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NOTE ON MILITARY ORGANISATION

European armies were able to field millions of men in the First World War. To command, control and administer them a rigid structure was needed, and each army was organised along similar lines. Subordinate to the commander in chief there were army groups, commanded by senior generals. Each army group comprised two or three armies, each commanded by a general (the British army did not have army groups, the British armies in France and Flanders formed after January 1915 effectively comprising a single army group). An army was composed of a number of army corps, typically three or four per army, each commanded by lieutenant-generals, with attached air, heavy artillery and later tank units. An army corps was made up of divisions commanded by major-generals. Early war army corps usually had two divisions, but from 1915 three or four divisions was the norm, with supporting units being attached as required. Divisions were all-arms units (with infantry, field artillery, cavalry, engineers and supporting services) organised to fight as independent units, and were the basic tactical building blocks of armies. Each division was divided into brigades, each commanded by a brigadier-general. Continental divisions typically had two brigades of infantry, each comprised of two regiments of three infantry battalions, plus an artillery brigade or regiment of field gun batteries. From 1915 continental armies reduced infantry battalions to nine per division, eliminating the brigade level of command in favour of the regiment commanded by a colonel. For much of the war British divisions were organised into three brigades, each with four battalions, with three supporting field artillery brigades. In 1918 British infantry brigades were reduced to a three-battalion strength. Infantry battalions commanded by lieutenant-colonels were around 1,000 men strong in 1914, and had four infantry companies commanded by majors or captains. All armies decreased battalion size as the war went on, with a machine-gun company often replacing one of the infantry companies.

No sketch maps are included in this book. For those unfamiliar with the geography of the battlefronts there are extensive resources available on the internet. The excellent maps of the Campaign Atlas to the Great War prepared for teaching at the United States Military Academy, Westpoint, are available to view and download at http://www.westpoint.edu/history/SitePages/WWI.aspx

The most recently published atlas is Michael Neiberg, The Military Atlas of World War I (Chartwell Books, 2014). Simple sketch maps can be found in William Philpott and Matthew Hughes (eds), Palgrave Concise Atlas of the First World War (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005).


PROLOGUE

SEIZING THE HINDENBURG LINE

In late September 1918 Captain Alban Bacon of the Hampshire Regiment visited an artillery battery that was to support his battalion’s next attack. ‘I was greeted with great good will by the Gunner Officers,’ he recollected:



They had also heard that every infantry solider in France was going “over the top” on the following morning, and prayed that it might not rain too hard, for, if so, the guns would be mud-logged, and unable to move to support the infantry. Armageddon was evidently set. A last great push was about to be called for to free France from Hohenzollern shackles. In any case, I was given an excellent lunch, to an orchestra of their guns.1





The roar and whoosh of gunfire was nothing new. The First World War had recently entered its fifth year, and soldiers had grown used to bombardments. Still, the cacophony of thousands of guns launching hundreds of thousands of shells through the air never failed to surprise and shock, especially since it presaged another attack and close, bloody combat. The British, American, Australian and French soldiers who sheltered in their front trenches in Picardy were naturally apprehensive. Although many were veterans by now, accustomed to the sounds and actions of battle and trained to advance confidently across no man’s land into the enemy’s trenches, an attack still meant danger, wounds, and death. They knew that many of them would not survive it, although by autumn 1918 many had become inured and fatalistic. If their time had come, they appreciated that their personal sacrifice would help to seal the fate of the German army, which was on its last legs after four years of sustained attrition. At the same time, among the troops ‘spirits were high for this must be the final goodbye to trench warfare at last’.2 As always the coming attack would be a test of flesh and blood, but it would also be a vindication of fire and steel.

In late September 1918 battle was raging along the whole length of the western front in France and Belgium. Allied generalissimo Marshal Ferdinand Foch had just launched a carefully orchestrated offensive to break the German army once and for all and British, French, American, Belgian and Italian troops were striking at the German defences. An attack at first light on 29 September would be the culminating blow, against the centre of the Hindenburg Line that the German army had constructed over the winter of 1916 as a final line of defence. This was a formidable defensive system, comprising three successive defensive positions up to nine kilometres deep. Its trenches were sited so as to be hard to target with artillery fire and were heavily wired and reinforced with concrete strongpoints and antitank ditches. ‘Such defences are valid against primitive opponents, but against the full mechanical resources of a well-equipped army seem to be, in the end, futile,’ artillery officer Lieutenant Richard Dixon believed. ‘And Germany was now up against a mighty concentration of power built up over four years by Britain and her Dominions. Masses of artillery and tanks were ready to go into action to smash through the famous Hindenburg Line and we in the 53rd Brigade were a small part of that huge and – as it proved – irresistible concentration.’3 After four years of combat the Allied armies now had the means and skill to assault it, while the German army no longer possessed the manpower and resolve needed to hold it. ‘Within the last four weeks we had captured 77,000 prisoners and nearly 800 guns!’ Field Marshal Sir Douglas Haig noted proudly. ‘There has never been such a victory in the annals of Britain … The discipline of the German army is quickly going, and the German officer is no longer what he was … The enemy’s troops will not await our attacks even on the strongest positions.’4

Between 1914 and 1918 warfare had changed its nature. Attrition, the cumulative exhaustion of the enemy’s fighting capacity, had done its work. When the attacking companies left their trenches, they followed a raging wall of artillery fire across no man’s land that protected them until they were within the enemy’s defences. The enemy soldiers they encountered there were still brave but outnumbered and exhausted. The raw American troops attacking on the northern end of British Fourth Army’s front, across the Bellicourt tunnel that bridged the St Quentin Canal at this point, were engaged by machine-gun and artillery fire and the Australian battalions coming up in support found themselves sucked into the fight. There the attack seemed to be checked. But to the south British troops of the 46th Division supported by ‘probably the heaviest weight of artillery fire ever to accompany the attack of a single British division’ had crossed the St Quentin Canal under the cover of early morning fog and pushed on into the centre of the German defences.5 Many dazed German soldiers were caught in their underground shelters by this dynamic attack and faced the choice of surrender or death in their holes. Those gaunt prisoners that emerged into the daylight were dressed in faded and patched uniforms. Over four years the Allied blockade had deprived Germany and her allies of food, industrial raw materials, and manufactured goods, and the sorry state of her army was a reflection of the parlous living standards which now afflicted Germany’s home front. French troops attacking on either side of St Quentin extended the penetration further south, but their progress was slow as the enemy put up fierce resistance. German counterattacks were desperate but generally doomed to failure. With German divisions seriously undermanned and fresh reserves unobtainable, there were simply not enough men to defend such a position by autumn 1918, nor the necessary enthusiasm for the fight. ‘Three quarters of the men here wish an end, no matter how. It is only discipline keeping them still together, no more if and buts of politics,’ Heinrich Aufderstrasse wrote home: ‘The enemy has given us “Republic” as a password for defection’ and many men were taking advantage of the opportunity to desert the army and the kaiser’s imperial regime which it represented.6 It required only one week of intensive fighting for the Hindenburg Line to fall into Allied hands. A defensive position judged impregnable in 1916 was no match for the techniques and military technology that the Allies could now deploy against it. Behind the Hindenburg Line there were only partly constructed defences for the disintegrating German army to fall back on as the empire’s leaders sought an armistice against a background of domestic political upheaval. Fighting was still fierce until Armistice Day, 11 November 1918, but the Allied war machine was now unstoppable and the German army more or less spent.

Since 1914 Germany had turned most of the world against her with her actions on land and at sea. At home her people had endured hunger and shortages while her civilian politicians had been largely silenced as her military leadership had staked the nation in an all-or-nothing struggle for supremacy in Europe. Her allies were near to collapse too: Bulgaria had sued for an armistice a few days earlier and Turkey and Austria-Hungary would soon do the same. The Great War had taken a great deal out of Germany’s opponents too, but they had proved resilient, resolute, and well resourced – advantages which Germany could never match. While Germany had torn herself apart in waging an unwinnable war, her adversaries had come together, united in their shared sense of purpose, organised into a collaborative war effort and sustained through a popular consensus that the war was just. The only way to win a war that pitted coalitions of industrialised empires against each other was through a process of mass mobilisation and sustained attrition.

Although casualties mounted as the war went on, a collective sense of justice, personal engagement and cumulative military success sustained one side’s will to victory. The First World War ended decisively on the battlefield, but the effort of waging it had shattered empires and challenged the values of the societies that fought. Rather than glorious victory followed by peace, its legacy would be a century of seemingly interminable conflict and upheaval.


INTRODUCTION
‘THE WAR IS EVERYTHING’


‘The war is everything: it is noble, filthy, great, petty, degrading, inspiring, ridiculous, glorious, mad, bad, hopeless yet full of hope. I don’t know what to think about it.’

—BRUCE CUMMINGS, July 1916.1



BRUCE CUMMINGS, ZOOLOGIST AND DIARIST, STRUGGLED IN JULY 1916 to come to grips with the war of which he was a reluctant spectator: in November 1915 a medical board had passed him unfit to serve, and revealed to him that he was suffering from the multiple sclerosis that was to kill him shortly after the war’s end. He could not join the war and seek a hero’s death like so many of his contemporaries. Nor could he escape it: ‘And the war? What may not have happened by this time next year?’2

By its mid point in 1916, the First World War had become all consuming, its beginning no longer remembered, its end impossible to foresee, its scale vast and growing and its course relentless, sucking in and spitting out humanity. Begrimed soldiers at the front, men and women working on home front production lines, home-sick sailors on the warships and merchantmen that kept the whole military machine running were all playing their small part; doing their bit. The statesmen and soldiers who claimed to control and direct the great military enterprise seemed to be floundering, pushing for victory yet unable to conceive the nature of peace, or how it might be achieved: if no longer at a reasonable cost, at least in a form that justified the sacrifice of millions of men and the disruption of everyone’s life.

