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Germany. In the following reading from Politics (1899-1900), the influential
German historian Heinrich von Treitschke (1834-1896) gloriﬂed warfare.

_One must say with the greatest determination:
War is for an afflicted people the only remedy.
When the State exclaims: My very existence is at
stake! then social self-seeking must disappear and
all party hatred be silent. The individual must
forget his own €go and feel himself a member of
the whole, he must recognize how negligible is
his life compared with the good of the whole.
Therein lies the greatness of war that the little
man completely vanishes before the great thought
of the State. The sacrifice of nationalities for one
another is nowhere invested with such beauty
as in war. At such a time the corn is separated
from the chaff. All who lived through 1870 will
understand the saying of Niebuhr! with regard
to the year 1813, that he then experienced the
“bliss of sharing with all his fellow citizens, with
the scholar and the ignorant, the one common
feeling—no man who enjoyed this experience
will to his dying day forget how loving, friendly
and strong he felt.”

It is indeed political idealism which fosters
war, whereas materialism rejects it. What a pef-
version of morality to want to banish heroism
from human life. The heroes of a people are the
personalities who fill the youthful souls with

Heinrich von Treitschke, Die Politik, excerpted in
Germany's War Mania (New York: Dodd, Mead, 1915),
pp. 221-223.

Friedrich von Bernhardi

delight and enthusiasm, and amongst authors
we as boys and youths admire moSt those whose
words sound like a flouish of trumpets. He who
cannot take pleasure therein, is too cowardly to
take up arms himself for his fatherland. All ap-
peal to Christianity in this matter is perverted.
The Bible states expressly that the man in au-
thority shall wield the sword; it states likewise
that: “Greater love hath no mafn than this that he
giveth his life for his friend.” Those who preach
the nonsense about everlasting peace do not un-
derstand the life of the Aryan race [see pages
225-226, 228}, the Aryans ar€ before all brave.
They have always been men enough to protect by
the sword what they had won by the intellect. . ..

To the historian who lives in the realms of the
Will, it is quite clear that the furtherance of an
everlasting peace is fundamentally reactionary.
He sces that to banish war from history would
be to banish all progress and becoming. It is
only the periods of exhaustion, weariness and
mental stagnation that have dallied with the
dream of everlasting peace. . . . The living God
will see to it that war returns again and again as
a terrible medicine for humanity.

1Barthold G. Niebuhr (1776-1831) was 2 Prussian his-
torian. The passage refers to the the Franco-Prussian War
(1870-1871) and the German War of Liberation against
Napoleon (1813), which German patriots regarded as @
glorious episode in their national history. —Eds.

GERMANY AND THE NEXT WAR

Friedrich von Bernhardi (1849-19 30), a German general and influential muilitary
writer, considered war “a biological necessity of the first importance.” The
following excerpt comes from his work Germany and the Next War (1911), which
was immensely popular in his country.




. .. War is a biological necessity of the first
importance, a regulative element in the life of
mankind which cannot be dispensed with, since
without it an unhealthy development will fol-
low, which excludes every advancement of the
race, and therefore all real civilization. “War is
the father of all things.” The sages of antiquity
long before Darwin recognized this.!

The struggle for existence is, in the life of
Nature, the basis of all healthy development. ...
The law of the stronger holds good everywhere.
Those forms survive which are able to procure
themselves the most favourable conditions of
life, and to assert themselves in the universal
economy of Nature. The weaker succumb. . . .

Struggle is, therefore, a universal law of
Nature, and the instinct of self-preservation
which leads to struggle is acknowledged to be a
natural condition of existence.

Strong, healthy, and flourishing nations
increase in numbers. From a given moment they
require a continual expansion of their frontiers,
they require new territory for the accommoda-
tion of their surplus population. Since almost
every part of the globe is inhabited, new ter-
ritory must, as a rule, be obtained at the cost
of its possessors—that is to say, by conquest,
which thus becomes a law of necessity.

Friedrich von Bernhardi, Germany and the Next War, trans-
lated by Allan H. Fowles (New York: Longmans, Green
and Co.,1914), pp. 18, 22-24.
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The right of conquest is universally
acknowledged.

