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he Great War-

the War to End all Wars; --
World War I-- was nothing more than a
prelude to modern carnage that we cannot
fully comprehend even by the gory stan-
dards of World War II, Vietnam or Iraq.
World War I wounded the western
world, and we have been limping ever
since.

It was the first time since Napoleon
fell that Europe went to war with each
other. And it became the world’s first
mechanized, industrial war; a war that
ushered in a new era of chemicals and
machines at a time when most men still
rode horses.

It was a war that no one said they
wanted, and that everyone said no one
could stop. Treaty after treaty prompted
one country after another to declare war
to support alliances with little regard for
the righteousness of the cause. The cause
was mainly an attack on the Hapsburg
dynastic state. Ironically, the assassina-
tion of Archduke Franz Ferdinand, heir to
the Austro-Hungarian throne, also killed
the best hope for peace. For, the Arch-
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duke was already doing what he could to
reduce war fever.

A month after his assassination, war
plans were dusted off across Europe, re-
servists were called up, and huge armies
were mobilized. At first, Germany and
Austria formed one side with Serbia.
France and Luxemburg seemed poised to
form the other side. When Germany at-
tacked neutral Belgium, England entered
the arena. Then, Germany declared war
on Russia.

The first conflict among industrialized
nations killed 10 million soldiers and mu-
tilated 21 million more. A 60 percent
casualty rate tore apart the British Expe-
ditionary Force in the first three months
of the war. There were 60,000 casualties
on the first day of the Battle of the
Somme. Before it ended, more than a
million men were wounded or killed in
the Somme. Only seven miles of terri-
tory had been gained by the allies during
the four and a half month battle.

France lost more than 1.3 million dur-
ing WWI. British dead totaled 723,000,
including Australians, twice as many as
in WWII. Two million German soldiers
died. Canada lost 60,000. India sent a
million men, 10,000 of which died. Even
Jamaica sent men, 11,000 of them. Higher
losses were suffered in Russia and Otto-
man Turkey due to poor sanitary condi-
tions.

The Meuse-Argonne, Belleau Wood,
Cantigny, and Aisne, were the battles
where most Americans fought. About
6,000 doughboys died at Aisne, nearly 200
at Cantigny, 26,000 died at Meuse-
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Argonne; there were nearly 10,000 casual-
ties in Belleau Wood, with 1,811 killed in
action. More than 110,000 Americans in
uniform died, half of them to the Spanish
Influenza. Yet the war signaled Amer-
ica’s emergence as a strong global power.

Five million of the men who died in
battle have no graves. Nothing was left
but their names. No one has an accurate
count of civilian deaths.

Most of the British dead came from
the working class who largely comprised
the enlisted ranks, a phenomenon com-
mon to all nations of the world since time
immemorial. Similarly, officers were his-
torically drawn from upper classes with-
out due regard for their military training
or experiences.  The upper classes thus
paid a high price; losing between 19-20
percent of members of the peerage, gradu-
ates of universities and boarding schools.
Throughout Europe, an entire generation
of nobility was lost. Such loses added to
the economic chaos.

Civilians too suffered immense pain.
Millions were displaced in their own
countries. People today do not realize
that the years 1914-18 saw internment
camps throughout Europe to house civil-
ians who were in the wrong country.
More than a quarter of Belgium’s civilian
population became refugees, mostly due
to poison gas. Minorities were sent to the
front lines.

People today seem unaware that WWI
saw the first aerial bombings of Britain.
Zeppelins killed more than soo Britons
between 1914-15.
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It was German sinking of civilian
ocean liners, such as the British RMS
Lusitania that brought neutral America
into the war. On board were 1,959 passen-
gers, 1,198 of them died when a U-boat
sunk the ship. Of the 159 Americans on
board, 128 were killed.

Modern chemical warfare was born in
April 1915 on the battlefields of Belgium.
One of every four shells fired was poison
gas. Poison gas was later said to be used
in the 1920s and 30s in Iraq, Manchuria,
and Ethiopia. There are tales of gas used
in Cambodia by the Khmer Rouge. To-
day, Syria still has poison gas.

Britain felt it had to fight to maintain
national independence as a great power.
For, if Germany had ruled the continent,
British power would have been severely
diminished, which in turn would have de-
stroyed the British Empire. Instead, de-
feat marked the decline of the German
Empire. It would take World War II to
effectively reduce the British Empire and
to reboot Germany into a modern indus-
trial nation of the type they had de-
stroyed in Belgium. Economies, such as
Belgium, took more than eighty years to
return to pre-WWI levels of harmony.

As any combat veteran will tell you,
minutes of maddening excitement traded
places with hours of insane inactivity.
There were hours of boredom interrupted
by minutes in hell. Some men said that
the carnage of war made them believe in
God, while others said that man’s inhu-
manity to man convinced them there was

no God.






