Chapter 25: Great War, Great Revolution – Lesson 2

The Course of the War

Opening the Lesson:
When the war came, crowds gathered in the capital cities demonstrating their allegiance and readiness to fight for their country. This outpouring of patriotism demonstrated the immense power that nationalism had on Europeans. For decades, state-directed education had indoctrinated young people with nationalistic attitudes and beliefs. The word “duty” had a definite meaning to these young people.

Soldiers bound for battle acted as though they were going off on a great adventure. They were eager to do something noble, to win glory, and experience life at its most intense. They marched off to war joyously, and those who came home, came home decimated.

Developing the Lesson:
I: Resources of the Belligerents

A. Advantages of the Allies

1. Population including those of their overseas possessions which, much to Germany’s disbelief, fought loyally for their foreign masters

2. British sea power ensured that food and supplies would be available from overseas sources

B. Disadvantages of the Allies

1. Their alliance was not one of closeness

2. They were separated by geography, lack of a common language, and cultural differences

C. Advantages of the Central Powers

1. Interior lines of communication

2. Germany had the most efficient military machine

3. Resources

4. They were ready and eager to fight

D. Disadvantages of the Central Powers

1. Statistics were in favor of the Allies

2. American entrance into the war

II. Military Campaigns 1914-1918

A. The Western Front

1. German strategy involved the Schlieffen Plan

a. The plan called for a quick elimination of France

1) The German army would swing through Belgium to outflank the French border defenses and envelop the French forces

2) The German army would then destroy the French by attacking their rear

b. With the French army smashed, German rr would rush troops to reinforce those who had been assigned to hold off the Russians
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c. Everything in the plan depended on speed; the Germans were confident they could defeat France in 2 months or less, the time that it would take Russia to mobilize and get her forces ready for battle

2. French strategy called for an attack into A-L which proved an instant failure

a. Bayonet charges against machine gun implacements may have proved the courage of the French soldier, but they pointed out the incompetence of the French generals

b. Wearing flashy red and blue uniforms, the French fell like bowling pins

c. The attack caused the French 400,000 casualties in the first six weeks, but the French generals never changed their tactics

3. The German plan also met with failure

a. First, a British force arrived sooner than expected

b. Secondly, the Russians moved faster and made unanticipated advances into East Prussia

c. Thirdly, the German General von Moltke ordered troops intended for the western front to the East

d. Fourth, in their advance into France the German troops had moved faster than their supplies and had exposed their flank resulting in the first major battle of the war

4. The First Battle of the Marne September 1914

a. The Germans were within 40 miles of Paris by September

b. Realizing the Germans had an exposed flank, the British and the French counter attacked forcing the Germans to retreat 

c. Paris was saved and the war settled into a war of attrition – trench warfare

5. The war of attrition

a. For 400 miles from the Alps to the English Channel the two sides built a network of trenches

b. Between the trenches was No Man’s land

c. Attacking troops climbed over their trenches, advancing across No Man’s Land only to be decimated by artillery and machine gun fire

d. If one side penetrated the front line trenches of the other, they were soon driven back in a counter attack

e. Little land changed hands, the death toll was staggering, and the generals continued to order the attacks

f. In 1915 France launched numerous attacks gaining a total of 3 miles with 1.5m casualties

6. Battle of Verdun

a. The Germans launched an attack in February, 1916

b. Knowing that their chances of taking Verdun were slight, the Germans hoped to bleed dry the French army but the Germans miscalculated

c. It became the bloodiest battle of the war costing 1m casualties by Dec.
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7. Battle of the Somme 1916

a. On July 1, 1916, the British launched an offensive against the Germans to counter the German attack on Verdun

b. On the first day 110,000 British troops were to advance in rows against machine guns and two-thirds fell

c. Common sense dictated that the tactics be changed but again the generals continued to order the troops to attack

d. When the battle ended in Nov., the British and the French had lost 600,000

e. Tanks were used for the first time but failed to achieve any breakthrough; too few were used