.. . Vast territories inhabited by uncivilized
masses are occupied by more highly civilized
States, and made subject to their rule. Higher civ-
ilization and the correspondingly greater power
are the foundations of the right to annexation. . . .

Lastly, in all times the right of conquest by
war has been admitted. It may be that a growing
people cannot win colonies from civilized races,
and yet the State wishes to retain the surplus
population which the mother-country can no
longer feed. Then the only course left is to ac-
quire the necessary tefritory by war. Thus the in-
stinct of self-preservation leads inevitably to war,
and the conquest of foreign soil. It is not the pos-
sessor, but the victor, who then has the right. . . .

In such cases might gives the right to occupy
or to conquer. Might is at once the supreme
right, and the dispute as to what is right is
decided by the arbitrament of war. War gives
a biologically just decision, since its decisions
rest on the very natute of things. . . .

The knowledge, therefore, that war depends
on biological laws leads to the conclusion that
every attempt to exclude it from international
relations must be demonstrably untenable.

1S0cial Darwinists—those who transferred Darwin’s scien-
tific theories to the social world—insisted that races and
nations were engaged in a struggle for survival in which
only the fitrest survive and deserve to survive. In their
view, war was nature’s way of eliminating the unfic. —Eds.

Henri Massis and Alfred de Tarde
THE YOUNG PEOPLE OF TODAY

War fever was not limited to Germany. A few years prior to the war, two French
journalists, Henri Massis and Alfred de Tarde, undertook a survey of Parisian
students enrolled at various elite educational institutions. The survey, which
first appeared as a newspaper article in 1912 and then as a book in 1913, seemed
to demonstrate that many young French males between the ages of eighteen
and twenty-five had abandoned the Enlightenment humanitarianism of the
older generation for a militant Catholicism, fervent nationalism, and romantic

militarism. Excerpts from the survey follow.
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The sentiment which underlies all these youth-
ful attitudes, which unanimously accords with the
deepest tendencies in their thought, is that of patri-
otic faith. That they are possessed of this sentiment
is unequivocal and undeniable. Optimism, that
state of mind which defines the attitude of these
young people, manifests itself from the outset in the
confidence which they place in the future of France:
there they find their first motive for acting, the one
which determines and directs all their activity.

The young men of today have read the word
of their destiny in this French soul, which dic-
tates to them a clear and imperious duty. . . .

Consider something even more significant.
Students of advanced rhetoric in Paris, that
is, the most cultivated elite among young
people, declare that they find in warfare an
aesthetic ideal of energy and strength. They
believe that “France needs heroism in order to
live.” “Such is the faith,” comments Monsieur
Tourolle, “which consumes modern youth.”

How many times in the last two years have
we heard this repeated: “Better war than this
eternal waiting!” There is no bitterness in this
avowal, but rather a secret hope. . . .

War! The word has taken on a sudden glamour.
It is a youthful word, wholly new, adorned with
that seduction which the eternal bellicose instinct
has revived in the hearts of men. These young men
impute to it all beauty with which they are in love
and of which they have been deprived by ordi-
nary life. Above all, war, in their eyes, is the oc-
casion for the most noble of human virtues, those
which they exalt above all others: energy, mastery,
and sacrifice for a cause which transcends our-
selves. With William James, they believe that life
“would become odious if it offered neither risks
nor rewards for the courageous man.”

A professor of philosophy at the Lycée
Henri IV confided to us: “I once spoke about
war to my pupils. I explained to them that there
were unjust wars, undertaken out of anger, and
that it was necessary to justify the bellicose sen-
timent. Well, the class obviously did not follow
me; they rejected that distinction.”

John Boyer and Jan Goldstein, eds., Twentieth-Century
Europe (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987),
pp- 16-17, 22-23, 26-27.

Read this passage from 2 letter written o us
by 2 young student of thetoric, Alsatian 10 OTgi0.
“The existence that we lead does not satisfy us
completely because, even if We POSSEsS all the elfe-
ments of a good life, we cannot 0rganize them in
a practical, immediate deed that would take us,
body and soul, and hurl us outside of ourselves.
One event only will permit that deed—war; anfl
hence we desire it. It is in the life of the camps, it
is around the fire that we will experience the su-
preme expansion of those French powers that are
within us, Our intellect will no longer be troubled
in the face of the unknowable, since it will be able
to concentrate itself entirely on a present duty from
which uncertainty and hesitation are excluded.”

