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When war happened, people were happy. War was an escape from the dull routine of life. People were patriotic. Nationalistic training had paid off. Soldiers acted as they were going on an adventure. Some people thought war would regenerate the nation. From the war would emerge a higher civilization, morally reborn. Most people expected a short conflict. WWI turned out to be 4 years of slaughter. On 8/4/14, Germany invaded Belgium. German plans called for the army to swing through Belgium to outflank French border defenses, envelop and crush the French forces. German railroads would supply troops to the eastern front to reinforce the small force that had been assigned to hold off the Russians. Everything depended on speed. France must be taken before Russia could mobilize. The Germans thought that would take two months. French strategy called for an offensive into Alsace and Lorraine. This was a failure. Making no effort at surprise and wearing red and blue uniforms, the French were easy targets. In the first six weeks, France had 100,000 dead. German success was not complete. The Russians invaded East Prussia, which forced the Germans to transfer troops from France, halting their advance. By early September, the Germans were 40 miles from Paris. Exhausted by marches and out of supplies, the Germans also exposed their flank, which the French attacked. The British then penetrated a gap that opened up between the German armies, forcing them to retreat. The battle of the Marne had saved Paris. For 400 miles across northern France, opposing sides had constructed trenches, with dugouts and barbed wire. Trench warfare was a battle of courage, endurance, but was also butchery. Attacking troops in no man’s land were killed by machine-gun fire. If they penetrated the front line of the enemy, they were thrown back by a counterattack. The generals ordered greater attacks to end the stalemate. In 1915, France launched a lot of attacks but never gained more than three miles in one place and had 1,430,000 casualties. In 1915, there was stalemate. In 1916, the Germans attacked the town of Verdun, which was surrounded by forts. They knew France would not abandon Verdun, and hoped that France would suffer such a loss that it would be unable to continue the war. However, the French held on. When the British opened a major offensive on 7/1, the Germans channeled their reserves from Verdun to the new front. Verdun was WWI’s bloodiest battle. France and Germany suffered more than a million casualties. At the end of 6/1916, the British and French tried to break through at the Somme River. On 7/1, after seven days of bombardment, they climbed out of their trenches to attack, but they were destroyed. After this disaster, they should have called off the attack, but they didn’t. When the battle of the Somme ended, Britain and France had lost 600,000 men, but the situation was the same. In 10/1916 the new French commander ordered a mass attack for 4/1917. The Germans discovered the plans and withdrew to a shorter line on high ground, constructing the strongest defense network of war. The French still went ahead, and were slaughtered. The soldiers could endure no more. Revolts broke out in areas. Mutineers took control of barracks. The French army was disintegrating. The new general (Petain, replacing Nivelle) granted more leave, improved the food, and ordered officers to be nicer. He visited troops, listened to them, and told them that France wouldn’t stage a large attack until the US reinforced the allies. These measures restored discipline. The Germans didn’t know and didn’t attack. When they did, France was ready. 





After the Russians invaded East Prussia with insufficient preparation, they were defeated at the battle of Tannenberg (8/26-30/14) and withdrew. Austria was having no success against Serbia and Russia. In the spring of 1915, the Germans forced Russia to abandon Galicia and Poland. Russia remained in the war, forcing Germany to fight on two fronts. In 6/1916, the Russians breached the Austrian lines, but a German counteroffensive forced retreat and cost the Russians a million in casualties. In 3/1917, food shortages and a disgust with loss of life exploded into revolution. The tsar abdicated and the new government continued the war. In 11/1917, a communist revolution took place. In 3/1918, the Bolsheviks ended Russia’s role in the war by signing the punitive Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, in which Russia surrendered Poland, Ukraine, Finland, and the Baltic provinces. When the allies tried to take the Dardanelles, they met Turkish resistance. They lost and gained nothing. In 1917, the Italians were defeated by a German and Austrian force at Caporetto. 