Although the Allies’ victory medal would proclaim it ‘the Great War for Civilisation, 1914–1919’, a century later one cannot but reflect on the irony in that statement; and perhaps that irony was not lost on those trying to make sense of a war more extensive, barbaric and devastating than any previous conflict. That the war was great no one could deny; that it was civilized none would argue; that it changed the world for the better few could see. Surveying the world made by war and knowing the devastating global ideological confrontations it spawned certainly does not give much credence to lingering claims of civilization. Appreciating how and why the great powers that dominated the globe before 1914 chose to make war among themselves and to fight on to a bitter, self-destructive end is nonetheless necessary: not least because their Great War determined the world’s cleavages and conflicts thereafter.

The German military philosopher Carl von Clausewitz’s famous dictum that war would be the pursuit of state policy by other means held sway in Europe’s previous phase of great power conflict. In the mid-nineteenth century professional armies had been entrusted with conducting wars and statesmen with negotiating their outcomes. Yet the naïve perception that war might be limited by the objectives of statesmen was passing as a new century began. War was clearly changing its nature, if not its purpose. Society and economy had altered significantly in the past fifty years, locked in a tightening symbiosis with the state’s capacity to make war. Moreover, the people and their passions, Clausewitz had warned, were the third volatile element which statesmen and soldiers would have to factor into any conflict. It was an age of mass education and literacy in which a growing print media preached issues and causes to ordinary men and women in strident, simplistic forms. Although the decisions of quasi-absolute monarchs still determined the fate of many Europeans, and ministers, diplomats and generals had a free hand almost everywhere, their actions were not immune from the approval or censure of public opinion, suggesting that the early twentieth-century world was modern and different. Armies had certainly changed from the professional forces of the previous century. Now continental states raised huge conscript forces that represented their societies, equipped with the best modern weaponry science and industry could invent and manufacture. In increasingly urbanised and industrialised empires, were the people now citizens with rights, or did they remain the subjects of emperors who expected steadfast loyalty to the nation’s cause? They might be led to war, and sacrificed in battle; but in the new type of war would they be willing participants or demanding collaborators? Would the people finish a war which statesmen had started, and if so to what purpose? Those questions would be asked and answered once the transformative processes of warfare – Leon Trotsky’s ‘locomotive of history’ – swept societies up in a frantic, bloody torrent in which all would be flotsam.

Peering back through the distorting lens of subsequent events, to its traumatised participants and their descendants the war became distant, obscured, unexplainable. To many survivors, such as the English writer J. B. Priestley, the world their war made seemed very different, its making hardly worth the sacrifice. Reflecting fifteen years afterwards on the Great War in which he had played his own small past he lamented his fallen friends:



they were killed by greed and muddle and monstrous cross-purposes, by old men gobbling and roaring in clubs, by diplomats working underground like monocled moles, by journalists wanting a good story, by hysterical women waving flags, by grumbling debenture-holders, by strong silent be-ribboned asses, by fear or apathy or downright lack of imagination.3





Priestley and others recast their war as a crime against its combatants by its directors, a global trauma in which even the victors were losers, and the losers themselves ‘hopeless yet full of hope’ for a different world or a vengeful refight. Since the participants themselves so soon lost sight of the war they fought in, and of what they had fought for, it should come as no surprise that the First World War remains misunderstood one hundred years later: reduced all too often to the clichés which Priestley had already accepted and catalogued back in the 1930s. While societies passed through it, however, the issues of the war were genuine, the leadership was committed, the rank and file determined, the war effort Herculean. It was the very nature of the war that threatened to overwhelm all.

European empires were not entirely civilized before 1914, and their leaders had few qualms about unleashing a horrifying new type of conflict on their people, one that would seep into the furthest corners of society, suck up national resources and change the lives of all who participated. Once the shock of the ending of peace had been negotiated this was to prove a popular war: not just in the sense that peoples indoctrinated with nationalistic rhetoric for many decades rallied to the cause, but also in the fact that the people would be fighting it. Men in uniform, workers on production lines, emancipated women in new roles would all prove vital in this mass war, which pitched industries and empires as well as armies and navies into a struggle for survival. All this was yet to come as the bands played and the flags waved as men marched off to war in August 1914, in quaint uniforms and with outmoded ideas.

After 1914’s dynamic yet indecisive military campaign came to an end the reality of twentieth-century conflict became manifest. Winston Churchill initially expected the quick, decisive manoeuvres of the turn-of-the-century wars he had reported on as a young journalist, only to be disabused by his own strategic misadventures as first lord of the Admiralty in the early months of the war. On resigning from the cabinet at the end of 1915 he admitted:



In this war the tendencies are far more important than the episodes. Without winning any sensational victories we may win this war. We may win it even during a continuance of extremely disappointing and vexatious events. It is not necessary for us in order to win the war to push the German lines back over all the territory they have absorbed, or to pierce them … [Victory depends on] the capacity of the ancient and mighty nations, against whom Germany is warring, to endure adversity, to put up with disappointments and mismanagement, to recreate and renew their strength, and to pass on with boundless obstinacy through boundless sufferings to the achievement of their cause.4





This is a suitable epitaph for a war that is remembered for its strain, errors, misery and sacrifice. It was seemingly a war without object, one devoid of imagination. But it was one waged with systematic and decisive, if notorious, method. By the middle of 1915 both sides accepted that the only way to conduct and win such a war was by mobilising all society’s resources and grinding down the enemy’s capacity and will to fight in a sustained war of attrition. Such a strategy lacks much of the dynamism and drama of earlier wars: ‘The term usually conjures up images of futile and bloody slogging matches, epitomised by the Western Front of the First World War.’5 A perception of attrition as a cruel, simplistic military strategy predicated merely on killing men on account formed as the war prolonged, and became deeply entrenched thereafter. Yet the gradual, systematic destruction of the enemy’s military capability proved both necessary and effective when huge armies backed by industrialised empires took the field. Ever since Sparta ground down Athens in the Peloponnese, and Fabius Maximus ‘Cunctator’ wore down Hannibal’s invading army by refusing to fight it, attrition had been employed to great effect, not least when the enemy was strong enough to respond in kind, or was militarily effective enough to triumph repeatedly on the battlefield. Attrition really came into its own in the twentieth century, with its huge wars conducted by homogeneous, industrialised mass societies welded into multinational alliances. It differed from its classical progenitors because modern societies could not avoid fighting, but needed to engage in huge, grinding battles to break the military power of their enemies.

THE STALEMATED WAR THAT FACED THE BELLIGERENTS FROM THE END OF 1914 had to be fought and won on five distinct but interlinked fronts. Most important was the land front: the battlefields, on which armies fought for advantage, and on which the enemy’s strength would be worn down to the point that he would collapse. The First World War is notorious for its ‘fronts’, the separate land campaigns that were engaged at its start and sustained throughout the war. These came about after Germany and Austria-Hungary launched offensives against the coalition of hostile power – France, Russia and the British Empire – that surrounded them and was perceived to be set on their destruction. As well as the most notorious, the western front in France and Flanders on which the French, British and German armies were principally engaged from 1914, Russia fought German and Austro-Hungarian armies on an eastern front in Poland and Galicia between 1914 and 1917. Once the war spread into the Middle East and the Mediterranean at the end of 1914, new land fronts were opened against the Ottoman Empire: in Mesopotamia, the Caucasus, Egypt and Palestine, and during 1915 at the Dardanelles. Italy’s entry into the war in May 1915 opened a new, southern front against the Habsburg Empire along their shared frontier, and Bulgaria’s entry in October 1915 inaugurated a further subsidiary front in the Balkans at Salonika. By then the structure of the land war had emerged. The Central powers were besieged by an Allied coalition of their prewar and new wartime enemies, determined to crush them with armed force.* The means to achieve this turned out to be through prolonged attritional battles, most notoriously around Ypres, at Verdun, on the Somme and along the River Isonzo along the Austro-Italian border, which killed and maimed men and consumed material in ever increasing quantities. The land fronts were the war’s focal points, with both sides’ military strategy predicated on allocating resources between them in the expectation that, singly or collectively, these military campaigns would determine the outcome of the war. Collectively they were the theatres of attrition, in which the armies of Germany and her allies were engaged and defeated.

These land fronts were dependent on the second front, the maritime front. The war at sea governed the deployment and supply of the Allied armies as well as sustaining the civilian war effort on both sides. Although navies might fight each other on occasion, the principal weapon on the maritime front was the economic blockade, a slow working attritional weapon of a different kind that sought to interrupt the flow of trade and to undermine financial solvency and popular morale. With three of the world’s five largest navies at their disposal by summer 1915, and with a fourth, the United States Navy, joining them in spring 1917, the Allies began the war with, and always maintained, a substantial advantage on this front. But Germany’s powerful Imperial High Seas Fleet, the world’s second largest navy, and the significant Austrian and Turkish naval forces in the Mediterranean Sea and the Black Sea ensured that the Central powers would always be able to contest Allied control of the seas. While a standoff between the British and German battle fleets continued in the North Sea, the real war at sea was conducted against Allied trade in the first Battle of the Atlantic. It countered an increasingly tight Allied maritime blockade of the Central powers. The maritime war was to be one in which new underhand and undersea weapons, the submarine and the floating mine, came into their own. Begun by surface raiders in 1914, attacks on commercial shipping, the mainstay of the maritime front, were escalated with German declarations of unrestricted submarine warfare in 1915 and again from spring 1917. Defending seaborne commerce became the main objective of Allied maritime strategy in the second half of the war. By then their blockade was firmly in place and would gradually enhance the pressure exerted by Allied land forces. Sea power on its own, however, was not a decisive weapon in a war between a maritime and a land-based coalition.

