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When the guns ceased firing, signaling the end of the Great War, it was not
uncommon for bereaved loved ones or surviving comrades to post memoriam notes in
British newspapers. Many such memorials were posted on July 1, 1917, the
anniversary of the kick-off of the ill-fated British Somme offensive in 1916. One note
that wac reneated year after year in British papers was to the memory of those lost

he 9™ and 10" Battalions of the King’s Own Yorkshire Light Infantry.
re the offensive began, officers of one of the battalions offered a toast and
»f the moment proposed, “Gentlemen, when the barrage lifts.” The lifting
re and the sound of a whistle were the signal for the infantry to go over the
:eed across no-man’s land. The initial assault engaged 800 men from those
Within 24 hours, only eighty enlisted men and four officers had survived.

the first day British losses included 20,000 killed and another 37,000
wounded.! No one inquired whether the veterans of that ill-advised
‘hich lasted several months, knew what the conflict was all about or why it

s years that followed the Great War, scholars of all stripes as well as
of all nationalities wrote about the conflict. Publishers provided the public
rtment of books—memoirs, diplomatic histories, and combat narratives—
ir, but few could understand why it had happened. A visit to the Combined
rch Library in Eisenhower Hall at Fort Leavenworth or any other major
rrary in the United States or United Kingdom will introduce readers to the
of publications available in their stacks. But this only raises questions
the significance of the Great War and its place in world history. Why
sators on all academic levels—higher education or secondary—spend
le in reviewing the Great War? Many of my students ask that question
and, no doubt, many of yours do too. Many of the_sources published
e Great War focused either on slanted diplomatic narratives or memorials
th lost and won. :

“he Great War and Modern Memory (New York: Oxford University Press, 1974), 315-
othstein, “Revisiting the Nightmares of World War 1,” New York Times, August 15,2014,
st 16, 2014, http://www.nytimes.com/2014/08/16/arts/design/first-world-war-galleries-
rial-war-museum-html? r=0.
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ailles Settlement. In time, German nationalists claimed that the German Army was
efeated on the field of battle, but instead was stabbed in the back by Socialists,
ists, and Jews, whom German extremists termed the “November Criminals.” The
to the Second World War was conceived from the ashes of the Great War, at least
¢ minds of right-wing Germans. It is difficult, if not outright impossible, to
lize the origins of World War II without Adolf Hitler, a German World War
an who rose from obscurity to the pinnacle of power in arevived and re-militarized
1any.

Hitler himself claimed that the war was a defining moment in his life. However,
1as Weber in Hitler’s First War (New York: Oxford University Press, 2010)
ions those assumptions. Germans willingly followed Hitler, not because he
ised a new war—even his ardent followers could not visualize how destructive the
would be—but by how he effectively liberated Germany from the shackles of the
-atof Versailles.” As Weber notes, Hitler’s war experiences as a regimental runner
led him from the horrors that so many others had confronted. Hitler hid his war
d so successtully, according to Weber, that General Kurt von Schleicher claimed
Jitler’s “tales” were a “fabrication.” But accounts of “Hitler’s treatment at
valk” had no discernible impact on a German public already blinded by Hitler’s
ises of new visions of a thousand-year Third Reich.*

The First World War has cast a shadow throughout Europe and the Unite_d States
snerations. David Reynolds, a professor of international history at Cambridge,
ines the long-term consequences of the Great War in The Long Shadow: The
cies of the Great War in the Twentieth Century (New York: W.W. Norton, 2014).
ears, particularly during the 1970s and 1980s, scholars focused on what Reynolds
~“the cult of memory.” Reynolds is correct when he argues that memory has been
ted too far” when covering the conflict, particularly in obscuring the direct,
ial impacts of the war,” including the political and military as well as the
ectual consequences of what followed in its wake.® If only the war could have
1in 1916 by anegotiated settlement, something Lord Lansdowne, a former British
tary, had proposed in November 1916, the hatreds engendered by the mass
lities might have been avoided.

as Weber, Hitler’s First War (New York: Oxford University Press, 2010), 287. Pasewalk was a
y hospital in eastern Germany where Hitler was treated as a patient following a gas attack in
Is.

ition to Paul Fussell and Modris Eksteins, Jay Winter is another scholar who has examined
v in his book Sites of Memory, Sites of Mourning: The Great War in European Cultural History
Cork: Cambridge University Press, 1995).

