
 

 

 

The Great War  

The Start  

World War I began on July 28 1914, when Austria-Hungary declared war 

on Serbia. This seemingly small conflict between two countries spread 

rapidly.   Soon Germany, Russia, Britain, France and Italy were all 

drawn into the war, largely because they were involved in treaties that 

obligated them to defend certain other nations.   Western and eastern 

fronts quickly opened along the borders of the Central Powers - 

Germany and Austria-Hungary. 

 

The Western and Eastern Fronts 

The first month of war consisted of bold attacks and rapid troop 

movements on both fronts.   In the west, Germany attacked first 

Belgium, whereupon Britain declared war on Germany on 4 August, and 

then France.   In the east, Russia attacked both Germany and Austria-

Hungary.   In the south, Austria-Hungary attacked Serbia.    Following 

the Battle of the Marne 5-9 September, the Western Front became 

entrenched in northern France and remained that way for the rest of the 

war.   The fronts in the east also gradually locked into place. 

 



The Ottoman Empire 

Late in 1914, the Ottoman Empire (modern Turkey) was also brought 

into the war after Germany tricked Russia into thinking that the Turks 

had attacked her.   As a result, much of 1915 was dominated by Allied 

actions against Turkey in the eastern Mediterranean and Near East.   In 

an effort to break the stalemate in the west by threatening the Central 

Powers from the south and knock Turkey out of the war, Britain and 

France launched an attack on the Dardanelles, but strategic surprise 

was lost and it failed.   Undeterred, British, Australian and New Zealand 

troops assaulted the nearby Gallipoli Peninsula, but again the Turks had 

ample time to reinforce it, and again the operation failed with great loss 

of life.   After some initial setbacks, Britain had more success against the 

Turks in Mesopotamia (modern Iraq) and Palestine, though these were 

not strategic recompense for the disaster of Gallipoli.    Victory would 

now only come through a war of attrition in France. 

 

Trench 
Warfare 

 
 Somme Trench November 1916 

 
 

The middle years of the war, 1915-1917, were dominated by continuous 

trench warfare in both the east and the west.   Soldiers fought from dug-

in positions, with mass use of machine guns, heavy artillery and 

chemical weapons.   Though men died by the million in brutal conditions, 

neither side had any substantive success or gained significant 

advantage until the attrition of the German army began to seriously limit 

its capabilities and forced its gradual retreat in the west from July 1918.  



Naval operations 

 
 

Notwithstanding some reverses at the start of the war, the Royal Navy 

remained supreme, foiling the Germansô attempt to break the blockade 

of the North Sea at the Battle of Jutland in 1916.   Both Britain and 

Germany tried to starve each other out by blockade and submarine 

warfare.      

 

 

 
                   The war in the air 

 

The air war went from small-scale reconnaissance, observation and 

artillery-spotting to massed fighter-plane ódog-fightsô and larger bombers 

designed to give heavier support to troops on the ground ï some of 

these were the forerunners of the first civilian passenger aircraft after the 

war.   On 1 April 1918 the Royal Air Force was formed from the Royal 

Naval Air Service and the Royal Flying Corps.  

 

The United States’ entrance and Russia’s exit 

Despite the stalemate on both fronts in Europe, two important 

developments in the war occurred in 1917.   In early April the United 

States, angered by attacks upon its ships in the Atlantic, declared war on 

Germany.   Then in November the Bolshevik Revolution led to Russia 

ceasing to be a combatant, whereupon the Germans were able to move 

large forces to the western front. 



The End of the War 

In March 1918 the Germans made a supreme effort with their Spring 

Offensive.     After initial success it was first contained by the Allies and 

then, from July, reversed.   Gradually the exhausted and demoralized 

German armies were forced back in increasing disarray, while a deadly 

outbreak of influenza took a heavy toll on soldiers and civilians on both 

sides.   Eventually, the governments of both Germany and Austria-

Hungary began to lose control as both empires experienced mutiny, 

chaos and starvation.    

