FRANCE, September 1914




WESTERN FRONT: POUR ENCOURAGER LES AUTRES, 12 September 1914






U-9 SINKS THE ABOUKIR, CRESSY AND HOGUE, NORTH SEA, 22 September 1914





























“THE MEN WENT DOWN LITERALLY LIKE DOMINOES IN A ROW”: MACHINE GUNS IN ACTION, RUSSIAN POLAND, 8 October 1914








DAYS IN THE LIFE OF A BRITISH POW, DOBERITZ CAMP, GERMANY, October 1914–August 1915


































HOME FRONT: RUMOURS AND JANGLED NERVES, ENGLAND, 19 October 1914



“FIRST YPRES”: SERGEANT BELL LOSES HIS LEG, 29 October 1914








NIGHT PATROL, YPRES, October 1914




A SONG OF LAMENT TO THE OLD REGULAR ARMY, Autumn 1914












WESTERN FRONT: LIFE IN THE TRENCHES, Autumn–Winter 1914















“IT IS ALL THE BEST FUN”: THE HON. JULIAN GRENFELL WRITES HOME, FLANDERS, 3 November 1914






INTO BATTLE, 1915
















































CHRISTMAS IN THE TRENCHES, WESTERN FRONT, December 1914
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