Reynolds, The Long Shadow: The Legacies of the Great War in the Twentieth Century (New
W.W. Norton, 2014), xx.
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aere the British had magically avoided open hostility and a damaging mutiny
sh Army when Herbert Asquith and his Liberals tabled the issue of Home
land.® In Germany the “social question” divided Imperial Germany between
es and socialists. Austria-Hungary confronted restive nationalities that
‘he monarchy. In Russia, Nicholas II faced the fear of another revolution
that followed Russia’s defeat at the hands of Imperial Japan in 1905. Jack
The Lost History of 1914: Reconsidering the Year the Great War Began
: Walker, 2012), reinforces Mayer’s assumptions with the notable addition
t the situation between the United States and Mexico following the Mexican
of 1912 and President Woodrow Wilson’s quest for a new world order
: border. Not all scholars, however, are willing to accept either Mayer or
alysis blindly.

ar too long, scholars have avoided Mexico when examining the political
the United States in the years immediately before the outbreak of the
onflict. There are a few sources that can fill in the historical record. The
Quirk’s study 4n Affair of Honor: Woodrow Wilson and the Occupation
' (New York: W.W. Norton, 1962) details Wilson’s objectives in Mexico
s as valuable today as it was when published initially. The late John S.D.
‘provides an overview of the Mexican Revolution and its significance to the
es in his second volume on Mexican-American relations in Intervention!
States and the Mexican Revolution, 1913-1917 (New York: W.W. Norton,
2n Pancho Villa crossed the border and attacked Columbus, New Mexico,
aved the way for Wilson to take an activist role in Mexico’s internal affairs.
me, an investigative journalist, chronicles the Pershing expedition in 7he
d the Jaguar: Pershing’s Hunt for Pancho Villa (Boston: Little, Brown,
xico remained a major concern for Washington, and indirectly played a
in Wilson’s decision for war in 1917 following the British release of the

s, a captain in the French Army, was accused of providing Germany with critical

iile serving on the French General Staff. He was tried and convicted for treason in 1895
infamous Devil’s Island. Soon doubts arouse concerning his guilt, led first by Georges
hief of French counterintelligence, and Emile Zola, one of France’s greatest men of letters.
conviction contributed to a wave of Anti-Semitic fervor throughout France, dividing the
between those who believed in Dreyfus’s innocence (Dreyfusards), who sought to reopen
hose who believed in his guilt (Anti-Dreyfusards). For more information on the case, see
1y by Nicholas Halasz, Captain Dreyfus: The Story of Mass Hysteria (New York: Simon
1968); Ruth Harris, Dreyfus: Politics, Emotion, and the Scandal of the Century (New
litan Books, 2010); Piers Paul Read, The Dreyfiss Affair: The Scandal That Tore France
7ork: Bloomsbury, 2012); Louis Begley, Why the Drevfus Affair Matters (New Haven:

y Press, 2009); Pierre Birnbaum, The Anti-Semitic Moment: A Tour of France in 1898

iIl and Wang, 2003); and two recent novels, Kate Taylor, 4 Friend in Uniform (New York:
and Robert Harris, 4n Officer and a Spy (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2014).