The war ended in November 1918 after the member countries of the 

Central Powers signed armistices one by one.   Germany was the last, 

signing on November 11 1918.   Fighting went on until the end.   As a 

result of these agreements and the ensuing Treaty of Versailles in 1919, 

Austria-Hungary was broken up into several smaller countries, and 

Germany was severely punished with hefty economic reparations, 

territorial losses, and strict limits on its rights to re-arm. 

 

Germany after the war 

Many historians have claimed the Allies were excessive in their 

treatment  of Germany and that the war reparations imposed by the 

Treaty of Versailles sowed the seeds of World War II, rather than foster 

peace.   However, compared to the settlement imposed on France after 

the Franco-Prussian war in 1871, it was probably no harsher.   

Nevertheless, although Germany ended up paying only a small 

percentage of the reparations she was supposed to make, she had been 

financially broken by the war, and the new and additional economic 

burden caused enormous resentment.   Ultimately the Nazis were able 

to exploit this and take political control of the country in the decades 

following. 

They were also probably helped in this regard by the decision taken by 

the Allies in November 1918 to agree an armistice rather than totally 

destroy the German armies in the field whilst they had the chance.   

Whist this was undoubtedly within their power, the war-weary victors had 

taken the easier option.   The Nazis were able to claim that the German 

Army had not really been defeated, and twenty-one years later the Allies 

were at war with Germany again.  

 



The cost 

The First World War left over 17 million dead ï 11 million military and 7 

million civilians - and 20 million wounded on four continents.    

Britain lost some 800,000 dead soldiers, sailors and airmen, and 1.5 

million wounded, the whole British Empire one million and two million 

respectively. 

Did you know? 

The 1918-19 óSpanishô flu epidemic killed more people than the war? 

 
Spread probably the more by all the movement of people caused by the 
war, influenza killed over 50 million worldwide, 228,000 in Britain alone.   
   

 

Scale aside, WW1 was not the bloodiest in our history? 

 
British soldiers had more chance of dying in the Crimean War ï and, 
proportionally to the population, more lives were lost in the British Civil 
Wars 1639-1651. 
  

 

There were civilian casualties on the mainland of Britain?    

 
1,413 people died in German air raids and 137 in naval bombardments 
(compared with 60,595 by German bombing in WW2). 

 

 

Why do you often see ó1914 ï 1919ô on war memorials?    

 
Itôs because technically the state of war was not over until the Treaty of 
Versailles was signed on 28 June 1919 - exactly five years after the 
assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria-Hungary which 
had led to the war. 
 
What the war was called until the Second World War? 

 
Most people in Britain called it the óGreat Warô, in America the óWorld 
Warô.   With the advent of the Second World War, the term óFirst World 
Warô became more common. 

 
 



British servicemen were not only deployed on active operations in 
France and Belgium, but also in é? 
 
China, v the Germans 1914 (very small-scale but true) 
East Africa, v the Germans 1914-18 
Gallipoli, v the Turks 1915-16 
Libya, v the Senussi Arabs 1915-16 
Egypt & Palestine, v the Turks 1915-18  
Mesopotamia (Iraq), v the Turks 1915-18    
Ireland, v Irish Nationalists 1916 
Salonika (Greece), v the Bulgarians 1916-18 
Italy, v the Austro-Hungarians 1916-18 
Persia, v the Turks 1918 
All around the world at sea, v the Germans 1914-18 
 
 

More than 200 British generals were casualties in WW1? 
 
Many visited the front lines frequently.   In battle they were considerably 
closer to the action than generals are today.   Rarely in history have 
commanders had to adapt to a more rapidly changing technology. 
 

 

There was a first British Army of the Rhine between the two world wars? 
 
As part of the Allied occupation of the Rhineland, the British component 
in the early part of the period 1919-1929 was nearly 100,000 strong. 
 
 

Did you know the British Army was also deployed in Russia after the 
war? 
 