Above all, perhaps, how can one ignore the
success that accounts of our colonialists have
had among the young intellectuals under
consideration hete? The expeditions of Moll,
Lenfant, and Baratier {colonialists} atouse their
enthusiasm; they search in their own unperil-
ous existences for a moral equivalent to these
bold destinies; they attempt to transpose this
intrepid valor into their inner lives.

Some go further: their studies completed,
they satisfy their taste for action in colonial
adventures. It is not enough for them to learn
history: they are making it. A young student
from the Normale, Monsieur Klipfell, who re-
ceived his teaching degree in literature in July of
1912, requested to be assigned to active service in
Morocco, as a member of the Expeditionary
Cotps. We can cite many a similar example. One
thinks of Jacques Violet, a twenty-year-old offi-
cer, who died so gloriously at Ksar-Teuchan, in
Adrar: he was killed at the head of his men, at the
moment of victory, in a grove of palm trees; among
his belongings, they found a pair of white gloves
and a copy of Servitude and Military Grandeur;'
it was thus that he went into combat. . . .

For such young men, fired by patriotic
faith and the cult of military virtues, only the
occasion for heroism is lacking.

LAlfred-Victor de Vigny (1797-1863) wrote Servitude and

Military Grandenr (1835), a combination of his memoirs
and short stories. The work glorified martial values and
the supreme good of service to God and country, even unto
death.—Eds.
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“YWhat is Paris saying?” he asked me.

“It’s singing, sir!”

“Then everything will be all right. . . .~

His old patriot’s heart was not wrong; no
cloud marred that fabulous day. . . .

Less than twenty-four hours later, see-
ing their old dreams of peace crumble {so-
cialist workers} would stream out into the
boulevards . . . [but} they would break into
the “Marseillaise,” not the “Internationale”;
they would cry, “To Berlin!,” not “Down
with war!”

What did they have to defend, these black-
nailed patriots? Not even a shack, an acre to
till, indeed hardly a patch of ground reserved
at the Pantin Cemetery; yet they would depart,
like their rivals of yesterday, a heroic song on
their lips and a flower in their guns. No more
poor or rich, proletarians or bourgeois, right-
wingers or militant leftists; there were only
Frenchmen.

Beginning the next day, thousands of men
eager to fight would jostle one another out-
side recruiting offices, waiting to join up. Men
who could have stayed home, with their wives
and children or an imploring mama. But no.

The word “duty” had a meaning for them, and
the word “country” had regained its splendor.

I close my eyes, and they appear to me,
those volunteers on the great day; then I see
them again in the old kepi [military cap} or
blue helmet, shouting, “Here!” when some-
body called for men for a raid, or hurling
themselves into an attack with fixed bayonets,
and I wonder, and I question their bloody
[ghosts].

Tell me, comrades in eternal silence, would
you have besieged the enlistment offices with the
same enthusiasm, would you have fought such a
courageous fight had you known that fifty years
later those men in gray knit caps or steel helmets
you were ordered to kill would no longer be
enemies and that we would have to open our
arms to them? Wouldn’t the heroic. “Let’s go!”
you shouted as you cleared the parapets have
stuck in your throats? Deep in the grave where
you dwell, don’t you regret your sacrifice?
“Why did we fight? Why did we let ourselves
get killed?” This is the murmur of 2 million
and a half voices rising from the bowels of the
earth, and we, the survivors, do not know what
to answer. . . .

Stefan Zweig

VIENNA: “THE RUSHING FEELING

OF FRATERNITY”

Some intellectuals viewed the war as a way of regenerating the nation; nobility
and fraternity would triumph over life’s petty concerns. In the following read-
ing, Stefan Zweig (1881-1942), a prominent Austrian literary figure, recalled the
scene in Vienna, the capital of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, at the outbreak
of World War I. This passage comes from Zweig’s autobiography, The World of

Yesterday, written in 1941.

The trains were filled with fresh recruits,
banners were flying, music sounded, and in
Vienna I found the entire city in a tumult.

