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THE GREAT WAR

Austrian gunners on the eastern front during the Great
War check the elevation of a 12-inch howitzer. The
stubby weapon—named from the Czech word for “cat-
apult”—hurled its massive shell along a high, lobbing
trajectory that gave it fearful penetrating power against
even a deeply entrenched enemy. Throughout the four
years of the war, heavy artillery proved the key to suc-
cess both in attack and in defense.

June 28, 1914, was for most of Europe like any other fine summer Sunday, a time for
enjoying rest and sunshine. General peace and unprecedented economic prosperity
had lasted for more than thirty years and seemed set to continue indefinitely. There
were a few problems, of course: Peace had not produced entire contentment, and
wealth, though widespread, was far from universal. There were even a few pessimists
who thought that a major European war was increasingly possible, especially since
the Great Powers were divided into rival camps: The Triple Alliance linked Germany,
Austria-Hungary, and Italy; the Triple Entente included France, Russia, and, tacitly,
Britain. Both camps were heavily armed, and each had plans for a potential war
against the other. But this was the twentieth century, a time of progress, not conflict.
Almost no one foresaw how quickly a war could erupt, or how tragic it would be.
That Sunday, Archduke Francis Ferdinand, heir to the Austro-Hungarian throne
and commander in chief of the Austrian army, was making an official visit to Sara-
jevo, the capital of his country’s Balkan province of Bosnia. It was not a tactful
gesture. Bosnia had recently been annexed by the Austrians, after decades of military
occupation, and most of its Slav inhabitants felt some loyalty to the neighboring Slav
state of Serbia. Bosnia seethed with embittered conspirators; that afternoon, one of
them leaped onto the archduke’s open car and shot both him and his wife.
Within weeks, these two deaths had led to hundreds of thousands more; within
four years, to some 10 million. The action of a single Serbian was to unleash a horrific
conflict that would touch almost every part of the globe, a war that was to enter the
world’s annals as the Great War. The victors would dub it the War of Civilization, an
ironic title for four years of carnage in which the most advanced nations employed
the full arsenal of technological progress to decimate one another’s populations.
And with the slaughter came political change. Following a revolution in 1917, the
vast expanses of imperial Russia emerged as the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics,
the world’s first Communist state. Germany lost its emperor and became, briefly, a
republic. Rent by internal dissent, the Austro-Hungarian empire dissolved into its
component parts. And in the Middle East, the once-mighty Ottoman Empire lay in
fragments, its last sultan deposed by Kemal Atatirk, president of modern Turkey.
By 1925, a new order prevailed. The states spawned from the wreckage of the
Austrian, German, and Russian empires gave concrete expression to nationalistic
aspirations in eastern Europe and the Baltic. The rising sun of a frenetically indus-
trialized and land-hungry Japan dominated the Far East. And in North America, the
United States flexed its industrial and economic muscles as the new global leader.

The shots fired at Sarajevo were well calculated to cause havoc. Austria-Hungary was
not a cohesive state; it was a ramshackle agglomeration of nations and fragments of
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In early 1914, the balance of power in Europe set the
Triple Alliance of Germany, Italy, and Austria-Hungary
against the Triple Entente of Britain, France, and Russia.
When Austria-Hungary declared war on Serbia on July
28, it drew all of Europe into conflict. Italy initially
remained neutral but joined the Entente in 1915. By
August 1916, the Central Powers, as they became
known (shaded orange), now comprising Germany,
Austria-Hungary, the Ottoman Empire, and Bulgaria,
were locked in combat with the rest of Europe. Only
Sweden, Norway, Denmark, Holland, Switzerland,
Spain, and Albania (light brown) remained neutral. The
Central Powers made gains in the east, but their ad-
vance became bogged down in northern France (inset),
where the front line hardly moved until the months
before Germany surrendered in November 1918.

nations, united only up to a point by dynastic loyalty to the Hapsburg emperors. In
the lands that Francis Ferdinand would have inherited, power lay with two barely
reconciled minorities, the Germans (mostly in Austria) and the Hungarians. But 47
percent of the population was made up of Slavs of various nationalities, and periph-
eral ltalian- and Rumanian-speaking territories complicated matters still more. Vi-
enna’s rulers lived in constant fear that these subject peoples would break away from
the empire, as the bulk of the Italian provinces had done in the previous century.
Therefore, when the Sarajevo conspirators were belatedly arrested and were found
to possess Serbian army weapons, to have been trained in Serbia, and to have been
smuggled across the border into Bosnia by Serbian officers, the outcry from Vienna
was understandable. Not even Serbia’s ally, Russia, could deny that the Austrians had
a genuine grievance. It was the kind of crisis that European diplomacy should have
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