A force of some 30,000 men supported the White Russians against the 
Bolsheviks in Arctic Russia, South Russia and eastern Siberia 1918-
1920.   Losses were 526 dead. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Nation at war 

 
 
 
 
 
 

This famous image, designed by 
Alfred Leete, has become an icon of 
the rush to join the colours in 1914.    
It didnôt actually appear in poster form 
until the end of September, by when 
over half a million volunteers had 
joined up. 
Britain declared war on Germany on 
4 August.   Field-Marshal Lord 
Kitchener, already a national war hero, 
became Secretary of State for War the 
next day.   Contrary to the prevailing 
view, he foresaw a long and costly 
campaign and appealed for volunteers 
for a much-expanded army.   His New 
Army first saw major action at the 
Battle of Loos in September 1915.   By 
December 1915 2.5m men had joined 
the British army alone, but even this 
was not enough, and conscription had 
to be introduced in January 1916.    By 
the end of the war the size of the 
British Army alone was 5 million in a 
national population two-thirds of today.   
Half the force which faced the great 
German offensive of 1918 were young 
conscripts. 

 

There was great pressure to volunteer.    

Some messages they may have liked é 
 

  
 
 

 
 

 

é but others they probably hated as patronising 
 



        
 

 

 

There were soon to be no illusions, but the soldierôs cheerfulness and 

resilience would see him through é 

   
 

 

He wasnôt always in the trenches.   A 
typical routine was four days in the line, 
four days in close reserve, training or on 
formation tasks (like digging more 
trenches!) and four days resting.   And 
some sectors were quieter than others.    
 
 
 
Soldiers relaxing on (in?) the Ancre, 
Aveloy 1916 

 



  
Men of 7th Northamptons resting in camp 
near Dickebusch on 9 August 1917 
during the Third Battle of Ypres. Ten 
days before, in an attack on óShrewsbury 
Forestô, the Battalion had lost its CO 
Edgar Mobbs, 11 other officers and 246 
Other Ranks ï including L/Sgt Redley 
 

Drawing rations in the same battalion, 
Dickbusche 9 August 1917. 
Yes ï shorts! 

 
 

All in all the British soldier didnôt fare too badly compared to some 

foreign counterparts.   There was meat every day - a rare luxury back 

home - cigarettes, tea and rum, part of a daily ration of more than 4,000 

calories.   Remarkably, rates of non-effectiveness due to sickness, an 

important barometer of any armyôs morale, were hardly above those of 

peacetime.   Many young men enjoyed the guaranteed pay, the intense 

comradeship, the responsibility and the adventure, despite the horror 

that many had to endure. 

 
 

The mystery of the regimental system explained: 
 
The operational unit of the infantry was, as now, the battalion.   In 1914 the battalionôs 
establishment was just over 1000 men, and on mobilization the recall of reservists 
would bring this up to full strength, but as the war progressed the average actual 
strength was about 600, often much less. 
The Northamptonshire Regiment was a typical county regiment, with, in 1914:   

-   two Regular battalions: 
            1st Battalion  ï the old 48th Foot.   At Blackdown near Aldershot, moved to                      

                                   France August 1914 for the duration 
             2nd Battalion ï the old 58th Foot.   In Egypt, returned to Winchester  then          

                                     moved to France November 1914 for the duration  
       



-    its depot unit (in Gibraltar Barracks, Barrack Road):                
             3rd (Reserve) Battalion -  a Regular cadre which trained and administered            
             soldiers of the Special Reserve and reinforcement drafts for the Regular  
             battalions;   to south of England on mobilization and from late 1915 part of the 
             New Army training organization.                      

-   and one Territorial Force battalion of part-time soldiers: 
            4th Battalion  - on the creation of additional  TA battalions, this became: 
            1/4th Battalion  - at Gallipoli in 1915 and then Egypt and 
                                    Palestine for the duration 
         2/4th Battalion ï north of England 
            3/4th Battalion ï south-east England 
            9th Battalion    - formed 1915 from Home Service personnel, eastern  
                                     England 

-   six battalions of the New Army were formed 1914-1916: 
            5th (Service) Battalion (Pioneers) ï the title óServiceô referring to the   