The full mobilisation of the home front, the third of the war’s five fronts, was crucial for the outcome of the war. In twentieth-century warfare a state’s population, financial strength, raw material resources, industrial productivity and transport capacity, political cohesion and diplomatic reach, and public opinion sustained by mass communications media were all factors in the ‘war effort’ that supports the military conduct of war. Industry’s productive capacity, the state’s financial solvency, government leadership and the managerial ability of the civil service make the war work, which enhances military effectiveness on the fighting fronts. Sustaining the will of the people to victory, manifested in national unity, was a novel element in strategy that had to be addressed by both sides once initial popular acceptance of the justice of the war transmuted into war weariness as the land and naval campaigns ground on inconclusively. Although both coalitions had mobilised populations and industrial resources intensively by 1916, the Allies had more manpower, money and greater access to resources than their adversaries, and thereafter overtook Germany’s early lead in mobilisation. Significantly, to their own superior industrial, commercial and financial capacity they could gear that of the large American economy, even before America became a belligerent, giving them an overwhelming advantage on this front. Moreover, greater democratisation among the Allies (with the notable exception of Russia) ensured that popular unity behind the war effort and their peoples’ will to victory could be renewed within the Allied states in 1917, at a time when their enemies were dividing against themselves. In time, the home front became a legitimate military target. By the last years of the war small-scale strategic bombing against domestic resources, the scourge of the next world war, had commenced. Although not yet a war-winning weapon, air power had emerged as a factor in the struggle between mobilised economies and societies which characterised twentieth-century conflict.

Success on the fourth front, the diplomatic front, enhanced Allied advantages on land, sea and at home. Diplomacy too was a competitive arena, for hearts and minds and commercial opportunities in neutral countries, as well as to expand the war, to justify it, or to negotiate peace. In 1914 and 1915 both coalitions gained more members. Thereafter, only the Allies were able to expand their alliance, as widely reported German ‘atrocities’, imperial opportunities, as well as the shifting fortunes of war persuaded many nonaligned nations that the Allied coalition was both more just and more potent. After the war reached its full extent in 1917, war aims (and, potentially, peace terms) became the diplomatic battleground. America’s president, Woodrow Wilson then introduced a new liberal agenda into Europe’s war. Although this clashed with the imperial and security interests of the other great powers, it chimed with the emerging popular internationalist agenda, social democrats’ call for a negotiated peace without territorial annexations or financial indemnities. On this front the Allies proved both more flexible and effective than the Central powers.

Diplomacy counted for much on the fifth front, the ‘united front’: the organisation and maintenance of a cohesive, effective alliance. In a war between two coalitions of great powers unity and collaboration took on increasing significance as the war went on. By pooling resources, coordinating military strategy and operations, and through shared diplomatic initiatives, joint war making would prove more potent than the loose alignment of separate national strategies, which characterised the first phase of the war on both sides. On this front too the Allies fared far better. Their enemies’ early military successes, intended to sunder them, served to bring them closer together. Eventually a joint management structure, the Supreme War Council, and an Allied generalissimo emerged. This increasingly collaborative Entente alliance contrasted with the autocratic Central powers coalition in which the dominant partner, Germany, asserted her power and control over her increasingly unwilling allies as the war went on.

It was the complexity of this five-front war – land, sea, home, diplomatic and united – that made strategy and policy so problematic between 1914 and 1918. Victory ultimately depended on being successful on all five fronts. The Allies began with or secured advantages on them all as the war progressed, making their victory only a matter of time after the Central powers failed in their strategy to win a quick, decisive victory on the land front before Christmas in 1914. Demonstrating to a powerful coalition that they had lost the war, however, was to require intensive, prolonged and traumatic effort, endurance and sacrifice.

To make war effectively, the mobilisation of society must integrate with strategic policy and military operations. Strategic attrition involved mobilising and deploying an empire’s resources to best engage the enemy on the battlefield, which would never be straightforward given the competing demands on finite assets. Creating, equipping, financing and utilising armed forces were the central elements of strategy; balancing the manpower and material needs of the domestic war effort with the demands of the fight and moving those forces and resources to where they might best secure the short- and long-term objectives of the war were ongoing challenges for soldiers and statesmen. Strategy also entailed interdicting or degrading the enemy’s capacity to do the same. The better that generals and politicians understood these realities and worked together, the more effective the war effort would be. Yet strategic effectiveness would ultimately be measurable only in terms of success in combat – at sea and especially on land.

Military operations – committing forces against the enemy at the right place and time in the best way and sustaining them in the fight – formed the link between strategy and tactics. Battlefield attrition is probably the most misunderstood and controversial element of the conduct of the First World War, with attention drawn inevitably to the three-year standoff between France and Britain and Germany on the western front, and the huge casualty bill on all fronts. Of course for operations to succeed, tactics had to be appropriate and effective. Military commanders were not incompetent or lacking in professionalism, although as they struggled with the theory and practice of a novel type of warfare mistakes would be made. A tactical revolution was underway and it is in this context – one of armies adapting their structure, methods and armaments rapidly – that military events have to be judged. On the attritional battlefield errors were corrected faster, and methods perfected sooner, than generally supposed. Attritional battles such as Verdun and the Somme in 1916 were certainly long, horrendous and hugely costly in lives and resources. But since the premise of attrition was to grind down the enemy on the battlefield by killing or capturing his soldiers en masse and destroying his war material, hopefully at a faster rate than he could replace them, thereby undermining his morale, intangible yet vital – and ideally doing so at acceptable loss to one’s own forces – such battles were inevitable. In truth it was the scale and parameters of the war that lengthened the casualty lists.

In 1915 the war of exhaustion developed as a pragmatic response to the circumstances and nature of great power confrontation. Once the war became everything, it was a rational, necessary strategy that would produce a victory of sorts and ensure national survival, the only acceptable outcome. Both sides accepted the parameters of this war of attrition, even if its practice proved controversial and its consequences catastrophic. Military commanders who developed and pursued strategies of attrition were later accused of lacking imagination (often by politicians who had challenged them at the time, although the alternatives they suggested, if potentially spectacular, were naïve or impracticable). Collective effort was, however, to prove more significant than individual achievements or mistakes in determining the course and outcome of hostilities. Politicians and generals had to work together and cooperate with the unsung heroes of the war effort – industrialists and trade union leaders; shipping magnates and transport managers; newspaper proprietors and journalists – whose efforts were as essential to success as those of commanders and controllers of strategy and policy. But ordinary men and women proved to be the foundation of the war efforts, active participants in a national endeavour who offered their time, strength, money and, when called for, their lives in the cause.

Attrition was not limited to the battlefield but operated behind the lines, on the home front and at sea. From 1915 war making escalated inexorably in order to avoid an indecisive ‘peace of exhaustion’ that would render all effort and sacrifice pointless. One side needed to outproduce, outfight and outlast the other, since the alternative outcomes had become victory or collapse. Whether it was worth it today is impossible to judge. Why it was so might yet be understood.


ONE

READY AND WILLING

ON 21 JULY 1914 TSAR NICHOLAS II OF RUSSIA HAD AN AUDIENCE with the president and premier of France. Russia and France had been allies since 1892 and Raymond Poincaré and René Viviani were on a long-planned state visit to the Russian court. The talk was of alliance politics and international affairs, including the volatile state of Balkan affairs following the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand, heir to the Habsburg throne. It was not yet apparent that the shot that would ignite the most destructive war the world had yet seen had been fired, although rumours that Austria-Hungary would take a tough line with her smaller neighbour Serbia were circulating among the diplomatic corps in St Petersburg. The tsar was anxious because Austria was not showing her hand, although, Poincaré was happy to note, he did not fear an imminent European conflict.1 Yet the military parades witnessed by the French statesmen over the following days, ‘tens of thousands of men … all fine troops’, would have reassured them that should events take such a turn Russia would prove a doughty ally.2 The Frenchmen assured Sergei Sazonov, Russia’s foreign minister, that they would support Russia in the line she took in response to the crisis: Poincaré had always advocated a firm line in international crises, and this advice the Russians followed. They believed it might avoid the escalation of the crisis. Indeed, it might have, had not Germany already given her Austrian allies an equally forthright promise of support, the infamous blank cheque. As Poincaré and Viviani sailed on to Scandinavia for the next stage of their state tour, the Foreign Ministry in Vienna sent Serbia an ultimatum (specifically timed to arrive while the Frenchmen were at sea).3 This the Serbians could not accept without fatally compromising their sovereignty. By the time the French statesmen returned hurriedly to France on 29 July, war had been declared and Austria’s troops were mobilising. All Poincaré could do was ‘tell the Russian government that, in the interests of peace, France will second her action’.4 Russia ordered mobilisation that evening.

In a world of imperial great powers, no one disputed the right of states to make war in their national interest. Alliances, state diplomacy and localised wars were the accepted methods of international relations and in his promise to Russia Poincaré was merely endorsing the course of French foreign policy set after France allied with Russia. Wars were commonplace, although in recent decades these had largely been conducted outside the continent of Europe with the objective of expanding and consolidating imperial power: France and Italy had recently been engaged in colonial campaigns in North Africa, and Great Britain had fought the Boer republics in South Africa at the turn of the century. But there were still European issues to fight for, and the most bellicose empires were in Eastern Europe. Here three powerful, nationalistic, militarized semi-autocracies – Russia, Austria-Hungary and above all Germany–appeared to be weakening as the new century developed. It was not so much their declining diplomatic weight (although Russia had been defeated by Japan in 1904–5 and Germany was feeling increasingly diplomatically hemmed in) but their domestic troubles that were increasingly cause for concern at the higher levels of government. It came as no surprise therefore when war broke out in Eastern Europe, where Russia and Austria-Hungary had been competing for influence as Turkish power declined over more than half a century, and where the lesser states created by the expulsion of Turkey from Europe had recently been sparring over the spoils in two Balkan Wars. Were it not for the alliance system, the clash between Austria-Hungary and Serbia might merely have been a third.

