Tiny summary of WWI

In late June 1914, Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria was assassinated by a Serbian nationalist in Sarajevo, Bosnia. An escalation of threats and mobilization orders followed the incident, leading by mid-August to the outbreak of World War I, which pitted Germany, Austria-Hungary and the Ottoman Empire (the so-called Central Powers) against Great Britain, France, Russia, Italy and Japan (the Allied Powers). The Allies were joined after 1917 by the United States. The four years of the Great War--as it was then known--saw unprecedented levels of carnage and destruction, thanks to grueling trench warfare and the introduction of modern weaponry such as machine guns, tanks and chemical weapons. By the time World War I ended in the defeat of the Central Powers in November 1918, more than 9 million soldiers had been killed and 21 million more wounded. The Treaty of Versailles, signed in 1919, determined post-war borders from Europe to the Middle East, established the League of Nations as an international peace organization and punished Germany for its aggression with reparations and the loss of territory. Tragically, the instability caused by World War I would help make possible the rise of Nazi leader Adolf Hitler and would, only two decades later, lead to a second devastating international conflict. 
First trenches are dug on the Western Front

In the wake of the Battle of the Marne—during which Allied troops halted the steady German push through Belgium and France that had proceeded over the first month of World War I—a conflict both sides had expected to be short and decisive turns longer and bloodier, as Allied and German forces begin digging the first trenches on the Western Front on September 15, 1914.

The trench system on the Western Front in World War I—fixed from the winter of 1914 to the spring of 1918—eventually stretched from the North Sea coast of Belgium southward through France, with a bulge outwards to contain the much-contested Ypres salient. Running in front of such French towns as Soissons, Reims, Verdun, St. Mihiel and Nancy, the system finally reached its southernmost point in Alsace, at the Swiss border. In total the trenches built during World War I, laid end-to-end, would stretch some 25,000 miles—12,000 of those miles occupied by the Allies, and the rest by the Central Powers.

As historian Paul Fussell describes it, there were usually three lines of trenches: a front-line trench located 50 yards to a mile from its enemy counterpart, guarded by tangled lines of barbed wire; a support trench line several hundred yards back; and a reserve line several hundred yards behind that. A well-built trench did not run straight for any distance, as that would invite the danger of enfilade, or sweeping fire, along a long stretch of the line; instead it zigzagged every few yards. There were three different types of trenches: firing trenches, lined on the side facing the enemy by steps where defending soldiers would stand to fire machine guns and throw grenades at the advancing offense; communication trenches; and "saps," shallower positions that extended into no-man’s-land and afforded spots for observation posts, grenade-throwing and machine gun-firing.

While war in the trenches during World War I is described in horrific, apocalyptic terms—the mud, the stench of rotting bodies, the enormous rats—the reality was that the trench system protected the soldiers to a large extent from the worst effects of modern firepower, used for the first time during that conflict. The greatest danger came during the periods when the war became more mobile, when the soldiers on either side left the trenches to go on the offensive. German losses per month peaked when they went on the attack: in 1914 in Belgium and France, 1915 on the Eastern Front, and 1918 again in the west; for the French, casualties peaked in September 1914, when they risked everything to halt the German advance at the Marne. Trench warfare redefined battle in the modern age, making artillery into the key weapon. Thus the fundamental challenge on both sides of the line became how to produce enough munitions, keep the troops supplied with these munitions and expend enough of them during an offensive to sufficiently damage the enemy lines before beginning an infantry advance.
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A million horses went to war... only 65,000 came back

They were the unsung heroes of the Great War, and nearly 100 years on their sacrifices are finally being recognised. 

Up to a million horses were killed serving with Allied troops in the First World War. 

Despite many people assuming the conflict was all about brutal trench warfare, the truth is cavalry men still charged into battle on horseback.  Their loyal steeds were also vital for dispatching messages and taking guns, men and supplies to the front, and casualties back to safety.  In fact, during the four-year campaign the British Army shipped more tonnes of animal food overseas than ammunition. 

