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For our friend Rob Thompson.


We miss you.

Do not ignore the human element! The little flags which you pin into large-scale maps, the little wooden blocks which you manoeuvre as you would chessmen, these are in reality men like you.

Arthur Corbett-Smith
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Introduction

The opening weeks of the First World War shaped everything that was to come in Europe and beyond. More than any other part of the conflict, the events of August and September 1914 ordained what would happen before peace was achieved in 1918. Even then, the grandiose plans for a swift decisive outcome executed in this period, their failure, and the far-reaching consequences of every combatant nation repeatedly trying to find a solution to the conundrum of modern, industrialized warfare would continue to have a knock-on effect for decades. There are even some historians who claim that the Second World War is the same conflict, with a break in between.

Millions of words have been expended on why the First World War began; chronicling alliances, old grudges and political machinations and turning points. In this book, we’re sticking to a different theme, and that is how. How did these weeks appear to those experiencing them in myriad different ways? How well did people appreciate the sheer magnitude of the events sweeping them off their feet and altering their lives and the world in which they lived for good? How did they feel? What did 1914 look like from the inside? We’ve taken the outbreak of war and reconstructed it through the eyes of everyday men, women and children; not those stalking the corridors of power and setting events in motion.

Nobody anywhere on earth had one single response to the outbreak of war in 1914. Alan ‘Tommy’ Lascelles was destined to one day serve as Private Secretary to multiple British sovereigns, but on 31 July 1914, he was a twenty-seven-year-old traveller hurrying home from South America, confused, worried that it would be over before he returned. He said that it was ‘like dropping 100 years through space, and waking up in another century’.1

We think about the First World War in absolutes. This country declared war on this day, this battle started and ended then. However, even at the beginning, though the hope until the very last was that it might all come to nothing and everyone might be able to stand down and go home, no nation simply went to war on one specific day. The reality of July and August 1914 was that countries were mobilized in stages, not on a whim. Britain was an exception, since to all intents and purposes the Royal Navy was at war for a week before war was formally declared on 4 August. Just like Europe’s armies, naval men crept steadily towards readiness, just in case.

Along the south coast of England, sailors’ plans for how to spend their leave – to gamble, joy-ride, feast on lobster or dance – crumbled. Some officers remembered seeing a vague reference to trouble in the Balkans, but eyebrows were barely raised. There was always trouble in the Balkans. The next day, notices were flashed on cinema screens ashore, recalling men to their ships. The navy was being sent to its war stations. Chutes dumped piles of coal on decks and men scrambled to get it into bunkers. Off Dover, a daunting line of warships exited the straits in procession, lit up by powerful searchlights sweeping the Channel. As they sailed north, men dug out ammunition, fused shells and manned the guns. They put warheads on the torpedoes. ‘After this war was looked on as an odds-on chance.’2

The main strength of the Royal Navy made for the Orkney Islands in miserable weather; a steady drizzle and strong winds. Daylight on 1 August revealed countless ships ensconced in the vast, sheltered enclave of Scapa Flow. ‘In the Fleet the general attitude was a longing for more news and annoyance at being so cut off from the world.’3 Rumours filled the void. One elderly local had been telling sailors that: ‘all the butchers from the Fleet had been landed the previous night, that they had slaughtered continuously at Kirkwall till 3.00 a.m. in order to get meat for the ships’.4 At that point, exhausted by this frenzied savagery, the butchers had apparently passed out oblivious in puddles of blood. The storyteller solemnly claimed that he could not possibly guess how many animals had been done to death.

In ports around the world, the Royal Navy beached tables, chairs, chests of drawers. Days before Britain was officially at war, aboard HMS Southampton at Scapa, Stephen King-Hall was put in charge of stripping wood off the decks, since splinters flying through the air in battle could be catastrophic. ‘I left the ship in charge of a miscellaneous assortment of cutters, whalers, and skiffs, which were to be… hauled up on the beach… I noted with amusement that one of the boats was the… craft, [on which] myself and fifteen others were supposed to seek safety in the case of the necessity of abandoning ship ever arising.’5

*

On 4 August, the day that Britain finally declared war, in Paris a memorable scene played out in the Chamber of Deputies. It was packed to capacity. Many of the representatives were reservists and took their seats in uniform. One witness watched Prime Minister René Viviani give a speech ‘in which he placed upon Germany crushing responsibility for the catastrophe which has overtaken Europe’. He was constantly interrupted by shouts of Vive la France! He finished: ‘We are without reproach. We shall be without fear!’


