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ESTERN CIVILIZATION

THE EXPERIENCE OF WORLD WAR |

World War | (1914-1918) was an unprecedented conflict in many ways. It involved
much of the globe, though the centers of major fighting were in Europe and the Middle
East. It showed the power of industrial technology and organization to deepen conflict,
causing immense casualties and also extensive economic and political disruption. And it
was an aganizing human experience,

. The next two sets of documents deal with the military experience in the trenches
shared by all the combatants. The first set, from a memoir by the Austrian musician Fritz
Kreisler, offers an overview of the early stages, suggesting initial excitement, followed by
deadening conflict. Kreisler also notes the confusing impact on memory itself.

The second set of Passages is from the war's most famous novel, A/l Quiet on the
Western Front, by Erich Maria Remarque. Remarque had served in the German army.
Fle wrote vividly about the nature of trench warfare and the physical and mental byr-
dens it imposed. ,

A 3 The war permanently changed Europe’s position in the world and greatly affected

” European politics—leading, for example, to the rise of fascism and Nazism. It also

- colored the life of a whole generation that found their expectations and rhythms totaily

shattered. The analytical challenge is to recapture this experience, at least in part, and i
discuss how it related (o the larger changes the war produced,
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!
FOUR WEEKS IN THE TRENCHES m
_. I. FRITZ KREISLER m

In wying to recall my umpressions during my short war duty as an officer in the
Austrian Army, 1 find that my recollections of this period are very uneven and :
confused. . . . This curious indifference of the memory to values of time and space
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may be due to the extraordinary physical and mental swress under which the
tmpressions I am trying to chronicle were received. The same state of mind I find is
rather characteristic of most people T have met who were in the war. It should not
be forgotten, too, that the gigantic upheaval which changed the fundamental con-
dition of life overnight and threatened the very existence of nations naturally
dwarfed the individual into nothingness, and the existing interest in the common
welfare left practically no room for personal considerations. Then again, at the
front, the extreme uncertainty of the morrow tended to lessen the interest in the
details of to-day; consequently I may have missed a great many interesting happen-
ings alongside of me which I would have wanted o note under other circun-
stances. One gets into a swange psychological, almost hypnotic, state of mind while
on the firing line which probably prevents the mind’s eye from observing and
noticing things in a normal way. This accounts, perhaps, for some blank spaces in
my memory. . . .

I saw the crowds stop officers of high rank and well-known members of the
aristocracy and clergy, also state officials and court functionaries of high rank, in
quest of information, which was imparted cheerfully and patiently, The imperial
princes could frequently be seen on the Ring Strasse [in Vienna] surrounded by
cheering crowds or mingling with the public unceremoniously at the cafes, talking
to everybody. Of course, the army was idolized. Wherever the troops marched the
public broke into cheers and every uniform was the center of an ovation.

While coming from the station I saw two young reservists, to all appear-
ances brothers, as they hurried to the barracks, carrying their small belongings
in a valise. Along with them walked a little old lady crying, presumably their
mother. They passed a general in full uniform. Up went their hands to their caps
in military salute, whereupon the old general threw his arms wide open and
embraced them both, saying: “Go on, my boys, do your duty bravely and stand
firm for your emperor and your country. God willing, you will come back to your
old mother.” The old lady smiled through her tears. A shout went up, and the
crowds surrounding the general cheered him. Long after [ had left I could hear
them shouting.

A few streets farther on I saw in an open cafe a young couple, a reservist in
field uniform and a young girl, his bride or sweetheart. They sat there, hands
linked, utterly oblivious of their surroundings and of the world at large. When
somebody in the crowd espied them, a great shout wens up, the public rushing o
the table and surrounding them, then breaking into applause and waving hats and
handkerchiefs, At first the young couple seemed to be utterly taken aback and only
slowly did they realize that the ovation was meant for them. They seemed confused,
the young girl blushing and hiding her face in her hands, the young man rising to
his feet, satuting and bowing. More cheers and applause. He opened his mouth as if
wanting 1o speak. There was a sudden silence. He was vainly struggling for expres.
sion, but then his face lit up as if by inspiration. Standing erect, hand at his cap, in a
pose of military salute, he intoned the Austrian national hymn. In a second every
head in that throng was bared. All traffic suddenly stopped, everybody, passengers
as well as conductors of the cars, joining in the anthem. The neighboring windows
mooum:mn:ia:uaomumm“m:&moosmﬁ:ﬁmmnroiaom..:ao:mu:%omqommmm.12,542-

ume of tone and the intensity of feeling seemed to raise the inspiring anthem to
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the uttermost heights of sublime majesty. We were then on our way to the station
and long afterwards we could hear the singing, swelling like a human organ.