The first shock at the news of war—the war
that no one, people or government, had
wanted. . . had suddenly been transformed




into enthu%n. There were parades in the
street, flags, ribbons, and music burst forth
everywhere, young recruits were marching
triumphantly, their faces lighting up at the
cheering—they, the John Does . . . who usu-
ally go unnoticed and uncelebrated.

And to be truthful, I must acknowledge
that there was a majestic, rapturous, and even
seductive something in this first outbreak of
the people from which one could escape only
with difficulty. And in spite of all my hatred
and aversion for war, I should not like to have
missed the memory of those first days. As
never before, hundreds of thousands felt . . .
that they belonged together. A city of two
million, a country of nearly fifty million, in
that hour felt that they were participating . . .
in a moment which would never recur . . . . All
differences of class, rank, and language were
flooded over at that moment by the rush-
ing feeling of fraternity. . . . Each individual
experienced an exaltation of his ego, he was no
longer the isolated person of former times, he
had been incorporated into the mass, and . . .
his hitherto unnoticed person had been given
meaning. The petty mail cletk, . . . the cobbler,
had suddenly achieved a romantic possibility

Stefan Zweig, The World of Yesterday, trans. Helmue
Ripperger, pp. 222-224, 226-227. Translation copyright
1943 by the Viking Press, Inc. Used by permission of
Viking Penguin, a division of Penguin Group (USA) Inc.
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in life: he could become a hero, and everyone
who wore a uniform was already being cheered
by the women. . . : But it is quite possible that
a deeper, more secret power was at work in this
frenzy. So deeply, so quickly did the tide break
over humanity that, foaming over the surface,
it churned up the depths, the subconscious
primitive instincts of the human animal—that
which Freud so meaningfully calls “the revul-
sion from culture,” the desire to break out of
the conventional bourgeois world of codes and
statutes, and to permit the primitive instincts
of the blood to rage at will. It is also possible
that these powers of darkness had their share
in the wild frenzy into which everything was
thrown—self-sacrifice and alcohol, the spirit of
adventure and the spirit of pure faith, the old
magic of flags and patriotic slogans, that mys-
terious frenzy of the millions . . . which, for
the moment, gave a wild and almost rapturous
impetus to the greatest crime of our time. . . .

A rapid excursion into the romantic, a wild,
manly adventure—that is how the war of 1914
was painted in the imagination of the sim-
ple man, and the young people were honestly
afraid that they might miss this most wonder-
ful and exciting experience of their lives; that
is why they hurried and thronged to the colors,
and that is why they shouted and sang in the
trains that carried them to the slaughter; wildly
and feverishly the red wave of blood coursed
through the veins of the entire nation.

Philipp Scheidemann

BERLIN: “THE HOUR WE

YEARNED FOR”

Philipp Scheidemann (1865-1939), one of the founding fathers of the Weimar
Republic, described Berlin’s martial mood in his memoirs, published

in 1929.
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At express speed I had returned to Berlin.
Everywhere a word could be heard the con-
versation was of war and rumours of war.
There was only one topic of conversation—
war. The supporters of war seemed to be in
a great majority. Were these pugnacious fel-
lows, young and old, bereft of their senses?
Were they so ignorant of the horrors of
war? . . . Vast crowds of demonstrators
paraded. . . . Schoolboys and students were
there in their thousands; their bearded
seniors, with their Iron Crosses of 1870—71 on
their breasts, were there too in huge numbers.

Treitschke and Bernhardi! (to say nothing of
the National Liberal beer-swilling heroes) seemed
to have multiplied a thousandfold. Patriotic dem-
onstrations had an intoxicating effect and excited
the war-mongers to excess. “A call like the voice
of thunder.” Cheers! “In triumph we will smite
France to the ground.” “All hail to thee in victor’s
crown.” Cheers! Hurrah!

The counter-demonstrations immediately
organized by the Berlin Social Democrats
were imposing, and certainly more disci-
plined than the Jingo [extremely national-
istic} processions, but could not outdo the
shouts of the fire-eaters. “Good luck to him
who cares for truth and right. Stand firmly
round the flag.” “Long live peace!” “Social-
ists, close up your ranks.” The Socialist

The Making of New Germany: The Memoirs of Philipp
Scheidemann, translated by James Edward Mitchell,
vol. 11, pp. 310-312, 316-317, 319. © 1929. Repro-
duced by permission of Hodder and Stoughton Limited.