[He] swept the whole Chamber off its feet. The vast [room] was a compact mass of cheering deputies, all waving aloft in their hands papers and handkerchiefs. From the tribunes of the public gallery shout after shout went up. At the foot of the presidential platform the grey-haired usher, with his 1870 war medals on his breast, was seated, overcome with emotion, the tears coursing down his cheeks.6



Why was the elderly usher crying? Was he moved to tears of joy, because he thought that Alsace and Lorraine were about to be avenged? Or was he terrified? Was it because he might now outlive his sons? Was he feeling all of those emotions at the same time?

*

A common image of those days in the summer of 1914 is one of enthusiasm, a universal ‘spirit’; people waving flags and rushing forth in their eagerness to fling themselves at the enemy. That sentiment did indeed exist in some places. For several nights, large crowds took to the streets of Berlin. They sang Deutschland, Deutschland über alles. Burgfrieden, or ‘fortress truce’, was an old principle that called for a nationwide unity; and it was called for again now by the Kaiser.

If Germany had Burgfrieden, France found solidarity in the Union sacrée. This ‘Sacred Union’ pulled all political parties together in defence of the country. Far from Paris in Corsica, men sang La Marseillaise. Across the island, the tricolour flag was waved with the Union Flag and that of Russia. ‘We did not hesitate to make the air ring out with numerous revolver shots,’ wrote one witness. ‘The spirit of the population is excellent.’7

In Brno, 130 miles south-east of Prague, Oscar Bittner was serving with an artillery regiment in the Austro-Hungarian army. ‘The enthusiasm of the population was indescribable. An actual, unaffected enthusiasm from all walks of life and from all nationalities… It happened to me like many other soldiers and officers that you were suddenly lifted onto the shoulders of complete strangers and carried through the streets a long way with shouts of “Hoch die Armee”. The jubilation was universal.’

But was it? In Germany, one publication commented on the composition of those patriotic crowds in Berlin: ‘it wasn’t poor workers whose poverty and agony, whose need and suffering, whose anger over the bloody mockery of their rights and interests has driven them to the streets; it was youth, dressed in the… latest fashion… students and sales clerks… and debonair types’.8 As the week went on, in cities like Dortmund, those gathering were characterized as drunken louts with nothing better to do.

A huge crowd assembled outside the Winter Palace in St Petersburg. It was uniquely diverse, in that among some 250,000 people, the working class was heavily represented. ‘All of Palace Square was filled to overflowing with people,’ wrote a watching priest. ‘Workers, members of the intelligentsia, women and children stood shoulder to shoulder. It seemed as if the whole population of St Petersburg had flocked there.’9 When the tsar appeared, people spontaneously fell to their knees. ‘The mood of the masses is most patriotic,’ a young officer told his father. ‘As I passed through a crowd, people leapt onto the footboards of my cab and kissed the shoulder straps of my uniform.’10 All of this flew in the face of the German ambassador in St Petersburg, who had predicted a revolution as soon as war was declared.

Perhaps surprisingly, the biggest crowds of all assembled on the other side of the Atlantic in a country that was not even going to war. America was a nation of immigrants, many of whom felt ties to an old homeland. Up to 400,000 people fanned out from Times Square in New York. Crowds marched up and down Broadway. More groups gathered in Greenwich Village and on both the Upper and Lower East Sides. Two days later, the mayor was so fed up with the disruption that he put out an edict forbidding any more demonstrations.

