
	   1	  

Directions:  Read this reading and underline (or highlight) any facts that might be important to France, 
Britain, Germany, Italy and the United States as they enter peace negotiations.  

A LOOK BACK AT WWI 
 

The world on the eve of World War I was ruled by empires: British, German, Austro-
Hungarian, Russian and Ottoman. They were tied to each other through military alliances 
and secret pledges, but tensions were rising amid industrialization, global competition for 
resources and growing nationalism among ethnic minorities. When, on June 28, 1914, a 
Bosnian Serb assassinated the heir to the Austro-Hungarian throne, Archduke Franz 
Ferdinand, in Sarajevo, that triggered a chain reaction of war declarations that engulfed all of 
Europe and eventually countries as far away as Japan. 

Europeans rushed to enlist, "responding to a notion of heroic warfare, the romance of 
combat," says Stanford University historian David Kennedy. "The reality of war didn't 
remotely conform to expectations." 

Armies that went to war in spiked leather helmets and brightly colored uniforms soon 
donned steel helmets and drab tunics. They traded swords and horses for new machines of 
war: submarines, tanks and airplanes. Mass-produced artillery, capable of killing up to 10 
miles away, and years of fighting turned trenches into what British poet John Masefield 
called "the long grave already dug." 

Chemical weapons were used for the first time. Decades later, Saddam Hussein's use of 
poison gas against the Kurds would prompt U.S. troops entering Iraq in 2003 to carry masks 
similar to those worn in World War I. 

Saddam's targeting of civilians had its precursor in World War I. Germany sent planes to 
bomb London and Paris and U-boats to sink civilian ships. British blockades created food 
shortages in Germany. Hundreds of thousands of Armenians died at the hands of the 
Ottoman Turks, the first mass killing of a century that would witness the Holocaust and 
genocide in Bosnia and Rwanda.  

"For the first time, the boundary between civilian and military targets was obliterated," says 
Yale University historian Jay Winter. 

Some 9.7 million military and 5 million civilians were killed in the war. Another 21.2 million 
troops were wounded. The United States, which didn't enter the war until 1917, lost more 
than 116,000 U.S. troops, nearly half from the Spanish flu pandemic and other diseases. 
More than 200,000 were wounded.  
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The U.S. military contribution was "exceedingly modest" compared with that of other 
countries, says Kennedy, who called the American Expeditionary Force "an amateur effort." 
He says many soldiers were sent to France "having never fired a weapon" and most "spent 
more time as tourists than as soldiers." Still, America's entry into the war broke a stalemate. 
The country's biggest battle, the Meuse-Argonne Offensive, proved the last of the war. 

On Nov. 11, 1918, Germany surrendered, ending the fighting in the "war to end all wars." 

World War I by the numbers: 
36: Countries involved in fighting 
65 million: Soldiers served 
4.7 million: U.S. veterans of war 
2 million: U.S. troops sent overseas 
25,000: American women who served overseas 
53,402: Americans killed in action 
63,114: Americans died of disease and other causes 
1: Out of three French men age 13-30 died 
3.5 million: Estimated prisoners of war by 1917 
Sources: National World War I Museum, Congressional Research Service 
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