“Gentlemen, When the Barrage Lifts” 65

ts the objective was to create a greater Serbia. The goals were obvious:
e remnants of the Ottoman Empire and, second, hasten the collapse of the
.1 explanation or understanding of the origins of the Great War, as Clark
t found in the machinations occurring in coffee shops and apartments in

1how the Serbs exploited the weaknesses in the Dual Monarchy, readers
Geoffrey Wawro’s account of the difficulties Vienna confronted in facing
ad Catastrophe: The Qutbreak of World War I and the Collapse of the
pire (New York: Basic Books, 2014). Wawro, the Director of Military
rth Texas State, demonstrates that Austria was “essentially [a] feudal
crown lands with their dozen nationalities were botched together in the
ury ... limped into the twentieth century under attack from its own
wanted federalism, home rule, or independence.”'® Sean McMeekin, the
1914: A Countdown to War (New York: Basic Books, 2013), contends
dinand, who was determined to reform the empire, posed a clear threat
>’s plans. Even more problematic for Serbian plotters, the heir apparent
nnexation of Bosnia and realized that the Bosnian Crisis of 1908 “had
sian pride deeply.”!! For Apis, the assassination of the Austrian heir
1d further Serbia’s long-term ambition of creating a greater Serbia,
the expense of the Habsburg domains.
assination of Franz Ferdinand was told well by both Joachim Remak in
icouver: Criterion Books, 1959) and Vladimir Debijer, a Bosnian and a
n officer with Tito, as well as the official Tito biographer, who wrote
time the best single-source account of the assassination in 7%e Road to
v York: Simon and Schuster, 1966). Dedijer believed that in normal
irder “could not have provoked such momentous consequences.”"
sumes that Vienna could have argued that Belgrade was “harboring
ng the same logic of the United States following 9/11, thus justifying
. The notable difference between the Serbian government in 1914 and
2001 was that there was no boasting, quite the contrary, and there was

, A Mad Catastrophe: The Outbreak of World War I and the Collapse of the
(New York: Basic Books, 2014), xxi.

July 1914: Countdown to War (New York: Basic Books, 2013), 4.

t, The Road to Sarajevo (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1966), 445.
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The question remains: How then did a bloody assassination turn into a
vastating conflict that toppled three dynasties and brought forth the modern era?
storians have sought explanations into why European statesmen permitted this
igedy to unfold. During the war all the belligerents wrote “color books” to explain
d exonerate their policy decisions and point fingers at likely culprits. But it remains
ystifying even today to explain why a political murder in the Balkans contributed to
3 mass carnage that followed. David Fromkin, writing in Europe’s Last Summer:
ho Started the Great War in 19147 (New York: Knopf, 2004), believes that historians
ve missed the point. Fromkin stresses that historians have assumed for too long that
rope confronted a single war following Serbia’s rejection of the Austrian ultimatum
July 24, 1914, when in all practicality there were two wars, the Austria-Serbian clash
d Germany’s preemptive strike against Russia and France.

Color-Coded Books with Justifications for War

Country of Origin Color Publication Date
Germany White Book August 1914
Great Britain Blue Book August 1914
Russia Orange Book September 1914
Belgium Grey Book October 1914
France Yellow Book November 1914
Austria-Hungary Red Book June 1915

irce: Gordon Martel, The Month That Changed the World: July 1914 (New York: Oxford University
ss, 2014), 402.