The ‘Spirit of 1914’ frequently comprised an element of patriotic resolve. ‘I experience cruel anguish,’ wrote one Frenchman on his way to the front:


I know what our adversaries are worth; their army is the most formidable military instrument the world has ever known; to get out of this mess… it will be necessary for us soldiers to fight with superhuman energy and courage… good news arrives from hour to hour: around Germany and Austria a ring of iron and fire is taking shape.11



In Berlin, Otto Braun had only just turned seventeen, and he tried to articulate his feelings to his father. ‘Germany cannot perish… we have not yet fully realized ourselves. The Germany we carry in our hearts is not yet incorporated in concrete form… It seems stupid and contemptible to spare or preserve oneself… I want to fight for the preservation of the German spirit and for its fulfilment. Who and what could hold me back from this?’12

The most obvious manifestation of enthusiasm was in the shape of men racing to enlist. In most countries those left to come forward of their own accord were not generally deemed suitable for service. In Freiburg, boys as young as fourteen poured out of secondary schools to try to get into the German army. At the other end of the scale, August Würth, a seventy-four-year-old veteran of the Franco-Prussian War, wanted to serve again. One hundred criminals were even pardoned from the local jail so that they might redeem themselves in uniform.

In Belgium, as many as 20,000 additional men came forward. In Mechelen, men in their forties and boys of sixteen waited in long lines. Meanwhile, Russia was carrying out the first general mobilization of reserve armed forces in her history. On the one hand, the authorities expected the surge they saw in young men at the upper end of society trying to obtain exemptions from military service. On the other hand, what they did not expect was the enthusiasm from thousands of others who had not been summoned. They were largely made up of ethnicities like Tatar Muslims who were exempt from conscription, or the lower tier of the militia, or even those who had an existing deferral that they now wanted to ignore. The government had no contingency for dealing with these volunteers, and it was not until war actually broke out that they managed to set up the infrastructure to process them.

The famous phenomena that saw men queue for hours at a time in their thousands was a short-lived British experience for one reason. Britain did not employ conscription, so had not already mobilized her potential manpower. As a result civilians raced to volunteer in August and September 1914. By October, numbers dwindled rapidly again, but for a few weeks, men and boys went to great lengths to enlist. Raymond Mann was fifteen years old and was swept along on a tide of patriotism:


On about the 4th August I went down to… Trafalgar Square and bought myself a driving licence… I went to North Kensington to try and join motorcycle despatch riders and further down the road to Talbot’s Works, but couldn’t get accepted. However, by some means, I found out that there was a unit of motor transport being formed at Kew Gardens and on 12th August I went in the gates, and up the drive, and joined the few people queuing outside a tent to join the army. I remember very well being asked my age. I said 18.13



*

So although the ‘Spirit of 1914’ did exist, considering this reaction in isolation is like looking at a work of art with your nose pressed against it. The whole picture was far more complex. Rushing to the colours did not necessarily mean that a man was filled with blind, unquestioning patriotism. Honour, duty and peer pressure all motivated men to go to war in 1914. Mikhail Lemke reasoned with himself that his call-up this time was a far cry from the Russo-Japanese War. He was fighting this time ‘not because I rush into battle as a loyal subject of Nicholas… in contrast to 1904, I have no reason to consider this war exclusively the work of the Tsar and his associates’.14 This war was international, a clash of empires and a fight for survival, not a land grab for the benefit of an autocrat. Russian officer Alexander Verkhovsky thought that he knew what everyone was really thinking. ‘Twenty million people… have abandoned their homes and families, [for] death and suffering, without personally expecting any benefits… But if you ask each of these twenty million quietly, so that no one hears, whether he would like to return home and not go to war? Undoubtedly, nineteen million out of twenty will say with conviction: “Let’s go home.”’15

In deepest Asia, boredom was as much a motivator as defending Russia. Fifteen-year-old Laila Sharov lived in Manchuria. Her father was on the staff of the Chinese Eastern Railroad Company, which was controlled by the Russian government. When war broke out, the Russian community in Harbin, some 40,000 people, erupted:


The mood rose to a fever pitch… Nearly everyone was ready to [fight]. They were tired of the atmosphere they themselves had created… Tired of ‘wine and women’, the lavish spending of money and the continuous, meaningless gaiety. Everyone wanted a goal in life, a golden halo around his head. War and Russia were the answer, leading to new adventures and new excitement.16