Although in principle the alliance between Europe’s most politically progressive regime, the French Third Republic, and its most conservative and reactionary monarchy, Russia, seemed incongruous, it epitomised the complicated, pragmatic features of so-called ‘great power’ diplomacy. What brought France and Russia together was their shared fear of the new militarily and economically powerful German Empire that had sprung up between them in central Europe. That this had come about following the military defeat of France was a bitter remembrance west of the Rhine. This Dual Alliance between France and Russia was itself a response to 1882’s Triple Alliance between Germany, Austria-Hungary and Italy, designed to keep France isolated and impotent following Prussia’s victory in 1870–71. Thereafter the ‘lost provinces’ of Alsace and Lorraine, nominally German but culturally still very French following their annexation, sat, disputed, between them. This was an old wound, which, if it still smarted, was unlikely of itself to lead to war. But in the new century there were many issues that might, and states and mutual-security alliances were organised on the assumption that sooner or later one would bring the continent to bayonet point.

Alliances such as that between France and Russia were the work of statesmen, and they would manipulate the levers of power which plunged Europe into war in 1914. It had been Europe’s dominant statesman from the late nineteenth century, Germany’s ‘Iron Chancellor’, Prince Otto von Bismarck, who had both orchestrated the defeat of France that established the Hohenzollern Empire in Germany, and thereafter inaugurated the system of great power alliances that kept a vengeful France in check. Although this security apparatus based on rival armed camps still operated in 1914, the man who worked it so perspicaciously had long gone, and his successors lacked the shrewd, calculating realpolitik skills with which he held a fractious continent in peaceful balance for two decades. Kaiser William II’s dismissal of Bismarck from the chancellorship had opened the way for the Franco-Russia alliance, an alignment strengthened in the new century by the adhesion of the British Empire. Ententes were signed with France in 1904 and Russia in 1907, ostensibly to settle extra-European colonial differences, but encouraged by a growing global rivalry between Britain and Germany catalysed by the rapid expansion of the German navy and the kaiser’s increasingly belligerent diplomacy.5 For his part, the kaiser held the Triple Alliance together. But Austria-Hungary was decadent and dividing against itself, while Italy was a great power in ambition only, yet sly and covetous, and quite prepared to put self-interest ahead of treaty obligations. The balance that Bismarck had maintained in Germany’s favour was shifting against her.

The essential theme of European affairs in the years immediately preceding the outbreak of war was the revival of France and Russia, with the concomitant isolation of Germany. It was poor recompense for two decades of active diplomacy designed to win Germany a place in the world commensurate with her strength. On coming to the throne the kaiser had chosen to pursue an active weltpolitik (global policy) in place of Bismarck’s cautious diplomatic balancing act. This had brought Germany firm rivals without bringing her much power and glory. In conference with his war minister and leading generals and admirals on 8 December 1912 the kaiser had outlined Germany’s increasing international isolation. The Balkan situation looked menacing, and Austria-Hungary’s security appeared threatened by Serbia, backed by the Russians.6 Undoubtedly the Dual Alliance was drawing more closely together: Poincaré had made his first state visit to Russia that summer. Moreover, perfidious yet usually aloof Albion, of which the half-English kaiser might have expected better, had placed herself more firmly in the rival camp. That summer Britain had agreed with France to a naval redistribution that allowed the Royal Navy to concentrate its warships in the North Sea against the Imperial High Seas Fleet, leaving France to contain Italy and Austria-Hungary in the Mediterranean. The December meeting was triggered by a report from the German ambassador in London that ‘if we attacked France, [England] would unconditionally spring to France’s aid, for England could not allow the balance of power in Europe to be disturbed’.7 This conference may not have set Europe inevitably on the road for war as some have suggested. But the events of 1912, coming as they did after a series of diplomatic checks for Germany, were not propitious. War had broken out among the small Balkans states too, and that would distract, but also concern, Europe’s leaders.

It remained the right – perhaps even the responsibility – of early twentieth-century statesmen to make war, and certainly to threaten to do so, as a means to appear strong abroard and popular at home. Memories of the mid-nineteenth century’s successful war-makers and empire-builders, Bismarck foremost amongst them, remained fresh. While the kaiser’s diplomacy in this vein was inept and antagonistic, Germany’s sustained bluster and regular diplomatic bombshells had not so far brought the great powers to blows. Yet there were many other statesmen who felt that they held the destiny of nations in their hands, who felt obliged to stand up to Germany, and who might therefore take a share of responsibility for escalating great power tensions before 1914. Poincaré for one was enthusiastic and adept at the cut and thrust of international diplomacy, as well as a skilled manipulator of the public opinion on which it depended. Poincaré had first encountered German soldiers as a child, during the four-year occupation of his home town of Bar-le-Duc in the Meuse département after 1870. The experience instilled the future politician with a deep patriotism, but also wariness about war and its consequences. The mature national leader would not leave France unprepared, but nor would he seek a showdown with the old enemy without good cause and strong support.8 By the time he was elected president of France by his peers in the French National Assembly in January 1913, however, France was being washed by a nationalist swell, stirred up by the passage of the German gunboat Panther to Morocco in 1911. Poincaré was quite prepared to ride its breakers, which had brought him the offices of premier and foreign minister a year earlier. A middle-class lawyer by background, to the left of centre politically, Poincaré typified the values and virtues of France, or at least of ‘political’ republican France, although there were many conservatives and socialists who championed different values. He was also firm in his advocacy of France’s alliance with Russia and entente with Great Britain (that he hoped could be turned into a formal alliance), in which lay France’s real strength and security; and also he believed the guarantee of European peace. If ultimately disappointed, when war broke out Poincaré readily accepted his destiny. As he pronounced to the National Assembly on 4 August, he intended to lead his country through the traumas of war to victory and to hold its rival political factions together in a union sacrée (sacred union) until the invader was vanquished.9 A strong leader was needed, since although very progressive for its time the Third Republican political system had no tradition of political stability, and its politicians no experience of war management. Presidents of the Council of Ministers, as the premiers were formally titled, had to build and hold together ministries from members of the various factions in the French Chamber of Deputies and Senate, while facing off the challenges from more organised political parties that were starting to contest the four-yearly elections, and antirepublicans who wished to put an end to the game of political musical chairs for good. Having been in politics since the 1880s, Poincaré himself understood and could work the system. The man who held the premiership in July 1914, however, had weaker credentials to lead France in time of emergency. René Viviani also held the post of foreign minister during the July Crisis. He had assumed that portfolio somewhat reluctantly since he could find no suitable alternative candidate when he had built the latest French ministry. The state visit to Russia had shown that he had little interest in or aptitude for diplomacy: he was a left wing social reformer rather than a nationalist, although he shared the deep-seated patriotism of a true Frenchman, especially when menaced by Germany. But in the diplomatic maelstrom that swept Europe in the final days of July 1914 better men than Viviani were floundering. Poincaré, to whom Viviani entrusted France’s brinkmanship on their return from Russia, could not prevent Europe from slipping over the edge.

The quarrel that started the First World War was a Balkan one and, as befits a powerful empire, France was not without interests there. Like Europe’s other great powers, for nearly a century as the Ottoman Empire’s power declined France had been active in trying to answer the intractable ‘eastern question’ in a way favourable to her own interests. In the new century this had been a growing element in her diplomacy with Germany, which was financing a Berlin to Baghdad railway to push her own influence in the Middle East, and training the Turkish army. In her turn France’s war industries had armed and her soldiers had trained the forces of the Balkan states that had recently driven Turkey from Europe. This diplomatic game with complex and changing rules had altered in recent years. Crises and now wars in the Balkans, and successive crises over Morocco culminating in 1911 with a standoff between France and Germany after the kaiser sent the Panther to Agadir, convinced many that it was a potentially dangerous game to play. In recent years there had been moves by France and Britain for rapprochement with Germany, although they had only got so far. But France had signed an agreement with Germany over the partition of Asia Minor as recently as February 1914.10 Europe’s great powers were not at the brink in the summer of 1914. What brought them there was the aggressive diplomacy of the Habsburg Empire.

