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In 2015, in Panama, I started reading a book about the causes of World War I, aka the Great War, the 

war to end all wars, and the war of the nations. I was late to the project, but I decided to read whatever 

I came across on WWI during the centennial years of that war. The first book was The Sleepwalkers: How 

Europe Went to War in 1914, by Christopher Clarke. That was always my question about the first world 

war: how in the heck did this monstrosity ever get going? Anyone, at any point, who had given in to 

even an iota of decent common sense could have stopped it before it started. Such was Clarke’s 

conclusion, as well, but why wasn’t there anyone with any decent common sense? He concluded that 

common sense had been driven underground by a shift in style in what people thought was essential in 

good diplomats, politicians, and other national bureaucrats. In the post-Napoleonic era, subtlety and 

flexibility had been valued. In the wind-up to WWI, chantable slogans followed up with absolute 

inflexibility were what were admired. This was interpreted as a kind of living-according-to-principle 

manliness. Then over sixteen million people died for the ‘principles’ of a few people who mostly were 

not directly involved in the war. 

 

The Rhine River, near Strasbourg, France. The Rhine had formed a disputed boundary between France 

and Germany for a long time. Alsace and Lorraine? Nobody asked them. The French: clearly they are 

French, so they should be part of France. The Germans: clearly they are German, so they should be part 

of Germany. The Alsace and Lorraine questions were not the immediate cause of the first world war, but 

the history in that region didn’t help to defuse any of the tensions. 
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Then I had the opportunity to be in the Rhineland of Germany in November of 2018, and I arrived on the 

11th, on the centennial of the armistice that ended the war. I decided to take a day trip to 

Hartmannswillerkopf (aka Vieil Armand), a hill in Alsace where trenches could still be seen. Most of the 

battlefields have been ploughed back into usable territory, but the trenches at Hartmannswillerkopf (I 

need an abbreviation: HMWK) have been kept pretty much as they were, with allowances made for 

temporal deterioration. In a town near HMWK, Wattwiller, there is a cemetery. There are other burial 

sites on the battlefield, and more memorial sites in other nearby towns and at the visitor center, for 

remains that are unidentified. 
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A short geographic detour and continuation of the temporal tour: while in Anchorage for a job 

interview, I took in a play/musical: All is Calm: The Christmas Truce of 1914, by Peter Rothstein. After the 

Schlieffen Plan (from Field Marshal Alfred von Schlieffen) had been stopped, thanks mostly to the 

Belgian resistance, the war stalled while the people in charge tried to figure out what to do next. The 

head honchos did not consider not continuing the war a plausible possibility, but the soldiers involved 

did better. They stopped shooting at one another for a couple of weeks during the holidays. The 

ceasefires were spontaneous and unofficial, but the lack of shooting was real. Had the soldiers shot the 

high-muckety-mucks in charge once those people decided that the shooting should be restarted, the 

war could have been stopped. Nope. Common sense was available, and ignored, and punished. 

 

One of the first bunkers along the trail up the hill. This and most of the remaining fortifications and 

other structures at HMWK are German. 
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The Clarke book was excellent on trends at the level of national leadership, and a great read, but it 

didn’t cover the experience of people who were not national bureaucrats as everyone transitioned from 

the lives of European citizens to unbelievable warfare. So I reread Marcel Proust: In Search of Lost Time 

(also Remembrance of Things Past). It’s a big narrative, six lengthy volumes, each of which would count 

as two or more average-sized books. The war was not Proust’s main focus. But in his extensive 

descriptions of French bourgeois social life, he also described the cracks in the society at large that 

might have contributed to the cracks in the national life. The false bifurcation was a way of life: upper 

XOR lower class (the XOR is logical notation for an exclusive ‘or’: only one of the terms can be true, and 

the existence of only two terms is often assumed, outside of logical use), French XOR non-French (and 

French citizens who had other backgrounds, such as Alfred Dreyfus, were often not considered to be 

French), friend XOR enemy. The society was in the process of splitting in two, and then there was a 

world war. Proust did not directly address the war: it landed between the fifth and sixth volumes. In the 

final volume, which describes society after the world war, there was no pre-war society. People still 

knew each other, their names, but no one knew how to interact after the war. Without the prop of a 

false bifurcation (if he’s not for us, he’s against us), people had difficulty figuring out how to who they 

were to one another, and how to think about themselves. 

 

Another marker for a burial site, the Ancien Cimitiere du Möllendorf 
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Barbara W. Tuchman’s The Guns of August was not so good on the nature and causes of the first world 

war. It was a rehash of most of the stereotypes about the war—the evil Germans, the tangled treaties, 

the good guy-bad-guy false bifurcation. I think Tuchman had not read Proust, or she might have 

recognized the irony of returning to falsely bifurcated patterns of thinking so soon after the devastating 

effects of that logical fallacy had been demonstrated in the deaths of millions of people. However, until I 

read Tuchman’s book, I had not thought clearly about the problem of writing a history of events without 

a consideration of the history of ideas. And I might not have gotten where I did, had I not also read 

Clarke’s book and Proust’s series. The tangle of reading that I did clarified many things for me, not only 

about the war but about historiography and scholarship and ideas. 

 

The graves at Ancien Cimitiere du Möllendorf are marked with flat stones that are sometimes below 

ground level and being overgrown with underbrush and covered with leaf litter. 
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The detritus of the war is still available at HMWK. Some of the razor wire and other materials for making 

barriers remain in what used to be No Man’s Land. The trash wasn’t cleaned up, and the trenches 

weren’t ploughed through. 
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One of my maternal grandfather’s favorite books was All Quiet on the Western Front, by Erich Maria 

Remarque. I reread the book, his book, in 2016. The main character in the novel, Paul Bäumer, fights in a 

series of pointless battles on the western front before being killed on a relatively placid day. The book 

also addresses the difficulties of people returning from the war. The book points out that the war 

destroyed a generation of people, even those who survived. The living could haul themselves out of the 

trenches, but they could not return to the lives they used to live. 