In places like Australia, some immigrants saw war as a free passage back to Europe. In East Africa, of a large number of men interviewed in Nyasaland, modern Malawi, a few said that they went because it was the manly thing to do, but the overwhelming majority volunteered to fight for one thing: to escape crippling poverty. Armed service offered a massive windfall. ‘I was there with them because I wanted money,’ said Joseph Mandana.17 Enlisting was an economic transaction. The promise of £5 payable to those left behind if he died was also tantalising. Men also coveted the uniform, free clothes and more. When Kazibule Dabi was asked why he chose to fight for Germany, he replied: ‘They said that after the war they would build us brick houses with an iron roof and that we would live in our own country.’18 Mbwana Mdoke summed it up from the village of Chindamba: ‘People went in the way they go into the mines here. Nobody doesn’t know that life in the mines is miserable, but people still go. It is money they want.’19

The same logic prevailed in North Africa. Mustafa Tabti was an Arab tribesman who had served the French as a teenager, motivated by the idea of adventure and the desire ‘to play with gunpowder’.20 Since then, he had spent twenty years scraping a living. He enlisted again in his mid-thirties because the French army could promise him food, a place to live and a regular income.

Some people did remain excited as the war began. They felt a sense of anticipation about what was to come. Across the globe, the clamour for news did not subside. In Morocco, where he was stationed with a French colonial unit, Senegalese soldier Bakary Diallo remarked that:


Casablanca looks and feels different… Bugles sound everywhere… The Serjeant-major reads a despatch out loud. It’s a bit long and we only grasp two things from it: ‘Germany has declared war on France… And France calls on all her children.’ Once we’ve understood… we get giddier and giddier. It’s incredible how a sense of excitement takes hold of us, overwhelms us, lifts our souls aloft.21



*

There seemed to be no escaping the outbreak of war. Strangers chattered on the top decks of London’s buses. In Buenos Aires, ‘loudly with truly extraordinary interest… nothing else was discussed in theatres, on the streets, on public walks, and wherever a group of people formed’.22 Even in Theiriat, a sleepy village high in the hills in the remote north-east of India, inhabitants were mesmerized by the war. ‘Since that time’, recalled one local, ‘everyone, male or female, except small children, became very interested in getting news… It became the main subject of conversation in all gatherings.’23

It is also important to remember that someone waving a flag and cheering in early August might have felt very different a week later. After exuberance, for some came relief. ‘The incomprehensible and yet long expected has really come,’ wrote Walter von Rummel. ‘At last! No matter what grave and even graver things may come, the last weeks, and especially the last days were unbearable. The leaden nightmare grew hourly more oppressing.’24

People were also confused. Every nation had blurred lines within it when it came to loyalties. A Pole might find himself called to serve Germany, Russia or Austria–Hungary. Was he loyal to one of those? Or to a free Poland? Twenty-one-year-old Stanislaw Kawczak was a student, but was carrying out his national service in Kraków, wearing an Austro-Hungarian uniform. Desperate for news, he went to the university:


The billiards room was in an uproar. Everybody was arguing… We should take advantage of this unique moment, as another such occasion is not likely to happen. I trudged back to the barracks, pondering what to do. Should I desert? I could not reconcile myself to it somehow… while in the Austrian army I could merely expect hardship, compulsion, mistrust, if not hatred from the Germans.25



There were no appealing choices.

*

Once the war began, the nature of the crowds changed. In Glasgow, clerk Thomas Macmillan thought people looked rudderless. ‘The street was abnormally busy: people of all ages were walking rather aimlessly about… while scattered here and there were groups, earnestly discussing the momentous news.’26 On the Ramblas in Barcelona, too, people wandered about trying to make sense of events. In Nyasaland, churchman Petro Kilekwa was being subjected to a barrage of questions. He had preached to indigenous flocks about Christian love and charity. Now they wanted to know: ‘Are the Germans Christians? Why have the Christians gone to war?’27 On the other side of the continent, in what is now Mali, confusion was also rife. Baye Tabéma Tembély, a soldier, tried to explain events to his family: ‘I know Europeans well and all the twists and turns of their words… I have the impression that before long the gunpowder will speak in France.’28 Tembély showed more understanding than certain troops in Russia. There, General Alexei Brusilov asked some of his men why they thought they were at war. The answer was always that ‘some [man] and his wife were killed by someone, and therefore the Austrians wanted to offend the Serbs… who the Serbs were, almost no one knew, what are Slavs, that was also dark, and why the Germans decided to fight because of Serbia, that was completely unknown’.29