                                     unitôs availability for duty as part of a field formation, the                                           
                                     title óPioneerô referring to its normal role of labour duties, 
                                     although pioneer battalions could act as normal infantry.                                                   
                                     These titles in brackets were only for formal use ï a battalion 
                                     would normally be known as, for example, óFifth   
                                     Northamptonsô.   France May 1915 for the duration 
            6th (Service) Battalion  - France July 1915 for the duration 
            7th (Service) Battalion  -  France September 1915 for the duration 
            8th (Reserve) Battalion ï initially Service then Reserve and Training, south of 
                                      England                        
            1st Garrison Battalion  -  the title óGarrisonô referring to the unitôs static role,          
                                     due to its complement not being sufficiently fit for field duty. 
                                     Moved to Egypt 1915, then Palestine and Salonika 
            2nd (Home Service) Garrison Battalion ï south-east England 
 
In all therefore the Northamptonshire Regiment comprised 10 operational battalions 
(eight of which were available for field duty overseas), two garrison battalions for static 
duties (one for Home Service only), and a training unit. 
 

 

 
 
The two Regular battalions took part in the early major and costly battles of Mons, 
the Marne, the Aisne and First Ypres.  The 1st Battalion lost all its officers except the 
quartermaster in two months.   By March 1915 both battalions had been virtually 
wiped out and reconstituted with new recruits, and in May they were both all but 
destroyed again at Aubers Ridge, to be repeated on the Somme at Contalmaison 
(2nd Battalion) and High Wood (1st Battalion) and yet again at the Battle of the Dunes 
in 1917 (1st Battalion)   and Second Battle of the Aisne in 1918 (2nd Battalion). 
The 6th Battalion is most remembered for the action at Trones Wood on the Somme, 
and the 7th for the Battle of Loos in 1915 and their commanding officer, captain of 
Northampton Saints and England, Edgar Mobbs, who was killed leading his men on 
31 July 1917 in the Battle of Passchendaele (Third Battle of Ypres).   Of the original 
400 volunteers who answered Mobbsô call at Franklinôs Gardens in 1914, and the 



264 who helped form the 7th Battalion, only 85 survived the war. 
The 1/4th were the only field battalion to serve outside Europe, at Gallipoli, Suez and 
the Second and Third battles of Gaza.   
In total 6040 members of the Regiment gave their lives.   Twelve were from this 
Parish (thirteen if we include Private Walter Chapman of the 2nd Battalion, who was 
born in Brington, died at Aubers Ridge on 9 May 1915, when his fatherôs address 
was in Northampton, and is remembered on the Northampton Borough Memorial). 
 

 

Some common medals 

 

 

The 1914 Star, colloquially known as the 
óMons Starô, for service in France and 
Belgium up to 22 November 1914 ï the 
end of the First Battle of Ypres.   
Primarily for the óOld Contemptiblesô who 
stopped the German onslaught at the 
start of the war.    
The clasp, or óbarô, was awarded to those 
who had been under fire or within enemy 
artillery range.   It had to be applied for ï
many did not live to do so.  
 

 
When medals were not worn the clasp 
was denoted on the medal ribbon on 
your tunic by a silver rosette 

 
 

óPip, Squeak and Wilfredô ï three 
common service medals: the 1914-15 
Star, for service in any overseas theatre 
until December 1915, the British War 
Medal for service overseas and the 
Allied Victory Medal for service in the 
War.   Named after three comic strip 
characters - a dog, a penguin and a 
rabbit - which were popular in the 
immediate post-war era. 
If you only had the second two medals 
they were known as óMutt and Jeffô. 

If you were entitled to the 1914 Star then 
you didnôt get the 1914-15 Star ï you 
couldnôt have both. 
But if you were entitled to either, then you 
were also entitled to the other two. 

 

 



 

The Territorial Force Medal for members 
of the TA before the declaration of war 
and who served overseas. 

 

 

The Military Medal, awarded to Other 
Ranks for gallantry and devotion to duty 
under fire.    Awarded to Serjeant Walter 
George and Lance Serjeant William 
Redley of this Parish, both of whom were 
killed.   Much prized. 

 

 

The Silver War Badge for those invalided 
out by injury or sickness due to war 
service.   This stopped people thinking 
you hadnôt done your duty. 

 

 

  
 

Memorial Plaque and Scroll sent to next of kin, with covering letter and its copy of 
the Kingôs signature 

 

 