 

HMWK was not a strategically important location, unlike the Dardanelles. The French and Germans 

fought there actively in 1915, with most of the 30,000 casualties being French (the trenches that have 

survived a century of soggy weather and historical tourism are mostly German—they did a good job on 

their trenches), but by 1916, the trenches were minimally staffed, and most of the activity and 

personnel moved north. 
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I had thoroughly enjoyed Winston Churchill’s account of World War II, and I knew about the WWI 

chronicles, but these are six volumes that are not cheap, in part because they’re not being mass-

manufactured. Minimal demand for six big volumes on a war, I guess. Uncle Jim came through for me, 

though, with a generous gift certificate to an online bookstore where I could get a used set. 

 

Part of a trail along the boundary between the French and German forces at HMPK 
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Winston was the First Lord of the Admiralty until the Gallipoli Campaign (aka the Dardanelles campaign, 

etc.) turned into a disaster. I happen to agree with Winston on this one: it was the least bad option 

during a stale war that needed to be ended (but not by just not having the war: apparently, it had to be 

fought through) and could have been a stunning move both strategically and politically for a century 

henceforth. But no—any good idea can be ruined through bureaucracy and the time and resources that 

bureaucracy wastes, and the campaign turned into one of the more deadly of an incredibly deadly war. 

Also, Winston lost his job.  

 

The trenches at HMWK follow the contours of the hill on which they were built, and in some places, they 

made clear geological or geographical features that I wouldn’t have noticed otherwise. I’m not sure 

what I had expected the trenches to be, but I did expect them to be bigger. I’m not the biggest person 

on the planet, either vertically or horizontally, but the trenches were narrow. I don’t know how the 

people passed each other in opposite directions. The official trails follow in some of the trenches. 
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Winston was quite the anti-German. He had some choice comments about the ‘Prussian’ affinity for war 

and violence. One would think that all Germans were Prussians, to hear Winston tell it, and that all 

Germans were looking for and would never refuse an opportunity to kill a Brit. To get another 

perspective, I read Ludendorff’s Own Story, August 1914-November 1918, by General Erich Friedrich 

Wilhelm Ritter von Ludendorff. He’s a bit whiny, but it’s easy to empathize with him. He was doing a 

brilliant job on the eastern front but then was shuffled to the west (the bureaucrats strike again), which 

probably lost the eastern front for Germany. When somebody’s doing a good job, they should be 

allowed to do their job. But maybe it’s better if the job isn’t killing people. 

 

At HMWK, a lot of exploration is allowed—one can walk in the trenches, explore back into the burrows, 

look out from windows onto hillsides overlooking enemy positions. 

 

 

 

 

 



Time Travel: World War I, 1914-1918, considered in 2015-2018: Marla Perkins, Ph.D. 
 

When the British were blasting the Germans in the leadup to the Somme offensive, the idea was that, 

after the heavy shelling from the largest guns available at that time and place, there wouldn’t be 

Germans left. The bureaucrats who planned the operation thought that, after shelling the Germans, the 

British and French could have a leisurely stroll over No Man’s Land and take possession of the German 

trenches, accompanied by a few tanks (Winston was right about that, too—the tanks should have been 

held back until there were enough of them to make a difference, not shown off to give the Germans 

good ideas about new war equipment). In fact, the shelling accomplished almost nothing. During slow 

times throughout the war, the German soldiers who weren’t shooting were improving their trenches, by 

digging farther back underground, making drainage to keep their trenches relatively dry, adding 

furniture in underground chambers, and installing electric lights. When shelled, the German soldiers 

went farther back into their deeper, improved burrows, and they mostly survived the shelling. After the 

shelling ended, and the British and French came out of their trenches, the German soldiers had open 

shots at the British and French. About a third of the three million people who participated in the Battle 

of the Somme were killed. The only German defeat in the battle was for a group who had been forced 

out of their deeper, improved burrows. 
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In The 1st Day on the Somme, by Martin Middlebrook, some of the people who survived the Somme 

commented on their surprise at the German trenches. Given the damp and cold and darkness and filth 

that the west-of-the-Somme soldiers were trying to survive, the German fortifications seemed nearly 

palatial. The strength of Middlebrook’s book is that good chunks of it are direct quotes from Somme 

survivors. 
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The last book that I read was by far my favorite: The Czech-Slovak Legion in Siberia, 1917-1922, by Joan 

McQuire Mohr. Finding good material on the eastern front in World War I is not as easy as finding good 

material on the western front, but this book is superb. The Czechs and Slovaks had united in favoring the 

British-French alliance over the Russia-Austro-Hungarian Empire alliance, in hopes that after the war, 

they would have a country that was not part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. Czechoslovakia did 

happen, but before that, thousands of the soldiers in the Czech-Slovak legion were trapped behind 

Russian lines when the Soviet revolution took Russia out of the war. They appealed for help that didn’t 

come, thanks to bureaucratic indecision and delays. They were on their own, and they fought back 

against Soviet mistreatment. For a few weeks, they held almost all of the trans-Siberian railway, from 

just outside Moscow to the border with China. They used the railroad and the trains to manage a 

resistance that was long and thin. Had the bureaucrats moved quickly enough to support the Czechs and 

Slovaks, the Soviet communist revolution could have been stopped. But the resistance was not 

supported, the revolution was not stopped, and most of the members of Czech-Slovak legion were 

slaughtered. 

 

 

 

 