If some people were baffled about what was happening, it passed others by completely. This was especially so among children, who had more immediate concerns than comprehending the indirect impact of a global conflict. In South Wales, when Bessie Davies heard her parents talking about the outbreak of war, she was ambivalent. A far-away war could not compare to what she had seen with her own eyes: a colliery explosion a few months before. ‘Four hundred and thirty-nine men and boys lost their lives… for days and days they were bringing out the dead… [The war] didn’t seem nothing to me to what the explosion was because I knew people that had been killed.’30

In West Africa, Amadou Hampâté Ba Amkoullel had fresh recollections of a famine that impacted the entire Niger Bend region. The memory of watching people tossed into mass graves far surpassed the outbreak of a war in Europe:


We saw two men… each dragging the body of a human by the feet. Now, if one is dead, the other is visibly still only dying. The two gravediggers, hardened, perhaps, by habit, laugh and speak loudly as if they were dragging… common tree branches. Arriving at the edge of the mass grave, they throw the two bodies there, then turn on their heels and leave.



But one of the bodies was still alive.


The dying person, in a last burst of his desire to live, lets out a hoarse moan… His fingers, convulsed, try in vain to hold on to something. His body twitches, liquid oozes from his mouth. Suddenly it stiffens like dry wood, then, a few seconds later, sags limply. His motionless, almost white eyes remain focused on the sky. The unfortunate man has just expired, already lying among the dead.31



Some people’s response to the outbreak of war was selfish, as opposed to disinterested. Alan Lascelles was disgusted by this sentiment in South America:


Most of the Anglo–Argentines look on the whole thing solely from the point of view of their immediate business interests, much as if we had missed a train… One man was in a tearing fuss for fear he should miss a meeting… and a little rat sitting opposite me said he had just resigned his commission in the territorials, so he needn’t go home. I told him without any justification I fear, that he would almost certainly be shot as a deserter if he didn’t, which scared him considerably.32



Others reacted with complete disbelief. Many people clung to the idea that the war would be short, but did they actually believe it or was this a comfort in trying to process terrifying events? Some reasoned that war was so expensive, that nobody could keep it up for long on this scale. But at what point were people latching onto the idea of a short war to make themselves feel better? It will all be over soon. It won’t be as bad as we expected.

When the reality of the war’s probable length emerged, people sank into depression. Some men were mortified at the thought that they could have done more to maintain peace. When Walter Page, the US Ambassador to London, went to see his German counterpart, Prince Lichnowsky, he found his colleague distraught in his pyjamas. Page thought that the prince ‘might literally go mad’ and called this interview ‘one of the most pathetic experiences of my life’.33 When Page met with Edward Grey, Britain’s foreign secretary, the British statesman sat and cried.

In the Paris suburbs, priest Felix Klein was plagued with dark thoughts and insomnia. ‘I have felt myself incapable of settling down to any occupation… The writings I had on hand are abandoned; no more correspondence even… The night was worse than the day. I don’t speak only of the [insomnia] that would not allow sleep lasting more than five minutes.’ He thought the noise would drive him mad:


Train followed train with intervals of just a few minutes… heavy carts, motor-cars shook the ground. Over my head… squadrons of aeroplanes hummed… It was truly like the sound of a flood, a flood at the height of a storm, but which, instead of waves to the distant sea, was rolling men, men, and still more men into the jaws of the guns.34



There were clear distinctions throughout the world based on class. For those living on the poverty line, giving up pay to loiter in the streets and sing songs was not an option, and being sent away to war and potential death was nothing to be excited about if your family could barely make ends meet. In a locomotive plant in Kharkov, 300 miles east of Kyiv, hundreds of workers gathered in the courtyard. Alexei Selyavkin noticed that ‘they stood in silence with stern, gloomy faces, smoked, and occasionally exchanged remarks about the bitter fate of their loved ones being abandoned’.35 Karel Tůma, a Czech miner in Bohemia said the same thing: ‘People standing around, crying and wailing, while others are already going to the pub to drink in mourning.’36