International cheer. The pattiots were some-
times silenced by the Proletarians; then they
came out on top agaih. This choral contest . . .
went on for days. )

“It is the hour we yearned for—our friends
know that,” so the Pan-German? papers
shouted, that had for years been shouting for
war. The Post, conducted by von Stumm, the
Independent Conservative leader and big In-
dustrial, had thus moaned in all its columns in
1900, at the fortieth celebration of the Franco-
German War: “Another forty years of peace
would be a national misfortune for Germany.”
Now these firebrands saw the seeds they had
planted ripening. Perhaps in the heads of many
who had been called upon to make every effort
to keep the peace Bernhardi’s words, that “the
preservation of peace can and never shall be
the aim of politics,” had done mischief. These
words are infernally like the secret instruc-
tions given by Baron von Holstein to the Ger-
man delegates to the first Peace Conference at
The Hague:

“For the State there is no higher aim than
the preservation of its own interests; among the
Great Powers these will not necessarily coincide
with the maintenance of peace, but rather with
the hostile policy of enemies and rivals.”

1Both Heinrich von Treitschke and General von Bernhardi
glorified war (see pages 291-292). —Eds.

2The Pan-German League, whose membership included
professors, schoolteachers, journalists, lawyers, and aristo-
crats, spread nationalist and racial theories and glorified war
as an expression of national vitality (see page 227).—Eds.

Bertrand Russell

LONDON: “AVERAGE MEN AND
WOMEN WERE DELIGHTED AT
THE PROSPECT OF WAR”

Bertrand Russell (1872-1970), the distinguished mathematician and philosopher,
was dismayed by the war fever that gripped English men and women. During the
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war Russell was fined and imprisoned for his pacifistic activities. The following
account is from his autobiography published in 1968.

During the hot days at the end of July, I was
at Cambridge, discussing the situation with
all and sundry. I found it impossible to be-
lieve that Europe would be so mad as to plunge
into war, but I was persuaded that, if there
was war, England would be involved. T felt
strongly that England ought to remain neu-
tral, and I collected the signatures of a large
number of professors and Fellows to a state-
ment which appeared in the Manchester Guard-
ian to that effect. The day war was declared,
almost all of them changed their minds. . . . I
spent the evening walking round the streets,
especially in the neighbourhood of Trafalgar
Square, noticing cheering crowds, and making
myself sensitive to the emotions of passers-by.
During this and the following days I discov-
ered to my amazement that average men and
women were delighted at the prospect of war.
I had fondly imagined what most pacifists con-
tended, that wars were forced upon a reluc-
tant population by despotic and Machiavellian
governments. . . .

The first days of the war were to me ut-
terly amazing. My best friends, such as the
Whiteheads, were savagely warlike. Men like
J. 1. Hammond, who had been writing for years
against participation in a European war, were
swept off their feet by [Germany’s invasion of}
Belgium.

Meanwhile, I was living at the highest possi-
ble emotional tension. Although I did not fore-
see anything like the full disaster of the war,
I foresaw a great deal more than most people
did. The prospect filled me with horror, but
what filled me with even more horror was the

Excerpted from The Autobiography of Bertrand Russell,
1914-1944, pp. 3-7, 41. © 1968 The Bertrand Russell
Peace Foundation Ltd., and Taylor & Francis Book Group.
Reproduced by permission of Taylor & Francis Books UK.

fact that the anticipation of carnage was de-
lightful to something like ninety per cent of
the population. I had to revise my views on hu-
man nature. At that time I was wholly igno-
rant of psychoanalysis, but I arrived for myself
at a view of human passions not unlike that of
the psychoanalysts. I arrived at this view in an
endeavour to understand popular feeling about
the War. I had supposed until that time that
it was quite common for parents to love their
children, but the War persuaded me that it is
a rare exception. I had supposed that most peo-
ple liked money better than almost anything
else, but I discovered that they like destruction
even better. I had supposed that intellectuals
frequently loved truth, but I found here again
that not ten per cent of them prefer truth to
popularity. . . .