8. At the end of Dec., 1916, David Lloyd-George became pm of Britain

9. In April, 1917, the French ordered a new attack at the Somme which resulted in 200,000 casualties in 10 days and mutiny

a. The soldiers could endure no more and a mutiny broke out in the rest areas when soldiers refused to return to the front lines

b. The mutiny spread to the frontlines as the French army was disintegrating

c. General Petain, the hero of Verdun, saved the French and restored morale and discipline

1) He granted more leave, improved the quality of food and made the rest areas more comfortable

2) He visited the troops and listened to their complaints and promised only limited offensives until the Americans arrived

3) He ordered imprisonment and executions

B. The Eastern Front

1. If the Russians had collapsed sooner than they did, the British and the French would not have been able to withstand the onslaught

2. The Russians had mobilized and advanced into East Prussia faster than expected and also defeated the Austrians in Balicia – Austrian Poland

3. Under Ludendorff and Hindenburg, the Russians were defeated at Tannenberg and forced to retreat from East Prussia

4. The Germans then had to send help to the Austrians and drove out the Russians

5. The Russians did manage to regain some lost territory in 1916, but the Russian army was beginning to collapse as German and Austrian counter offensives pushed deep into Russia

6. The Russian government collapsed in early 1917 as a result of the Feb/Mar Revolution and the abdication of the czar on March 15

7. A provisional government under Alexander Kerensky was formed which pledged to remain in the war

8. Lenin returned to Russia in April, 1917, and the communist revolution occurred in Oct/Nov which ended Russia’s participation in the war with the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk in Dec

page 4

C. The Italian Front

1. The Italians entered the war against Germany and Austria in May, 1915, as a result of the Treaty of London promising them territory

2. The Italians were driven back to a line near Venice and held

D. The Dardanelles and the Balkans

1. Turkey sided with Germany in Nov., 1914

2. The Dardanelles and the Gallipoli Campaign

a. The brainchild of Winston Churchill

b. The point of attack was to be the Gallipoli Peninsula which would give the Allies control of the Dardanelles – Feb., 1915

c. Once the Allies controlled the Straits they would move against Constantinople and knock Turkey out of the war

d. The campaign failed and the Allies were forced to withdraw in Jan., 1916

3. The Balkans

a. The Austrians attacked the Serbia but were driven out

b. Once Bulgaria entered the war and German reinforcements arrived, Serbia was occupied

c. Romania entered the war in 1916 but she too was occupied by the Central Powers

d. Allied forces advanced through Bulgaria and had crossed the Danube by war’s end

E. The Near East and the Colonies

1. The Armenians

2. The Arabs rose against the Turks with the hope of independence; T.E. Lawrence

3. The Balfour Declaration

III. Allied Victory

A. The War at Sea

1. The submarine and the naval blockade

a. The law would make a blockade ineffective so the Allies did not adhere to it

b. The submarine also did not adhere to maritime law

2. Contraband vs. non-contraband

3. The Battle of Jutland May31-June 1, 1916

a. Fought in the North Sea

b. The Germans retreated and never again threatened the British navy

B. New Weapons

1. The airplane

2. Poison gas, the tank, barbed wire, and the machine gun
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C. The Entry of the U.S. into the War

1. What caused the U.S. to enter the war?

2. Germany expected victory before we could get forces to Europe, but they knew a decisive victory had to be theirs because the war of attrition now favored the Allies

D. Germany’s Last Offensive

1. The Germans launched their offensive in March, 1918 and broke through the Allied lines

2. At this point, Foch became the supreme commander

3. American forces checked the German advance at Belleau Wood in June, 1918

4. In July, Ludendorff ordered another attack along the Marne and came within 50 miles of Paris but Americans again drove back the Germans in the Second Battle of the Marne

5. On August 8 the British broke through the German lines

6. The Allies, confidence surging, resumed the attack along the Meuse in the Argonne Forest

7. Bulgaria collapsed in September and Turkey shortly thereafter

8. On September 29, Ludendorff asked for an armistice

9. On October 4 the Kaiser formed a new government which made an appeal to Wilson which he rejected unless the Kaiser abdicated

10. On October 27 Austria collapsed

11. On November 3 the German navy mutinied and riots broke out throughout Germany 

12. The Kaiser abdicated and fled to Holland on November 9

Concluding the Lesson:

The armistice came at the eleventh hour on the eleventh day in the eleventh month. It was over.