The polyglot Central and Southern European Empire ruled over by Emperor Francis Joseph was something of an anachronism in twentieth-century Europe, ‘a dysfunctional political system which both exacerbated national conflicts and started a European, eventually world-wide war’.11 Certainly all nations had their national minorities and linguistic and ethnic sub regions, but only Francis Joseph wore two crowns. That he had been emperor of Austria and king of Hungary since the Ausgleich of 1867 (the ‘Habsburg compromise’, itself the consequence of defeat by Bismarck’s Prussia and the loss of territory in Italy) was indicative of the nationalist forces that were pulling the empire apart. The ageing emperor – he turned eighty-four in August 1914 – had come to the throne in a different era. But even in the year of his ascension, 1848, the empire had been torn asunder by civil war as Hungarians, Italians and Czechs took up arms against their German overlords (in the capital Vienna too German liberals had taken to the streets in protest against Habsburg autocracy). That threat had been mastered on the battlefield, and thereafter Francis Joseph had held his empire together, more or less; but the essential conservatism of the emperor and his ministers kept it largely unmodernised too. Such reluctant liberalising tendencies as he had shown as a younger monarch had largely been exhausted in the middle of the previous century. As he pronounced to his mother in 1860, ‘Now we are going to have a little parliamentarianism, but all power stays in my hands, and the general effect will suit Austrian circumstances very well indeed.’12 Above all he championed traditional dynastic principles over progressive political reforms. He could rule all his subjects as king or emperor, and this personal sovereignty would bind the empire together whatever the cultural difference of its peoples or the political aspirations of his subjects. But many realised that political and social forces that could not be contained forever were at work: the evidence was near at hand. Francis Joseph had watched the Turkish Empire in Europe, Austria-Hungary’s southern neighbour, break up since he had come to the throne, and similar forces were gnawing away within his own dominions. In annexing Bosnia-Herzegovina, part of that crumbling empire, in 1908 he had sown the seeds of the empire’s ultimate demise: his son Crown Prince Rudolph’s percipient warning, ‘You have put one foot forward in the Balkans; that is putting one foot in the grave’, went unheeded.13 In an attempted show of strength designed to impress dissidents at home as well as ward off the growing South Slav militancy on the empire’s southern flank, foreign minister Baron Lexa von Aehrenthal provoked a crisis ‘disastrous for not only the monarchy, but also the European balance of power’.14 Thereafter, the Balkan situation remained menacing, and Austria’s position delicate. The crisis set Russia, which had been on a course towards rapprochement with the empire, against Austria because on this occasion Russia was humiliated, while stirring the resentment of Serbia that had its own expansionist ambitions in the region.15 The assassination on 28 June 1914 of Francis Joseph’s nephew and heir, the Archduke Franz Ferdinand, by the Bosnian Serb separatist Gavrilo Princip backed by his compatriots in Serbia, could therefore not go unpunished.

The decision to despatch an ultimatum to Serbia some weeks after the assassination was perhaps a natural development of Francis Joseph and Aehrenthal’s forceful foreign policy. Like so many pre-1914 statesmen, they judged a firm hand to be the best recourse, especially against a weak adversary. Field Marshal Franz Conrad von Hötzendorf, chief of staff of the Austrian army, who would be tasked with punishing the empire’s upstart neighbour, certainly thought so. He pressed the emperor for war with one or other of Austria’s encircling enemies year after year. A reckoning with Serbia had long been in his thoughts and this was reflected in Austria’s war planning, his brinkmanship during the July Crisis, and the aggressive strategy adopted when Serbia refused to compromise her sovereignty for the bully across her northern border. Yet this was a stance borne out of desperation rather than optimism. It was death or glory for the fragile Dual Monarchy, Conrad understood, and, as he confided to his mistress Gina von Reininghaus, it would most likely be the former: ‘It will be a hopeless struggle, but nevertheless it must be because such an ancient monarchy and such an ancient army cannot perish ingloriously.’16 There was a certain degree of fatalism therefore about the plunge that Austria-Hungary took in July 1914. Francis Joseph himself had asserted in 1912, ‘I don’t want war. I have always been unlucky in wars. We would win, but lose provinces.’17 This was a very old-fashioned way of thinking about wars. By the time he died in November 1916, it was clear that the stakes of war had become much higher.

EUROPE HAD NOT ENGAGED IN A GENERAL WAR FOR A LONG TIME, ALTHOUGH it had not forgotten how to make war. After Napoleon Bonaparte’s ambition to dominate Europe had finally been thwarted on the field of Waterloo in 1815, the European continent had been relatively free of conflict. The nationalism and militarism that France’s populist revolution had unleashed in a quarter-century cycle of devastating wars remained, however, powerful forces. War had also become a civil matter: the conflicts of the first half of the nineteenth century in Spain, Italy and central Europe were fought over rights and liberties at home more than state ambitions abroad. Nationalism had resurfaced in the middle of the century, in the series of localised wars associated with German and Italian unification. Thereafter the main arena for warfare had been beyond Europe as the established and rising great powers spread their influence worldwide in an era of active imperialism. The conquest of Asia and Africa, and the repression of local uprisings, had kept Europe’s colonial armies busy for decades. As a new century started Europe remained warlike, even if it seemed less prone to wars within its boundaries. Yet the Balkans still simmered with pent-up nationalism as Turkey’s grip weakened, and the great powers had inevitably been drawn in. The Bosnian crisis had not brought them to blows, but the two Balkan Wars that followed in 1912–13 hinted that there was still much to fight for in the region. Expansionist Serbia, which had done well out of the two previous conflicts and sought further territory, was certainly not blameless in the events of 1914. That Nikola Pašić, Serbia’s nationalist and generally uncompromising prime minister, chose to accede to all but one of the demands of the Austrian ultimatum suggests that he was not yet prepared to take on Serbia’s powerful neighbour unaided. But the fact that he did not concede on all points indicates that he knew that he had powerful friends to turn to.

Francis Joseph was not the only emperor who believed in dynastic rule and state power. Tsar Nicholas II inherited the Russian throne at a relatively young age, after the premature death of his father. Ever after he retained a degree of childlike naïvety when it came to affairs of state. Although born to rule, he had not received a particularly effective education in government and fell back on the traditional principle of Russian leadership, absolutist autocracy. Dynasty (Romanov), Orthodoxy (the church) and nationality (Russian) were the three central precepts of the last tsar’s approach to ruling Russia. Extremely conservative himself, Nicholas remained out of touch with the popular currents of the age, retaining the belief that his benevolent relationship with the ordinary people – the tsar was always characterised as ‘the little father’ in Russia – transcended the liberal principles of constitutional government as well as the activities of the secret police designed to control such modernising tendencies and the intermittent pogroms and popular uprisings that left his subjects dead in the streets. The most widespread of these, a revolution in 1905 that followed defeat in the Russo-Japanese War, had forced liberalising reforms while the regime was weak. But the first national representative assembly that resulted, the Duma, had only very limited powers, its members were always suspect in the tsar’s eyes, and it never had any authority over the ministers on whom the tsar relied for the management of public affairs. This would have mattered less if the tsar had not been so capricious in his dealings with the subordinates who ran the affairs of state on his behalf. He would work with them individually rather than collectively, and often replace them on an impulse. It was an exercise of the royal prerogative that ran counter to the principles of good government. It meant that in the years before the war Russia was an empire in which parliament and people exercised no restraint upon the whims of the monarch when it came to making foreign policy and war, and his responsible ministers exerted very little influence; although the intelligentsia and political progressives certainly had much to say on the matter, most of it critical of the regime’s approach. Nicholas was a family man rather than a statesman, but his personal life was clouded with difficulties too. His empress who he loved, Alexandra, was not adored by the Russian people: her German ancestry became a liability after 1914, and the only son and heir that she bore him, Tsarevich Alexei, had inherited haemophilia from his great-grandmother, Queen Victoria. The tsar’s obstinacy when it came to modernising the state and forcing Russia to face up to the challenges of war would lead ultimately to his forced abdication after a liberal revolution in March 1917, and to the whole family’s execution at the hands of the most extreme of the many anti-tsarist revolutionary sects that were active during the last decades of his reign, Lenin’s Bolsheviks.

Russia lay at one extreme of Europe, geographically and politically. In fact, a grand tourist of Europe in the first decade of the twentieth century would have travelled a continent of rich variety and stark contrasts: a volatile blend of modernity and tradition, of plutocrats and peasants, monarchs and democrats, reformers and revolutionaries had been brewing during the previous ‘peaceful’ century. Relative peace in Europe had allowed growing prosperity, although that brought domestic tensions and the potential for civil conflict over economic and social grievances. Private-enterprise capitalism had spread eastwards from Great Britain as the century progressed. In the Low Countries and Germany it had established firm roots; in France and Italy it was taking off, in the more prosperous northern regions at least; to the east, in the Habsburg Empire and Russia, the modern industrial economy and the social problems associated with it were less developed, concentrated in sprawling modern cities isolated in a vast, semifeudal agricultural hinterland. Europe therefore was far from homogeneous. Modern heavy industries – coal mining, iron and steel manufacturing, shipbuilding, railways and chemicals: the industries of war – were concentrated in larger cities or heavily urbanised manufacturing regions such as the Clyde, the Sambre-Meuse basin and the Ruhr. But with the exception of the maritime and manufacturing leviathan Britain, all states still had large agricultural sectors and a high proportion of the population remained dependent on the land: for example in East Prussia, the political if not the economic makeweight of the German Empire, Southern Italy and central France, where a preindustrial semi-subsistence economy persisted.

The wealthy, whether well-established landowning aristocrats serving the crown in army or bureaucracy or nouveau riche factory owners from the growing middle class, still held political power, although their grip appeared less firm in the early years of a new century. As capitalism spread across Europe during the nineteenth century working men, and latterly women, started to organise and agitate for a fairer share of its profits and the political representation that might secure it; or in the most extreme manifestation of socialism, for the end of capitalism altogether. Although socialism had made only partial, and very variable, progress in the various European states before 1914, it was an ever-present threat. The rich certainly feared that if they did not hang together, they might hang separately.

In the kaiser’s Germany, for example, the so-called ‘alliance of iron and rye’ (manufacturers and farmers) had been formed to contest the rise of social democracy. Since Bismarck’s day socialists, along with Catholics, had been vilified as the enemy within the empire. By 1914 both appeared to be reconciled to the workings of imperial politics, although imperial politicians were yet to be reconciled to them. In a political system where factional interest-group politics prevailed, successive chancellors had manipulated the Reichstag parliamentary majority to ensure that the Social Democratic Party (SPD), despite being the largest political party in terms of votes and seats by 1912, would never share power. Ominously, that system was fracturing on the eve of war. Germany passed a new army service law in 1913, with socialists’ votes. The workers’ representatives favoured the land tax levied to pay for army expansion, while the landowners objected. Some judged this as modern representative democracy in action, but others saw it as a sign that the political system no longer equated to the true power structure of imperial Germany. Theobald von Bethmann Hollweg, the chancellor who with difficulty manufactured the parliamentary majority on this occasion, certainly felt that the imperial political system was on its last legs and needed reforming.