People were also rightly terrified in 1914. War was a career for many men. They had trained for this eventuality, but it did not mean that they were not afraid. On HMS Marlborough, James Somerville panicked when Britain’s ultimatum to Germany expired. ‘I felt sure we should be attacked during the night. It’s a bit trying to the nerves, expecting to be blown up at any moment but I don’t think I showed it and I did my best to encourage my staff with many quips and jests.’37 General Émile Fayolle was destined to win fame in this war, but as hostilities commenced, he, too, was scared. ‘I’m afraid of being afraid, of being inferior to my task,’ the Frenchman wrote.38

At the other end of the ranks, soldier Dominik Richert was twenty years old and serving in Mulhouse in the ‘lost’ province of Alsace when he heard that war had broken out. His comrades burst into a rendition of Deutschland über alles. Dominik did not join in. ‘I did not feel like singing, because I thought straight away that the most likely thing that can happen to you in a war is that you will be shot dead. That was a really unpleasant prospect. In addition, I was worried about my relatives and my home, because they were near the border and therefore at risk of being destroyed.’39 Frenchman André de Maricourt feared for his mother. ‘[She] has “guts”, but… at 76 seeing the Germans a second time would be difficult.’ She was preoccupied with invasion. ‘To anticipate everything I look for hiding places. Obviously, you have to be ready… In any case, the clear role now is to try and instil in women a confidence that I would like to have.’40 Concerns varied, but the world over, fear reigned. In the Netherlands, defensive strategies included flooding flat landscapes to hold back an invader. When people realized that if war broke out their homes and businesses would be inundated, they panicked, ‘stacking furniture, taking down curtains, and storing food, hay, and fodder in their attics’.41

Karonga lies on the far north-western side of Lake Malawi, which means that in 1914 it sat in British Nyasaland and faced German East Africa. The lake is one of the largest in Africa, and whoever dominated it would have the upper hand in the region when war came. The locals articulated different reasons for their fear: ‘We were afraid because we knew the whites would take us to war to fight for them,’ said Vmande Kaombe.42 An impending sense of Armageddon terrified more than one young person: ‘I was very much terrified when the old people said that this war would wipe out all the human race; we would all perish,’ recalled Diamond Chirwa.43 Young Konsala Mwakisahi learnt of the war on seeing the British at district headquarters digging shelters. ‘When we asked, they told us the Germans were coming. I don’t remember clearly, but we were filled with fear of death and began to make preparations for escape to the hills.’44 This flight was not an isolated occurrence. Many opted to run and hide from the white man’s war. At the southern end of the lake, with long memories of slave traders and previous conflicts, people fled into the bush. They gradually returned, ‘but for the better part of a week there was scarcely a soul about the place’.45

Across the world, fear and a lack of information led to rumours and then panic. The most common manifestation of this was spy fever. Germany was said to be overrun with Russian agents. Vigilantes prowled the country looking for them. In Munich, Ernst Toller witnessed a grim attack: ‘Somebody had heard two women speaking French, and they were immediately surrounded and set upon. They protested that they were Germans, but it did not avail them in the least; with torn clothes, disheveled hair and bleeding faces they were taken off by the police.’46 Berliners were convinced that Russians had poisoned the Muggel-See, which supplied part of the city’s water. Based on similar nonsense, the people of Brussels were attempting to brew tea using rainwater. In France, Maggi incurred the wrath of a mob. Rumours spread first that the dairy company was backed by German money, then that it had sold milk poisoned by an enemy agent, killing 300 children in Boulogne. Felix Klein described the destruction of one of their shops in Paris:


Most of the raiders were women. There was some jesting, and some dry wit, but mostly it was serious business. The work was carried forward painstakingly and thoroughly. The iron screen… was torn off… and the window itself was smashed to bits… every bit of glass or crockery was shattered into fragments against the sidewalk and the pieces were ground into powder under the heels of the raiders. Account books… were torn sheet by sheet into the tiniest bits and strewn up and down the street… and all woodwork was smashed into kindling.47



