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When the Great War began
in August 1914, many
people thought it would be
over by Christmas. Instead
it lasted for more than four
years and claimed millions
of lives.

One dominant feature
of the conflict was the seemingly endless miles of
trenches that faced each other, often just a few
hundred yards apart. The only way of attacking was
through brutal frontal assaults. Often thousands of
men died in a few hours. When they weren’t fighting,
men lived in subhuman conditions in the trenches.

Many people hoped that the horrors of the Great
War would make it the “war to end all wars.” It
wasn’t. The victorious Allies imposed very harsh
terms on the defeated Germans. These terms led
directly to the rise of Adolf Hitler and the outbreak
of World War II just twenty years later.
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7

Foreshadowing and First Shots

As night fell over the village of Waterloo, Belgium, on June 18, 1815,
thousands of soldiers lay dead in the nearby fields. Thousands more were
hurt. Their wounds ranged from scratches to shattered limbs that required
amputation.

An alliance of British, Prussian, Dutch, and Belgian troops had just
defeated a formidable French army led by the emperor Napoléon. Nearly
50,000 men on both sides had become casualties. It’s doubtful that any of
the survivors knew they had just ended an epoch.

Until Waterloo, Europe had been an almost continuous battleground.
For centuries, armies ranged across the width and breadth of the continent.
The conflicts hadn’t just involved soldiers. Many civilians also died or were
uprooted. The battles became even more horrific after Napoléon had come
to power.

The major European countries wanted to stop such destructive wars.
They met at the Congress of Vienna, where they adopted a principle that
became known as the balance of power. The chief objective was to ensure
that no nation could acquire as much power as France had. The best way of
achieving that objective was through a delicate series of alliances among
the leading nations. The result was an uneasy but lasting peace.

At the same time, technology had improved the quality of life for
more and more people. The nineteenth century saw the invention of rail-
roads, telegraph lines, powerful steamships, and many other marvels that
made it much easier to travel and communicate across great distances.
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American cattlemen adopted barbed wire in the 1870s, which made it easier
to supply the country’s increasing appetite for fresh beef. The early years of
the twentieth century saw the introduction of the airplane, which satisfied
humanity’s ancient yearning to fly.

The growth of technology made many people very optimistic about
the future. One powerful image of this optimism was the ocean liner
Titanic. The vessel was launched in 1911. Many had so much faith in tech-
nology that they believed the Titanic was unsinkable.

Relatively few people paid much attention to other uses of technol-
ogy: better ways of killing each other. Big cannons firing high-explosive
shells, machine guns, and large submarines were technological marvels.

Nor did people particularly note that even apparently peaceful in-
ventions were easily adapted for military use. Railroads made it easier to
transfer fighting men from one place to another. Telegraph lines cut down
on transmission time for sending battle orders. Steam power allowed war-
ships to become larger and to carry much bigger guns. Barbed wire was as
effective against men as it had been in controlling cattle. Armies and navies
evaluated how they could use airplanes.

Even fewer seemed to grasp the potential impact of all these new
inventions should they ever be turned loose on battlefields. The chances of
war seemed increasingly remote. Early in 1870, French Prime Minister
Émile Ollivier expressed the views of most people. He said, “At no period
has the maintenance of peace seemed better assured.”1

Yet within a few weeks of this pronouncement, his nation was at
war. What became known as the Franco-Prussian War became one of the
few blips on the otherwise peaceful European landscape after the battle of
Waterloo. German chancellor Otto von Bismarck used the conflict to unite
scores of small, independent states.

The war was very short and very localized. It was unlike the cata-
strophic conflicts that the balance of power had prevented, and would con-
tinue to prevent for several decades. Even the most important battle, the
Battle of Sedan, claimed only about 5,000 lives. That was far fewer than
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during the Napoleonic era. After the Franco-Prussian War , the French had
to give up two provinces—Alsace and Lorraine—located next to Germany.

The balance of power itself was continuing to shift. Under Napoléon
and for many years afterward, France and Russia had been enemies. Rus-
sia and Prussia had been friendly for much of the same period. France and
Britain had a long history of conflict. Prussia and Austria-Hungary had had
a brief war shortly before the Franco-Prussian War.

New combinations were emerging. The now-united Germany and
Austria-Hungary became linked by treaties. Wilhelm II, who became kai-
ser in 1888, allowed the long-standing treaty of friendship between his
country and Russia to lapse. Russia, desperate for an ally, sided with France.

There were other sources of uneasiness. One was the struggle for
colonies. Africa and much of Asia were quickly carved up among the lead-
ing European nations.