The German example is typical of the domestic uncertainties of Europe; and significant because Germany was both the most modern and powerful state on the continent, and its most troubled. Its political institutions, created by Bismarck in 1870 to sustain the power of Prussia in the new German Empire, and the political dominance of the landed interest in Prussia, no longer equated with its social structure. In the empire Kaiser William II reigned supreme, although he was not all-powerful. His ministers, particularly the Reich chancellor, managed the domestic affairs of the empire, while foreign policy and war making, if nominally controlled by the Prussian foreign and war ministries, were reserved to the emperor, who was advised by an inner cabinet dominated by his close military advisers. But William was a volatile man on whom it was dangerous to rest the destiny of Europe. A personality that was both ‘brilliant and bizarre, aggressive and insecure’18 controlling the continent’s most powerful army and its second largest navy gave cause for concern, and not just in Germany. The kaiser certainly saw himself as a powerful ruler, although many who had to work with him saw him as a loose cannon and a liability; he was unguarded in the often extreme views he conveyed to intimates and prone to rash, provocative, policy-compromising outbursts to foreign representatives or journalists. Many suspected that he was slightly unbalanced. An accident at birth had starved him of oxygen: this had left him with a withered left arm, of which he was always self-conscious, but what invisible damage it had done to his brain was never ascertained. He was certainty immature and childish, had notoriously poor judgement and seemed never to learn from experience. Inevitably, as the successor of powerful Prussian warrior-kings, William II was a militarist who loved his army (and its uniforms, which he studied in detail and on occasion designed himself) and the company of officers. Nothing pleased him more than the title of ‘supreme warlord’, which he assumed when Germany went to war: although sensibly while dwelling near the Oberste Heeresleitung (OHL – German supreme army general headquarters) throughout the war he largely followed his commanders’ advice on its conduct. As the son of an English mother, one of Queen Victoria’s daughters, his education instilled an alternative liberal navalist perspective to conservative Prussian militarism. But while William admired and wished to replicate the Royal Navy, he had no time for Britain’s parliamentary institutions or representative government.

Although the kaiser felt that he was a democrat (in that he treated all patriotic Germans equally, although like many of his compatriots he despised Jews, Catholics and social democrats whose racial, religious and political beliefs he saw as a cancers undermining Germany from within), he behaved like an autocrat and governed like a dilettante. It was at court and in the corridors of power that policy was made and actions determined: like his Austrian and Russian counterparts the kaiser was not responsible to parliament. Yet the imperial parliament (Reichstag) did have some power, particularly over the purse strings, as the crisis over the 1913 army service law demonstrated. Whether traditional elites were losing their grip on the levers of power, or whether the decision for war in 1914 represented powerful economic and political factions reasserting and exercising their authority in a new ultranationalist form,19 it was evident that by 1914 Germany was difficult to govern, and therefore dangerous: ‘The question of civil war and foreign war had indeed become the two sides of the same coin in the minds of the kaiser and his advisers, and it is virtually impossible to decide which issue obsessed them more.’20 Germany’s belligerent foreign policy under the kaiser’s mercurial direction ensured that in the lead-up to war international relations increasingly focused on restraining or deterring German global ambitions.21 The kaiser justified ratcheting up international tensions and raising the stakes to his own people as essential measures to ensure security, but these forays into foreign lands and waters were also closely linked to the ambitious naval and military expansion promoted by manufacturers and nationalists.

Armaments manufacturers stood supreme among capitalism’s elite. By the twentieth century partnerships between the state and private enterprise (that would later be identified as ‘military-industrial complexes’) existed to meet the needs of the armed forces, the state’s largest consumer of revenue and resources in the era before universal social welfare. Each state had long-established government-owned arsenals and dockyards, but as industrial processes became more sophisticated, and manufacture more complicated and expensive, state assets had to be increasingly supplemented or supplanted by the skills and resources of private manufacture. As well as new types of weaponry that needed expert design and precision engineering, armaments in much greater quantities were needed for Europe’s large conscript armies. This was beyond the capacity of state-owned production, but perfect for the mass-production techniques of the metallurgical and light-engineering industries. Heavier weapons and weapons systems such as the huge Dreadnought-type battleships deployed by Europe’s navies required an infrastructure of gun factories, engine shops, armour-plate works and assembly yards. All this sustained the heavy industries – coal, steel, shipbuilding and railways – which had powered the first phase of Europe’s industrial revolution. A second phase of industrial development had commenced in the late nineteenth century: lighter industries mass producing consumer goods; electricity, oil and gas utilities as demand for energy grew; telecommunications; motor vehicles and more recently aircraft; and most significant for war making, modern scientific chemical industries, developing explosives, gases, early plastics, synthetics and medicines.

Krupp of Essen was Germany’s largest private arms manufacturer, employing eighty-one thousand people in that city alone in Germany’s largest industrial works. Krupp nurtured a close relationship with the imperial government, evidence of the complicated links that sustained the German military-industrial complex while encouraging the regime in its belligerent militarism. Friedrich Alfred Krupp had been a sponsor of the press agitation that accompanied Admiral Alfred von Tirpitz’s turn-of-the-century plan to build a world-class German fleet. Wholly owned subsidiaries of the Krupp conglomerate then benefited from the award of contracts to build and armour-plate ships. Such a relationship gave Krupp strong political leverage and a clear commercial advantage over its domestic rivals. Army contracts were more fairly distributed. The state arsenal at Spandau dominated artillery production, but the demand it could not meet was put out to competitive tender. Krupp and its main rival Rheinmetall of Düsseldorf competed aggressively for the surplus, not without resort to the courts or underhand expedients. A major scandal broke in 1913 when a socialist deputy, Karl Liebknecht, exposed a Krupp employee who had bribed war ministry officials to furnish information about the firm’s competitors.22 This was a notorious, if not untypical, example of the all-pervading influence of industrial capitalism in high political circles. If it was at its most extreme in Germany, other leading European armaments firms – such as Vickers and Armstrong in Great Britain and Schneider and Saint-Chamond in France – also benefited from close personal links between their directors and leading political and military figures. Nonexecutive directorships were proffered to leading political figures, parliamentary seats and peerages to successful business men; the rich invested in armaments companies and in turn manufacturers funded political parties and the press that proselytised on their behalf.

Expenditure on armaments increased in all states in the decade before the war. It was an era of arms races: among the Balkan states; between the British and German navies; between the Italian and Austrian navies; between the Russian and Turkish navies; between the German, French and Russian armies. Although arms races alone do not cause wars, they certainly allow intensive, bloody campaigns to be fought once they break out. The war effort engaged from August 1914 rested on peacetime military organisation – the manning, equipment and training of the field army and navy – and deeper economic and strategic preparations for war. By the early years of the twentieth century the states of continental Europe had adopted a military system founded on the conscription of annual contingents of young men into the ranks of a citizen army. If the precise details differed from country to country, the guiding principles were the same. A proportion of the adult male population would serve a number of years in the active army before passing into the reserve. A reservist was liable to be called up if war broke out: when younger into the active reserve to serve with the field army; when older as a territorial soldier for home defence or to serve in rear-area administration. This system enabled a rapid expansion of the field army on the outbreak of war for those early battles which were expected to be decisive. If they were not, the gaps in the ranks occasioned by those battles could be filled from the reservists waiting in home depots. With such a system mass armies could be sustained in the field for many months and, if future annual contingents and untrained manpower was called up, potentially for years. Yet that presented other difficulties, not least the daunting cost. ‘A strategy of attrition will not do, if the maintenance of millions costs billions,’ General Alfred von Schlieffen, who planned Germany’s prewar strategy, had identified.23

Before the war, nonetheless, millions were being spent as arms races intensified. All Europe’s field armies had been expanding in the years before 1914. France had most recently increased the number of men she conscripted in 1913, in response to Germany’s simultaneous army expansion that, ironically, was actually precipitated by fears of Russian revival and French aggressiveness.24 France’s new three-year military service law potentially allowed France to maintain an active field army of 910,000 men in peacetime, and to mobilise 1,865,000 men when war broke out.25 Unfortunately for France, with war breaking out in 1914 her army, although enlarged by the 1913 law, was momentarily weaker. Adjusting her active army to the recruitment timetable introduced by the new law, two new classes had entered French depots in late 1913 and these half-trained men formed two-thirds of the active army deployed in August 1914.26

Germany had a significant advantage, in that with a population of almost 67,000,000 she could recruit a smaller percentage of her male population and still maintain parity with France, with a metropolitan population of 40,000,000. Many of those who did not do army service in Germany were nevertheless obliged to do partial military training in a militia-style ersatz reserve which could be brought up to full proficiency after the outbreak of war.27 This enabled her to mobilise 2,147,000 men in August 1914, and to fill her empty home depots with a levy of partly trained conscripts and patriotic volunteers (Freiwilliger).