... As a lover of truth, the national propa-
ganda of all the belligerent nations sickened
me. As a lover of civilization, the return to bar-
barism appalled me. As a man of thwarted pa-
rental feeling, the massacre of the young wrung
my heart. I hardly supposed that much good
would come of opposing the War, but I felt that
for the honour of human nature those who were
not swept off their feet should show that they
stood firm.

On August 15, 1914, the London Nation
published a letter written by Russell, part of
which follows.

... Those who saw the London crowds, during
the nights leading up to the Declaration of
War saw a whole population, hitherto peace-
able and humane, precipitated in a few days
down the steep slope to primitive barbarism,
letting loose, in a moment, the instincts of ha-
tred and blood lust against which the whole
fabric of society has been raised. “Patriots” in
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all countries acclaim this brutal orgy as a noble
determination to vindicate the right; reason
and mercy are swept away in one great flood of
hatred; dim abstractions of unimaginable wick-
edness—Germany to us and the French, Russia

REVIEW QUESTIONS

to the Germans—conceal the simple fact that
the enemy are men, like ourselves, neither bet-
ter nor worse—men who love their homes and
the sunshine, and all the simple pleasures of
common lives. |

1. Why was war welcomed as a positive event by so many different peoples?

2. Do you think human beings are aggressive by nature? Explain your answer.

3. Why did the events of July and August 1914 cause Bertrand Russell to revise his
views of human nature? Do you agree with his assessment?

4 Trench Warfare

e

L ———

In 1914 the young men of European nations marched off to war believing that
they were embarking on a glorious and chivalrous adventure. They were eager
to serve their country, to demonstrate personal valor, and to experience life at
its most intense moments. But in the trenches, where unseen enemies fired
machine guns and artillery that killed indiscriminately and relentlessly, for many
this romantic illusion about combat disintegrated.

Erich Maria Remarque
ALL QUIET ON THE WESTERN FRONT

The following reading is taken from Erich Maria Remarque’s novel A/l Quiet on
the Western Front (1929), the most famous literary work to emerge from World
War I. A veteran of the trenches himself, Remarque (1898-1970) graphically
described the slaughter that robbed Europe of its young men. His narrator is a
young German soldier.

We wake up in the middle of the night. The earth
booms. Heavy fire is falling on us. We crouch into
corners, We distinguish shells of every calibre.

All Quier on the Western Front by Erich Maria Remarque.
“Im Westen Nichts Neues,” pp. 108-120, copyright 1928
by Ullstein A. G.; copyright renewed 1956 by Erich Maria
Remarque. Al Quiet on the Western Front, copyright 1929,
1930 by Little, Brown and Company; copyright renewed
©1957, 1958 by Erich Maria Remarque. All rights reserved.

Each man lays hold of his things and looks
again every minute to reassure himself that they
are still there. The dug-out heaves, the night
roars and flashes. We look at each other in the
momentary flashes of light, and with pale faces
and pressed lips shake our heads.

Every man is aware of the heavy shells tearing
down the parapet, rooting up the embankment
and demolishing the upper layers of concrete.




When a shell lands in the trench we note how
the hollow, furious blast is like 2 blow from the
paw of a raging beast of prey. Already by morn-
ing a few of the recruits are green-and vomiting.
They are too inexperienced. . . .

The bombardment does not diminish. Tt is
falling in the rear too. As far as one can see
spout fountains of mud and iron. A wide belt is
being raked.

The attack does not come, but the bombard-
ment continues. We are gradually benumbed.
Hardly a man speaks. We cannot make ourselves
understood.

Our trench is almost gone. At many places
it is only eighteen inches high, it is broken
by holes, and craters, and mountains of earth.
A shell lands square in front of our post.
At once it is dark. We are buried and must dig
ourselves out. . . .

Towards morning, while it is still dark,
there is some excitement. Through the en-
crance rushes in a swarm of fleeing rats that
try to storm the walls. Torches light up the
confusion. Everyone yells and curses and
slaughters. The madness and despair of many
hours unloads itself in this outburst. Faces are
distorted, arms strike out, the beasts scream,
we just stop in time to avoid attacking one
another. . ..