Another came at the turn of the century when the Germans decided
to build a powerful navy. The British regarded this as a direct threat. For
decades, the Royal Navy had been unchallenged in its command of the
Seven Seas. Now the Germans were trying to catch up. Each side began
building larger, deadlier, and vastly more expensive warships.

A third was the rise of nationalism. This was especially strong in
the empire of Austria-Hungary, which controlled much of eastern and south-
ern Europe. Dozens of ethnic groups clamored for independence, espe-
cially in the Balkan region.

A symbol of the horror that was about to descend on Europe came in
April 1912. The “unsinkable” Titanic struck an iceberg on her maiden
voyage and foundered, killing more than two-thirds of the people who had
confidently boarded her just a few days earlier.

By then, Germany and Austria-Hungary were known as the Central
Powers. Britain, France, and Russia had come together to form the Triple
Entente. Distrust among the major powers continued to accelerate. They
drew up elaborate military plans.
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Europe was becoming a tinderbox for war. All it needed was a single
spark to set it off.

That spark came on June 28, 1914. Archduke Franz Ferdinand, the
heir to the throne of Austria-Hungary, visited Sarajevo, Bosnia. Franz
Ferdinand and his wife, Sophie, rode through the streets in an open car. A
young man named Gavrilo Princep leaped from the curb and shot both of
them from short range.

Princep came from neighboring Serbia. Serbia had been especially
outspoken in its desire for independence from Austria-Hungary. The lead-
ers of the empire decided that the assassination offered an excellent reason
to crack down on Serbia. They knew that Russia supported Serbia and that

A Serbian terrorist assassinates Archduke

Franz Ferdinand and his wife, Sophie.

This event took place
in Sarajevo, Bosnia,
on June 28, 1914.
World War I broke out
about five weeks later.
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attacking Serbia would likely mean war with Russia. They knew that they
couldn’t stand up to Russia by themselves.

They wouldn’t have to. They believed that Germany would come to
their aid.

On July 28, Austria-Hungary declared war on Serbia. Diplomats,
taken by surprise by the sudden developments, worked feverishly to seek
an end to the crisis.

The worsening situation hung on one key: mobilization. Each major
country had developed extremely detailed plans for sending their troops to
various locations where they could launch attacks. These plans depended
largely on railroad schedules. It was relatively easy to set these plans in
motion. It would prove impossible to halt them.

The Russians declared mobilization on July 31. France and Ger-
many did the same thing the following day. Germany declared war on Rus-
sia. Two days later they declared war on France. Britain held out—for the
time being.

Both sides believed that they would win. Even more, they believed
that the war they were about to enter would be short. It would probably last
only a few months. Trains packed with soldiers heading for the front de-
parted at very short intervals. The atmosphere was festive. People on the
platform—relatives, friends, other citizens—waved flags, threw flowers, and
cheered. The soldiers waved back happily.

The Great War was about to begin.
Of the two sides, the Germans—by far the superior army of the

Central Powers—had the better chance of achieving a quick victory. In
1905, Count Alfred von Schlieffen, in anticipation of a war with France,
had completed several years of work on a daring plan. He would send a
massive army against France. Its especially strong right flank would easily
overcome any resistance. There would be no escape. “When you march
into France, let the last man on the right brush the [English] Channel with
his sleeve,”2 he wrote.
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After advancing well into France, this right flank would turn inland.
In conjunction with the rest of the German army, they would surround the
French army and force it to surrender. Then they would march into Paris.
The war in the West would be over. According to Schlieffen’s meticulous
calculations, it would take exactly six weeks.

After France, Germany would deal with Russia. Many of the troops
who had fought in France would participate in this second phase. Trains
would move them quickly and efficiently from France to Russia. The Ger-
man leaders didn’t think it would take much to defeat Russia as well. They
thought the entire conflict would be over by Christmas. Kaiser Wilhelm
was even more optimistic. Seeing off some of his soldiers, he told them,
“You will be home before the leaves have fallen from the trees.”3

Anyone who could read a map knew that Belgium was along the logical
invasion route from Germany into France. The country had a tiny army. It wouldn’t
take long for the Germans to overcome resistance and continue into France.
Belgium was neutral, but that didn’t matter to the Germans.

The Germans knew that the British had a treaty with Belgium that dated
back to 1839. Although the Germans had also signed it, they discounted the
treaty. They didn’t believe that the British would go to war over a scrap of paper.

They were wrong. As soon as the first German troops entered Bel-
gium on August 4, the British sent an ultimatum to Berlin. The Germans
didn’t bother to reply. British foreign secretary Sir Edward Grey was stand-
ing in his office as the final minutes ticked away. He saw a man on the
street turning down the gaslights. “The lamps are going out all over Eu-
rope,” he said. “We shall not see them lit again in our lifetime.”4
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