Much like Fritz Fischer, Fromkin believes that Germany, particularly the chief
the German General Staff, Helmuth von Moltke, anticipated that Germany was
mfronting an untenable situation of two unrelenting foes—France and Russia—and
lized that Germany faced an existential threat vis-a-vis the Entente powers.
erefore, Germany needed to embark on a preemptive strike before, as military
tolars would say, the correlation of forces would overwhelm Imperial Germany. The
assination provided the justification, according to Fromkin, for Germany to unleash
- military might before France and Russia became even more of a threat to
rmany’s national security. In Fromkin’s estimation, time was not on Germany’s side.
the other hand, Emperor Franz Joseph, Field Marshal Conrad von Hotzendorf, and
reign Minister Count Leopold von Berchtold, with the lukewarm support of the
ngarian Prime Minister Count Istvan Tisza, sought a localized conflict between
stria and Serbia. More problematic, no one sought to stop Berchtold’s plan, which
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Meekin in his earlier study, The Russian Origins of the First World War
:lknap/Harvard, 2011), believes Nicholas IT’s government successfully
oid criticism for its part in the conflict. McMeekin relates that a
within Russian officialdom assumed, much like Germany, that Russia
v hostile powers— Austria-Hungary, Germany, and the Ottoman Empire.
onstantly feared a “Crimean coalition” that “was replaced, after 1878,
in even more bewildering ‘Congress of Berlin syndrome,” wherein,
having for once fought a war against Turkey in which no enemy
»alesced, diplomatic defeat had nevertheless been snatched from the
on the battlefield.”"’
in feels that most accounts looking at the July Crisis fail to review
policy from the Balkan Wars through the assassination in Sarajevo.
:s that the Russians were not only revising Plan 19, Russia’s initial
rilization plan, but also preparing for an amphibious operation to seize
sia, as well as the other Powers, long assumed that the Ottoman Empire
sllapse and actively planned to use the Black Sea Fleet and Imperial
Odessa Military District to achieve St. Petersburg’s objective. After
yurces, he stressed that Russia opposed Berlin’s posting of Liman von
1and the Turkish garrisons along the Straits, as well as their opposition
ing two Dreadnoughts to the Turks, because these were significant
ssia’s on-going plans for the Straits.
n also surmises that St. Petersburg was aghast as Nicholai Hartwig,
1ibassador who mobilized the Balkan coalition against the Turks during
1 War, now threatened Russia’s prime objective, Constantinople, in
s was occurring, McMeekin believes, the Russians “sanctioned a ‘trial
Poland as the war broke in October. On November 22, 1912, Russia’s
tkhomlinov, prepared orders for a full-on yet ‘partial’ mobilization of
ricts of Warsaw (that is Russian Poland, targeting Austrian Galicia),
Jkraine, targeting same), and, intriguingly, Odessa (from which an
ration in Constantinople might be launched).” McMeekin believes that
ting aspect of this move was that it was “almost identical to the one that
«d in July 1914 ... for Russia to appear to mobilize ‘against Austria
to alarm the Germans.”'®
available evidence, McMeekin realizes that earlier scholars, especially
tly after the war, assumed that St. Petersburg was less complicit than
ustria. Unfortunately Russia, he believes, bears more responsibility

"he Russian Origins of the First World War (Cambridge: Belknap/Harvard, 2011),
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1ed on the New York Times Bestseller List for 42 weeks. The central premise of
assic study was that the Great War was the result of policymakers making
>ns without fully comprehending the potential consequences.”

The new sources concerning the July Crisis take a more nuanced approach to the
ak ofhostilities in 1914 than did Sidney B. Fay, Harry Elmer Barnes, Bernadotte
tt, Luigi Albertini, and Fritz Fischer, not because of access to more sources, but
realization that all of the principal statesmen were directly or indirectly complicit
tragedy following the assassination of Franz Ferdinand. All of the statesmen—
told, Bethmann Hollweg, Poincaré, Sazonov, and Grey—in one manner or
r failed to visualize the consequences of a general war upon future European
ty. They all permitted a single terrorist act, one which they normally would have
nned jointly, to cloud their judgment. Instead of seeking a Europe-wide response
: the Powers, they sought geopolitical gain or the weakening of their perceived
aries. The Great War did not have to happen. It was not ordained by earlier
, it was simply the failure of the best and brightest of the European aristocracy
ize that once wars begin it is nearly impossible to halt the carnage once the battle
:en engaged, to the detriment of millions of men killed and the fate of the
ean dynastic system.

. Kennedy read The Guns of August and was deeply “concerned with the unintended

ences of war after becoming commander in chief.” According to Michael Dobbs, “the president
mpressed by the book that he often quoted from it, and insisted that his aides read it.” If that
enough, JFK wanted every military officer to read it too. Still, “unintended consequences”

ame to pass. No single event following World War II came as close to general war than the 1962
Aissile Crisis. Michael Dobbs, Minute to Midnight: Kennedy, Khrushchev, and Castro on the
"Nuclear War (New York: Vintage, 2008), 226.