Suddenly it howls and flashes terrifically, the
dug-out cracks in all its joints under a direct
hit, fortunately only a light one that the con-
crete blocks are able to withstand. It rings me-
tallically, the walls reel, rifles, helmets, earth,
mud, and dust fly everywhere. Sulphur fumes
pour in.

If we were in one of those light dug-outs that
they have been building lately instead of this
deeper one, none of us would be alive.

But the effect is bad enough even so. The
recruit starts to rave again and two others fol-

. low suit. One jumps up and rushes out, we
have trouble with the other two. I start after
the one who escapes and wonder whether to
shoot him in the leg—then it shrieks again,
I ling myself down and when I stand up the

T
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wall of the trench is plastered with smoking
splinters, lumps of flesh, and bits of uniform. I
scramble back.

The first recruit seems actually to have gone
insane. He butts his head against the wall like
a goat. We must try to-night to take him to
the rear. Meanwhile we bind him, but in such
a way that in case of attack he can be released
at once. . . .

Suddenly the nearer explosions cease. The
shelling continues but it has lifted and falls
behind us, our trench is free. We seize the
hand-grenades, pitch them out in front of the
dug-out and jump after them. The bombard-
ment has stopped and a heavy barrage now falls
behind us. The attack has come.

No one would believe that in this howling
waste there could still be men; but steel helmets
now appear on all sides out of the trench, and
fifty yards from us a machine-gun is already in
position and barking.

The wire entanglements are torn to pieces.
Yet they offer some obstacle. We see the
storm-troops coming. Our artillery opens fire.
Machine-guns rattle, rifles crack. The charge
works its way across. Haie and Kropp begin
with the hand-grenades. They throw as fast
as they can, others pass them, the handles
with the strings already pulled. Haie throws
seventy-five yards, Kropp sixty, it has been
measured, the distance is important. The enemy
as they run cannot do much before they are
within forty yards.

We recognize the smooth distorted faces, the
helmets: they are French. They have already
suffered heavily when they reach the remnants
of the barbed wire entanglements. A whole
line has gone down before our machine-guns;
then we have a lot of stoppages and they come
nearer.

I see one of them, his face upturned, fall into
a wire cradle. His body collapses, his hands
remain suspended as though he were praying.
Then his body drops clean away and only his
hands with the stumps of his arms, shot off,
now hang in the wire.
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The moment we are about to retreat three
faces rise up from the ground in front of us.
Under one of the helmets a dark pointed beard
and two eyes that are fastened on me. I raise
my hand, but I cannot throw into those strange
eyes; for one mad moment the whole slaughter
whirls like a circus round me, and these two
eyes alone are motionless; then the head rises
up, a hand, a movement, and my hand-grenade
flies through the air and into him.,

We make for the rear, pull wire cradles into
the trench and leave bombs behind us with the
strings pulled, which ensures us a fiery retreat.
The machine-guns are already firing from the
next position.

We have become wild beasts. We do not
fight, we defend ourselves against annihilation.
It is not against men that we fling our bombs,
what do we know of men in this moment when
Death is hunting us down—now, for the first
time in three days we can see his face, now for
the first time in three days we can oppose him;
we feel a mad anger. No longer do we lie help-
less, waiting on the scaffold, we can destroy and
kill, to save ourselves, to save ourselves and to
be revenged.

We crouch behind every corner, behind
every barrier of barbed wire, and hurl heaps
of explosives at the feet of the advancing en-
emy before we run. The blast of the hand-
grenades impinges powerfully on our arms
and legs; crouching like cats we run on,
overwhelmed by this wave that bears us
along, that fills us with ferocity, turns us
into thugs, into murderers, into God only
knows what devils; this wave that multiplies
our strength with fear and madness and
greed of life, seeking and fighting for noth-
ing but our deliverance. If your own father
came over with them you would not hesitate
to fling a bomb at him.

The forward trenches have been aban-
doned. Are they still trenches? They are blown
to pieces, annihilated—there are only bro-
ken bits of trenches, holes linked by cracks,
nests of craters, that is all. But the enemy’s

casualties increase. They did not count on so
much resistance.