One last, obvious emotion evident across the planet on the outbreak of war was anger. Ferdinando Martini, the Italian colonial minister, was enraged with the regimes involved:


These emperors in their proclamations and speeches always speak of God and invoke him. But do they believe in God? And if they believe it, how have they not refrained from throwing Europe… into the abyss of desolation and misfortune? And how can they think that God does not punish them for their bloody outrage, their boundless ambition?48



In Russia, a unique situation resulted in violence. People were distinctly unimpressed with the government’s decision to ban the sale of alcohol. Not only that, but supplies were supposed to be destroyed. This was coming at precisely the time when most Russians felt a particular need to drink. In Naumiestis, 150 miles north-west of Vilna in Lithuania, the authorities seized boxes of vodka, took them out on the street and smashed them. ‘Vodka like rainwater flowed on a pavement down to the Šešupė river’, wrote one resident, ‘as locals jumped to the alcohol rivulet with buckets, boxes, and empty bottles ignoring the gendarmes who tried to chase them away.’ One hundred miles south-east at Suwałki, near the border with East Prussia, there were bizarre scenes the day after the ban came into effect, when the local police chief wanted everyone to take their supply up a hill to smash it. People sobbed. ‘The peasants threw themselves down on the ground, lapped the vodka with their tongues, and when they could swallow no more they rolled over and over in it!’49

The alcohol ban came on top of mobilization, the departure of breadwinners, and a loss of freedoms and property associated with the war. Two thousand miles away from St Petersburg, where these laws were being made, in Siberia, there was significant unrest. Soldiers had to be called in. ‘The mobs threw stones at them, one rifleman was wounded with bullets, as a result of which the troops opened fire… two were killed, two were seriously wounded,’ read one account. The requisitioning of horses was halted. The worst incident of 1914 occurred in Barnaul, a city some 220 miles south of Tomsk, closer to Mongolia than it was to Europe and the main theatres of war. Rioters set fire to houses, shops and a warehouse that held alcohol, and more than a hundred men died in a string of tiny battles with the authorities.

All over the world, people had a sense of what was to come: hardship and loss. Joseph Ilyin, a Russian officer, was disgusted when he and his men received a telegram from a general celebrating the fact that Germany had declared war on Russia. ‘I just can’t understand, what is there to congratulate! Mass slaughter, hundreds of thousands of mutilated, ruined cities and villages!’ Writer Zinaida Gippius, one of the major figures in Russia’s symbolism movement, declared: ‘Now Europe is a ring of fire… I look at these lines, written by my hand, as if I was out of my mind. World War!’50 The American ambassador to London, Walter Page, had watched the terrifying spectre of war unfold in the English countryside:


I walked out in the night a while ago. The stars are bright, the night is silent. The country quiet… Millions of men are in camp and on warships. Will they all have to fight and many of them die, to untangle this network of treaties and alliances, and to blow off huge debts with gunpowder so that the world may start again?51






1

What is to Become of Us?

The outbreak of war caused millions of people to move from one place to another. By far the most regimented cause of the massive displacement witnessed in 1914 was the mobilization of armies and navies around the world. The largest number of men in history was being brought forward to participate in a war, and significantly, not primarily because they wanted to fight, but because they had been forced to.

The methods used to summon these men were diverse. In France, posters went up in Paris. At Besançon, close to the border with Switzerland, a gun was fired. ‘A silent stupor invades the crowd,’ wrote a local priest. ‘Everyone stops nailed to the spot… A second cannon shot heightens the emotion; cries escape from the lips; women cry and hide their faces with their hands.’1 In Belgium, policemen walked the streets with letters, while in Copenhagen, twenty-year-old factory worker Åge Houlby was woken up at midnight by his mother after a yellow notice was presented at the front door ordering him to report for duty immediately. In rural areas of Europe, the news often came by messenger, in a car, or on a horse.

In Turkey, where a large part of the population was illiterate, men walked through towns and villages rhythmically chanting the contents of mobilization orders, accompanied by musical instruments. Ismail Hakki Bey even composed The Patriotic March to accompany them. At the conclusion of the Muslim holy month of Ramadan, which occurred at the end of August
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