France’s makeweight to Germany’s numbers lay in the potentially inexhaustible manpower reserves of her Russian ally. It is not surprising that in patriotic prewar cartoons and for some time after hostilities broke out, in her allies’ assessments Russia was characterised as a steamroller which would squash all in its path. On paper Russia appeared formidable, with a population of 175,000,000. Her military system enabled her to mobilise a 3,400,000-man field army in 1914, with potentially a vast, untapped reserve of manpower.28 Yet such an industrial analogy, if not entirely wide of the mark, was deceptive. Russia had been industrialising faster than any other great power in the years before the war. Although relative to her huge population her industrial base appeared small, in her major cities a growing urban workforce predominated. Twenty million Russians now worked in factories, more industrial workers than in France, and Russia was ranked third in Europe in terms of manufacturing capacity (behind Britain and Germany) and rising fast as foreign capital was invested in her businesses and infrastructure. Her armaments industry was impressive, growing and relatively modern: the vast Putilov works in St Petersburg manufactured ships, guns and shells to supplement state small arms and artillery production, and was entering a phase of rapid expansion on the eve of war. Yet Russia’s apparently overwhelming superiority masked other weaknesses. Her industrial base was inefficient compared to those of her allies and Germany, reliant on state contracts and old-fashioned management and production techniques, undercapitalized and riddled with corruption. It meant that Russia was at a distinct disadvantage when it came to fighting a modern war. Equipping, transporting and controlling such a huge force would prove problematic; although in a few years many of these deficiencies were expected to have been addressed by Russia’s own army and infrastructure expansion, the so-called Great Plan of 1913, designed, in the words of its architect war minister Vladimir Sukhomlinov, to create ‘a Russian army equal to the German army’.29 There was some substance in German statesmen’s fears that in a few years time Russia would be too powerful to fight with any hope of victory.

Germany’s only reliable support against the Russian giant was the relatively unmodernised, heterogeneous Dual Monarchy. On paper the Habsburg forces were formidable – with a population of 52,000,000, she maintained a 440,000 man active army, expandable to 1,338,000 in wartime – although, reflecting the nature of the empire, Austria’s forces too lacked homogeneity. An ‘imperial and royal’ army recruited 100,000 men per year from throughout the empire. To support this professional field army Austria and Hungary raised separate second-line forces, the Landwehr and the Honvéd respectively, their recruits supposedly serving for two years but in practice spending only about eight weeks a year in barracks and training. Similar reserve forces were raised in the other ethnic regions, creating a polyglot, semi-trained militia: three-quarters of the men mobilised in July 1914 were of this type.30 The ethnic cleavages in the empire made the army’s practical deployment problematic. The troops of the many disparate and often disloyal nationalities that lived under the imperial crowns had on mobilisation to crisscross the Habsburg lands to get to their war stations: since internal security was a significant military function it was judged dangerous to use troops in their home regions. Austria, which spent relatively little of her national budget on defence, was at a considerable disadvantage against the power that would come to Serbia’s aid, Russia, with her huge population advantage and bigger armaments industry. Austria’s armaments industry had its modern factories, notably those of the Czech conglomerate Škoda, which produced guns and armour for the navy and gun carriages for the army, as well as super-heavy artillery for smashing modern fortifications. The state-owned arsenals produced small arms, munitions and artillery barrels (still made of a steel-bronze alloy before 1914), but were not competitive in the international arms market and struggled to survive on government contracts alone. The state machine-gun works at Steyr had been bought out by the private sector in 1912.31 The armaments industry reflected Austria-Hungary’s relatively weak industrial base as a whole. Concentrated around the capital city of Vienna and in the Czech lands (then part of Hungary), it could not produce weapons and munitions on the same scale as the more industrialised economies of northern and western Europe. Consequently, Austrian divisions had fewer field guns than other armies when deployed in 1914, and a smaller reserve of shells to fire from them. Modern weapons were also in relatively short supply. Heavier artillery pieces were generally obsolescent nineteenth-century guns, there were few aircraft in service and machine guns were relatively few in number.

Relative to Austria, Russia’s armaments industry looked impressive. Thanks in part to heavy French financial investment in her ally’s military modernisation, considerable progress had been made in building production capacity. The factories concentrated in Russia’s two principal cities, Petrograd* and Moscow, were relatively modern and could potentially produce guns and shells in large numbers. But getting Russian industry to produce sufficiently for the needs of Russia’s vast army in a highly industrialised war would turn out to be a continual problem for the Allies. An imbalance between supply and demand, coupled with a railway network which was inadequate for transporting munitions from the factories to the distant front promptly and in bulk and excessive bureaucracy and corruption all along the production-supply chain, made it difficult to realise Russia’s industrial potential. That Russia could at the start of a war put many millions of men into the field and keep the army’s ranks filled with an apparently inexhaustible supply of reserves thereafter was comforting to her allies. That she could not equip or manoeuvre these masses effectively gave a real advantage to her enemies. Nevertheless, in a war between Austria-Hungary and Russia alone the latter would doubtless have prevailed.

EUROPE WAS CERTAINLY READY FOR WAR IN 1914. THE QUESTION REMAINED whether the people were willing. Pacifists rejected war altogether, but there were relatively few of them. Socialists contested the rights of the capitalists who made war. Many on the left accepted war as a means of pursuing state policy – a just, defensive war at least – but profiting from it was anathema. The socialists’ vilification of ‘merchants of death’ was strong, even while these ‘merchants of death’ employed many hundreds of thousands of socialism’s political supporters, just one of the many contradictions in Europe’s prewar labour movement. In 1912, at their international congress in Basel, Europe’s socialist party leaders had condemned war between states as inimical to workers’ cross-border solidarity and voted that any outbreak of hostilities would be thwarted by a continent-wide general strike. French socialist leader Albert Thomas, who was in wartime to manage the production of armaments, had as recently as 1913 called upon French and German socialists to ‘close ranks more firmly than ever before to fight jointly against these mad machinations of the ruling classes.’32 Yet if in principle the workers should unite against war and the capitalists who manufactured for it and sustained the imperialist quasi-democracies that were prepared to wage it, in practice their choices were not so clear-cut. Nation offered an alternative allegiance to class, and cooperation with and support for the elites and their wars proffered political and social opportunities which outright hostility did not. Therefore, despite general anxiety about what the left would do if war broke out – France, for example, drew up a list of socialist leaders and other antiwar agitators who were to be arrested on the outbreak of hostilities, the notorious Carnet B – rulers’ fears generally proved unfounded. Although socialist-led or pacifist-inspired marches against war took place in July and early August 1914 in many towns and cities, these were generally before war had been declared.33 They should be seen as pro-peace rather than antiwar demonstrations. Once the dogs of war had been unleashed, the mass of the population answered the call to arms and accepted the necessity for and justice of their country’s war, with determination if not necessarily the enthusiasm of legend. In France the socialist party’s leaders rallied their supporters to a war of national defence. Workers were patriots first, and they, their parents or grandparents still remembered the last German invasion. Ironically Jean Jaurès, the leader of the Parti socialiste français, was assassinated on 31 July by a right wing extremist fearful that he would actively oppose the war.34 This was a rare act of partisan political violence. What was noticeable (and perhaps surprising at the time) was the unanimity of support for the war. Across Europe in the nation’s hour of need political rivals and social adversaries suppressed their long-standing differences ‘for the duration’. Poincaré’s union sacrée was to manifest itself in temporary domestic harmony and a parliamentary truce between the factions in the Chamber of Deputies and Senate. Viviani broadened his government with the inclusion of socialist ministers. The kaiser declared ‘social peace’ (Burgfrieden) in Germany, while in Britain the opposition Conservative and Unionist Party pledged to cooperate with the governing Liberal Party’s war effort. These were expressions of liberal Europe’s fundamentally patriotic solidarity, although all such pronouncements were made on the assumption that war would be short and postwar political advantages would result from wartime cooperation. Sustaining such national unity and cross-party pacts would, however, prove challenging as the war was prolonged and the state’s power expanded.

In the early twentieth century socialists (of many persuasions) were identified as the enemy within. Their credo, if ill-defined, sought to appeal to the expanding workforce of Europe’s industrial cities; or in countries with relatively limited industrial development such as Russia and Italy, to the landless rural population, the peasantry. Their rivals would offer alternatives to class identity in the social competition for men’s (and, increasingly, women’s) loyalty. The very diversity of Europe at this time might paradoxically explain its coming together for war. Religion and race offered other identities and allegiances: Catholicism, Protestantism or Orthodoxy divided the Christian community of Europe. Most European states had Jewish communities, and Muslims were widespread in the Ottoman Empire and the Balkans, as well as in extra-European colonial territories. Modern societies increasingly privileged status and function over creed or race. Some such identities were highly traditional, such as the army, the navy or the state’s bureaucracy, burgeoning as capitalist society took off. Capitalism itself gave different identities of trade or profession to those who functioned in the modern economy: miner, railway-man, engineer, teacher, white-collar clerical worker, lawyer, journalist and artist. With shared status came common interests, manifested in the spread of trade unionism among the workforce and the parallel growth of trade and professional associations among their employers. Life beyond the workplace was also becoming collaborative, an element of a growing leisure and consumer economy that saw the appearance of sports and social clubs. Even children did not escape the early twentieth-century tendency to organise and club together. The Boy Scout movement was founded in England in 1907 by Robert Baden-Powell, a lieutenant-general disgruntled at his country’s poor state of military preparedness for the South African War, and the idea was quickly copied across the continent. Girl Guides followed in 1910.