It is nearly noon. The sun blazes hotly, the
sweat stings in our eyes, We Wipe it off on our
sleeves and often blood with it. At last we reach
a trench that is in a somewhat better condition.
It is manned and ready for the counter-attack, it
receives us. Our guns open in full blast and cut
off the enemy attack.

The lines behind us stop. They can advance
no farther. The attack is crushed by our artil-
lery. We watch. The fire lifts a hundred yards
and we break forward. Beside me a lance-cor-
poral has his head torn off. He runs a few steps
more while the blood spouts from his neck like
a fountain.

It does not come quite to hand-to-hand
fighting; they are driven back. We arrive once
again at our shattered trench and pass on be-
yond it. . ..

We have lost all feeling for one another.
We can hardly control ourselves when our
glance lights on the form of some other man.
We are insensible, dead men, who through
some trick, some dreadful magic, are still able
to run and to kill.

A young Frenchman lags behind, he is over-
taken, he puts up his hands, in one he still
holds his revolver—does he mean to shoot
or to give himself up!~—a blow from a spade
cleaves through his face. A second sees it and
tries to run farther; a bayonet jabs into his back.
He leaps in the air, his arms thrown wide, his
mouth wide open, yelling; he staggers, in his
back the bayonet quivers. A third throws away
his rifle, cowers down with his hands before his
eyes. He is left behind with a few other prisoners
to carry off the wounded.

Suddenly in the pursuit we reach the enemy
line.

We are so close on the heels of our retreating
enemies that we reach it almost at the same
time as they. In this way we suffer few casu-
alties. A machine-gun barks, but is silenced
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with a bomb. Nevertheless, the couple of
seconds has sufficed to give us five stomach
wounds. With the butt of his rifle Kat smashes
to pulp the face of one of the unwounded
machine-gunners. We bayonet the others be-
fore they have time to get out their bombs.
Then thirstily we drink the water they have
for cooling the gun.

Everywhere wire-cutters are snapping,
planks are thrown across the entanglements,
we jump through the narrow entrances into
the trenches. Haie strikes his spade into the
neck of a gigantic Frenchman and throws the
first hand-grenade; we duck behind a breast-
work for a few seconds, then the straight bit

of trench ahead of us is empty. The next throw’

whizzes obliquely over the corner and clears
a passage; as we run past we toss handfuls
down into the dug-outs, the earth shudders, it
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crashes, smokes and groans, we stumble over
slippery lumps of flesh, over yielding bodies;
I fall into an open belly on which lies a clean,
new officer’s cap.

The fight ceases. We lose touch with the en-
emy. We cannot stay here long but must retire
under cover of our artillery to our own position.
No sooner do we know this than we dive into
the nearest dug-outs, and with the utmost haste
seize on whatever provisions we can see, espe-
cially the tins of corned beef and butter, before
we clear out.

We get back pretty well. There is no fur-
ther attack by the enemy. We lie for an hour
panting and resting before anyone speaks. We
are so completely played out that in spite of
our great hunger we do not think of the pro-
visions. Then gradually we become something
like men again.

Siegfried Sassoon
“BASE DETAILS”

Front-line soldiers often looked with contempt on generals who, from a safe
distance, ordered massive assaults against enemy lines protected by barbed wire
and machine guns. Such attacks could cost the lives of tens of thousands of
soldiers in just a few days. Siegfried Sassoon (1886-1967), a British poet who
served at the front for much of the war and earned a Military Cross for bravery,
showed his disdain for coldhearted officers in the following poem, composed

in 1917.

If I were fierce, and bald, and short of breach,
I'd live with scarlet Majors at the Base,
And speed glum heroes up the line to death.

You'd see me with my puffy petulant face,

“Base Details,” from Siegfried Sassoon, Collected Poems
(London: Faber and Faber Limited, 1947), p. 75.

Guzzling and gulping in the best hotel,

Reading the Roll of Honour. “Poor young
chap,”

I'd say—"“I used to know his father well,
Yes, we’ve lost heavily in this last
scrap.”

And when the war is done and youth stone
dead,

I'd toddle safely home and die—in bed.