The tale of the conflict’s horses is little known — but it captivated Hollywood director Steven Spielberg. And he set about telling the story of the bloody conflict through the eyes of one of the heroic creatures in his latest epic, War Horse. It centres on Devon thoroughbred Joey, who is sold to the British Army in the First World War to the dismay of his devoted owner Albert.  Michael — whose book also spawned an award-winning West End play — told The Sun: “The horses would have died exactly the same way as the men — caught up in the wire and mowed down by machine guns in the mud. 

“But they were the totally innocent victims. They were just taken there.” 

To bring the moving tale to life, Spielberg consulted historians Dr Dave Kenyon and Andrew Robertshaw. The film, which opens nationwide on Friday, features reconstructions of action on the Western Front — including a full cavalry charge of almost 100 horses.  “During filming you could feel the earth shake,” enthused Dr Kenyon.  The historian, who has directed excavations on First World War battlefields and written a book about the British Cavalry, says the bond between troops and their horses depicted in the film is accurate.  “The impression you get from veteran interviews is that they were very fond of the horses,” he said. 

“If you live intimately with an animal you form a close bond. You rely on them to keep you alive. 

“If you are on a horse and it stumbles and falls into a shell hole or doesn’t do the right thing at the right moment when you are up against an enemy, you both die.” 

Speaking from picturesque Castle Combe in Wiltshire — where another part of the movie was shot — Dr Kenyon said the horse would be a soldier’s constant companion. 

“Not only cavalry men, but gunners and wagon drivers would be working with horses,” he continued. 

If a horse was badly injured, such as suffering a broken leg, they had to be put down. 

Dr Kenyon said: “It was very difficult for the men to kill the horses, but it is the last act of kindness you could show them.” 

Many would try not to build a bond with their next mount. “But the men said they always failed.” 

Andrew, who is director of the Royal Logistic Corps Museum in Surrey, believes the creatures were generally treated well. “Tonne for tonne there was more horse fodder delivered in World War I than ammunition. 

“Without horses they couldn’t get the guns or shells up to the front.” 

Andrew, who also worked on the 2002 BBC2 show Two Men In A Trench, added: “Horses were good for getting around and doing reconnaissance. They are quiet. 

“Also, if a man steps on a personnel mine he loses a leg and goes home. If a horse steps on it he gets another horse.” 

By the end of the First World War it is believed all sides had used eight million horses, plus 213,000 mules. But there is some dispute over the number that died. 

War Horse author Michael says: “I asked the Imperial War Museum and they said they couldn’t be sure. 

“They thought about a million — and that was just on our side. One million that went over to Europe and just 65,000 came back.” 

But Dr Kenyon says many of the 935,000 that didn’t return were sold or retired. It is estimated the British lost half a million horses on the Western Front alone, while their French Allies saw 542,000 killed there. The German Forces had a similar number die and many experts quote an overall horse fatality figure of two million. 

Simon Butler, author of The War Horses, said: “Horse types varied widely and the tasks these animals performed ranged from duties as unofficial unit mascots to hauling great guns across the battlefield. 

“But in almost all their areas of activity they were subject to stress, disease and outright danger resulting in a 50 per cent mortality rate at the front.” 

Many of them were very hungry, particularly in the bitter winters, getting just 20lb of grain a day — 25 per cent less than recommended. 

It was expensive to lose them, with the British Remount Department spending £67.5million on buying and transporting horses. 

All the countries caught up in the First World War set out with large cavalry units. 

But it was soon clear horses were no match for deadly machine guns. 

And with the arrival of tanks the use of horses dwindled. 

War Horse author Michael got the idea for his book after speaking to a farm hand and two Great War veterans from Iddesleigh in Devon, the village where he lives. 

Arthur Budgett was a captain in the British Cavalry, Wilf Ellis served as a private on the Western Front and Albert Weeks was a farm hand. 

“Captain Budgett, Wilf Ellis and Albert Weeks worked with horses and I filled my head with their memories and the horrors they lived through,” he said. 

All three men are now dead. But due to their poignant recollections the debt we owe them and the war horses will never be forgotten. 
Reprinted from The Sun, London, April 15, 2013

