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Frontispiece: Three and a half years into the war, Captain and newly-promoted
Mrs Dunville duck under an arch of Lewis guns as they leave the church after

their wedding in April 1918.
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Introduction

The decade from 1910 to 1919 witnessed the troubled teenage years of the 20th century.
They were years of protest, aggression, disappointment, angst and bitter disillusion. The hopes
that the new century had brought a decade earlier were mown down in a fusillade of wars,
revolutions, strikes and armed insurrections culminating, between 1914 and 1918, in the mass
slaughter of the First World War.

Blood stained much of the world — Mexico, Ireland, the Middle East, China, India, Africa,
South America and, above all, Europe. Incompetent kings and bewildered statesmen were
assassinated — an increasingly easy task with modern weapons. Democratic governments
reeled under attacks from women and workers, for the dual spectres of militant suffragettes
and organised labour were more than most governments could tolerate. In 1911 Britain was
crippled by a series of strikes involving seamen, dockers, miners and railwaymen. At much
the same time, the French Ministry of the Interior prepared its ‘carnet B’, a list of the trade
unionists to be arrested in the event of war. A year later the German army was called out to deal
with strikers in Hamburg and the Ruhr. On the eve of the First World War, Italy ground to a halt
in the national strike of ‘Red Week’.

Through it all shone the brilliance of human achievement. It was a decade that began
with Stravinsky’s Firebird and Bertrand Russell’s Principia Mathematica, and ended with the
foundation of the Bauhaus and the first visit to Europe of the Original Dixieland Jazz Band.
Between these milestones Roland Garros flew across the Mediterranean, and Alcock and
Brown crossed the Atlantic. Amundsen beat Scott to the South Pole. Marie Stopes published
Married Love, and Gandhi led the Indian Independence Movement. Chaplin arrived at the
Keystone Film Company in Hollywood, and D W Griffith produced The Birth of a Nation. The
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last horse-drawn bus disappeared from the streets of London, and the first regular passenger
flights between London and Paris were inaugurated. A bold aviator made the world’s first
parachute jump, and a bold editor published the first copy of Pravda. Doctor Harry Plotz
discovered a typhus vaccine; Henry Ford set up the world’s first assembly line.

For almost the last time, French, German, Italian and Spanish politicians deluded themselves
that Europe was the cultural, industrial and financial hub of the world. The ancient order
maintained its Ruritanian elegance and atavistic pomp and ceremony. But by 1919 the brave
old of continent was exhausted. Sooner or later the might of both the United States and the new

Union of Soviet Socialist Republics would have to be recognized.
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In the early days of Dr Sun Yat-sen’s government in China, a crowd
gathers to view the decapitated bodies of robbers. The old Manchu

ways of summary justice remained.
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The whole world lost its temper. For centuries the poor, hungry and oppressed masses had
endured hardship and deprivation with the tolerance of despair. European powers had enslaved
one third of the world and exploited as much again. Women had accepted the status of second-
class citizens in even the most civilised of societies. Labour had kowtowed to bosses who
ranged from the considerate to the cruel. The status quo had rarely been seriously challenged.
Now came wars of independence, national strikes, protests by women. From all quarters there
were strident demands for change and reform. There was a new spirit abroad. Worse, there was
a new spirit at home.

Old empires tried to hit back, but most were unfit for the struggle. The Ottoman Empire
reeled under attack by the Balkan League. The Chinese Empire disintegrated in the bloodbath
of civil conflict. The Russian and Austro-Hungarian empires shrivelled and died. The British
Empire somehow held on, though the cost of protecting and, at the same time, repressing its
increasingly discontented colonies was beginning to prove too much.

The world was about to explode.