There were clearly many distinctive and individualistic identities and roles that would define a person’s place in prewar European society. One dogma, however, prevailed above all: nationalism – inclusive, patriotic, self- and society-affirming, yet strident and all-pervading in its message of the rights of nations, the legitimacy of empire, the inevitability of contests between races and the need to be armed and prepared to fight for all of these. Nationalism’s images were martial and ubiquitous, ranging from the carefully stage-managed displays of sovereigns’ annual birthday parades and fleet reviews showing off armed might to the jolly sailors and proud soldiers who advertised tea, cigarettes and other day-to-day commodities in newspapers and on street-corner hoardings. They were also inherently jingoistic and antagonistic, for the essence of nationalism was rivalry with other nations, and its practitioners were monarchs and statesmen.35 Nationalism’s heroes were soldiers, the popular celebrities of their times. In Britain Field Marshal Lord Horatio Kitchener and Field Marshal Sir John French, who would respectively manage Britain’s early war effort and lead her expeditionary force in France, were men who had won or defended Britain’s empire; Admirals Sir John Fisher, Sir John Jellicoe and Sir David Beatty, Britain’s preeminent naval leaders, ensured that Britannia would forever rule the waves. During the war personality cults would grow up around military leaders everywhere: Kitchener in Britain and the early victors in the West and the East, France’s ‘miraculous’ General Joseph Joffre and Germany’s ‘wooden titan’ Field Marshal Paul von Hindenburg, would receive almost godlike devotion on the home front. In popular weekly pictorials such as France’s l’Illustration and Le Petit journal French and Allied commanders’ portraits remained a staple of wartime news.

Nationalists were many and everywhere, even in the liberal states. President Poincaré did not so much promote a nationalist revival in France after 1912 as benefit from its resurgence.36 Italy (or at least Italy’s liberal political class) was in the grip of a particular sort of aggressive, expansionistic nationalism that would induce understandable but ill-considered diplomatic decisions after July 1914. She had yet to finish the process of nation building begun in the 1860s, and irredentists of all political persuasions coveted provinces that remained under Habsburg rule. Britain had its doves, such as the ‘little Englander’ faction of the governing Liberal Party, whose members set themselves against expansive empire, armaments and secret diplomacy. Yet even they remained at heart patriotic. Although after the outbreak of war they would rally together with the antiwar wing of the Labour Party to become the Union of Democratic Control, committed to resisting warmongering and the increase of state power in wartime, they were not against just, defensive war. England counted for much, and even if it was morally questionable to export its values abroad at the point of a gun – or more accurately the prow of a gunboat – then the values it represented, the leafy lanes of England which nurtured it, were worth defending. This was an ideal, and perhaps a myth, but an outpouring of affirmative literature in the new century, such as Erskine Childers’s bestselling 1903 novel The Riddle of the Sands whose premise was a secret German invasion plot, suggested that it was under threat. While England prided itself on the fact that it had never resorted to military conscription like its continental neighbours, British militarism took a distinct form: navalism. Britannia ruled the waves and her warships kept the seas around the British Isles and controlled the sea-lanes that tied her far-flung empire together. But in the new century, old, isolationist ways were becoming redundant. Alliances and ententes became cornerstones of British diplomacy. Her home army and imperial forces were reorganised for defence and, in the form of her regular army British Expeditionary Force (BEF), for possible intervention in continental quarrels. Her warships were concentrated in home waters to confront the growing menace of the kaiser’s High Seas Fleet, coupled with anxieties about invasion that were not confined to populist literature. A home defence army, the Territorial Force, was organised in 1908, and the National Service League, a pressure group calling for the introduction of military conscription on continental lines, emerged after the South African War.

Even though it was the country with the most developed socialism, Germany also had the strongest nationalism, which many saw as an antidote to domestic divisions. Difference of class, creed, birth, race, status or function could be subsumed into a greater German identity. The primary state institution that facilitated this was the army. National service could take a man and make him a German. Two years in uniform would not only teach a man how to use weapons, march and manoeuvre tactically in the field – it would also allow his officers and noncommissioned officers (NCO) to teach him about the army as a national institution and about the country that it was designed to defend. The glorious traditions of past wars and the threat posed by present enemies would be drilled into young recruits at an age at which this might leave a lasting impression. Thereafter, annual reserve training periods offered the opportunity to refresh martial skill and reinforce national identity. This was the way that European states fashioned citizen armies wedded to the nation and primed to defend it when the need arose. It should come as no surprise that, as the twentieth century developed, this militaristic nationalism threatened to absorb and corrupt the ideals of socialism just as it had those of liberalism in the previous century. Before 1914 ‘national socialism’ was an unidentified societal malady. Nevertheless contrary, amorphous socialism was vulnerable to such infection; soldiers would be its pathogens and war would be its growth medium.

The process worked in France too.37 Every year a homogenous, republican, democratic ‘annual class’ was fashioned from the myriad local contingents – Norman and Breton peasants, Parisian shop workers and factory hands, Lyonnais weavers and farmworkers from the Île-de-France – men who, when the mobilization decree was issued, would rally to the colours to avenge France’s 1871 defeat with all the traditional furia francese they could muster. It was therefore no real surprise that when the call to arms was issued the trained men of Europe mustered at their war stations and passed without demur through the slightly surreal transition from civilian to soldier. Edouard Cœurdevey, an elementary school teacher in peacetime, recorded that when he departed from his local railway station ‘calm reigned among all the men who had left their wives, their children, their harvest, their house, with the feeling that the war would cut them all down’. At his barracks in Besançon there was an unwelcome period of boring, listless waiting, still in the grip of recollections of painful farewells. Only once on the train to the front did the martial mood start to take the soldiers, now uniformed and armed. The men from the Midi were on their way to war: caricatures of the kaiser, a pig’s head in a helmet, were passed around with much ribaldry. Patriotic songs were sung as soldiers bonded into military units in their last few days of calm. News of the progress of the war was sought at every halt. After detraining at Lure in the Vosges, they took trucks through villages peopled only by playful children and grim-faced women. Eventually signs of conflict appeared: columns of German prisoners and battle-weary men resting by the side of the road – men with lurid tales of combat. ‘One fellow saw his pal cut in two. All laughed at the inaccuracy of the Germans’ artillery fire and spoke with glee of the devastation by our 75s. They say that the Germans finish off the wounded.’ Eventually they crossed the frontier into Germany (Alsace in fact, which was rightfully part of France). ‘On the 13th I was woken by far-off gunfire. We were gripped with combat fever. The war will go well for us this time.’38 Cœurdevey’s picaresque journey was typical of the many millions made that autumn from quiet homes to thundering battlefields as prewar plans were put, it appeared seamlessly, into action.

EUROPE MAY HAVE BEEN SURPRISED BY THE WAR WHICH FOLLOWED FROM the assassination in Sarajevo – like Poincaré, many of Europe’s crowned heads and diplomats were on state visits or holidaying in foreign resorts when it happened – but the continent was not unprepared for it. Since Europe was an armed camp of two rival alliances by 1914, many judged that it was not a case of would there be war, but when would that war be? Elaborate mobilisation plans existed for that eventuality. The alliance system did not actually cause the war (if anything it had averted it for several decades) but it certainly allowed it to spread rapidly from Europe’s southeastern corner north, east and then west, as diplomatic obligations, national interest, military sabre-rattling and popular endorsement meshed together. As the July Crisis unfolded after the Austrians issued their ultimatum to Serbia Europe poised on tenterhooks. Europe’s monarchs exchanged frantic telegrams, although these were designed more to limit the war to Eastern Europe than to reverse the fateful steps already taken by Austria, Germany and Russia. An appalled realisation that this might be the crisis that brought war swept the continent as events escalated, with crowds taking to the streets in vociferous, if essentially impotent, pro-peace demonstrations: they had abrogated the right to make war to their leaders. But once the declarations of war and orders for mobilisation started to buzz along Europe’s telegraph wires, hardly any demurred. There followed a few weeks of suspended disbelief – although a general European war was something many had talked about, that the press had long speculated upon, few relished it. ‘The keynote of popular feeling was quiet dignity, joined by determination, with an undercurrent of solemn gravity and responsibility,’ Austrian reservist Fritz Kreisler noted as he passed through Vienna on his way to the front.39 Dutifully the soldiers were cheered off to their war stations, with their bands playing and old men, women and children waving flags. Tears were shed too, but often in private: not perhaps because war was welcomed, but because this was the right thing to do now that war had taken hold of the nation. Children even played at war on France’s beaches: ‘The little girls insisted on being nurses, while the nervous little boys played the part of wounded.’40

Experiencing a different kind of nervousness, their fathers and elder brothers were already on their way to their war stations. ‘Some of us will get killed,’ one French major remarked to his hostess as he departed an overnight billet to lead his battalion back into battle. He had had four close shaves already, and the war was barely a month old. ‘I wanted this war. I prayed for it. I should have been sad enough if I had died before it came. I have left a wife and children who I adore, but I am ready to lay down my life cheerfully for the victory of which I am so sure.’41 Such sentiments were commonplace.

The military system itself has frequently been blamed for the war. Such a rationale is too simplistic. If Europe’s great powers were ready and willing to unleash their carefully prepared war machines in August 1914, these were much more than the armed forces themselves. It is states and societies, governments and peoples that make war. Armed forces are merely their instrument: the muscle power which links the actions of the ruling political brain and the passionate popular heart in Clausewitz’s famous trinity of war making. Clearly, Europe was a volatile, fractious and militant continent, with governments spoiling for a fight and peoples willing and able to participate, collectively bellicose if privately apprehensive as to the personal consequences. The nineteenth century’s relatively benign age of progress had, ironically, prepared and steeled soldiers and their societies for longer and bloodier wars. It was within this social, cultural and economic framework that the armies of 1914 went to war. The first clashes, defining events of the war that followed, would be on land. Behind these huge armies navies were deploying, states were organising, diplomats were plotting and statesmen were wondering, apprehensively, if they could actually control the tumult that had been released on the world. This was war, in all its horror, for all or nothing. It was everyone’s war, and it would become everything.
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