Werwere all looking like shaggy, lean wolves, from the necessity of subsisting
on next to nothing. I remember having gone for more than three days at a time
without any food whatsoever, and many a time we had to lick the dew from the
grass for want of water. A certain fierceness arises in you, an absolute indifference
to anything the world holds except your duty of fighting. You are eating a crust of
bread, and a man is shot dead in the ench next to you. You look calmly at him for
a moment, and then go on eating your bread. Why not? There is nothing to be
done. In the end you talk of your own death with as little excitement as you would
of a luncheon engagement. There is nothing left in your mind but the fact that
hordes of men to whom you belong are fighting against other hordes, and your
side must win. . ..

{twas there and then that I made a curious observation. After the second day
we had almost grown to know each other. The Russians would laughingly call over
to us, and the Austrians would answer. The salient feature of these three days’ fight-
ing was the extraordinary lack of hatred. In fact, it is astonishing how little actual
hatred exists between fighting men. One fights fiercely and passionately, mass
against mass, but as soon as the mass crystallizes itself into human individuals
whose features one actually can recognize, hatred almost ceases. Of course, fight-
ing continues, but somehow it loses its ferceness and takes more the form of a
sport, each side being eager to get the best of the other. One still shoots at his
opponent, but almost vegrets when he sees him drop. . . .

]

ALL QUIET ONTHE WESTERN FRONT

ke

. ERICH MARIA REMARQUE

We must look out for our bread. The rats have become much more numerous lately
because the trenches are no longer in good condition. Detering says it is a sure sign
of a coming bombardment.

The rats here are particularly repulsive, they are so fat—the kind we call
corpse-rats. They have shocking, evil, naked faces, and it is nauseating to see their
long, nude tails.

They seem to be mighty hungry. Almost every man has had his bread gnawed.
Kropp wrapped his in his waterproof sheet and put it under his head, but he can-
not sleep because they run over his face to get it. Detering meant to outwit them:
he fastened a thin wire to the roof and suspended his bread from it. During the
night when he switched on his pocket-torch he saw the wire swing to and fro. On
the bread was riding a fat rat.

At last we put a stop to it. We cannot afford to throw the bread away, because
then we should have nothing left to eat in the morning, so we carefully cut off the
bits of bread that the animals have gnawed.

The slices we cut off are heaped together in the middle of the floor. Each
man takes out his spade and lies down prepared to strike. Detering, Kropp, and Kat
hold their pockettorches ready.
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Alter a few minutes we hear the first shuffling and tugging. It grows, now it
is the sound of many little feet. Then the torches switch on and every man strikes
at the heap, which scatters with a rush. The result is good. We toss the bits of rat
over the parapet and again lie in wait.

Several times we repeat the process. At last the beasts get wise to it, or perhaps
have scented the blood. They return no more. Nevertheless, before morning the
remainder of the bread on the floor has been carried off,

In the adjoining sector they attacked two large cats and a dog,
death and devoured them.

Next day there was an issue of Edamer cheese. Each man gets almost a quar-
ter of a cheese. In one way that is all to the good, for Edamer is tasty—but in
another way it is vile, Because the fat red balls have long been a sign of a bad time
coming. Our forebodings increase as rum is served out. We drink it of course; but
are not greatly comforted. . . .

At night they send over gas. We expect the attack to follow and lie with our
masks on, ready to tear them off as soon as the first shadow appears.

Dawn approaches without anything happening—only the everlasting, nerve-
wracking roli behind the enemy lines, (rains, trains, lorries [uucks], lorries; but
what are they concentrating? Our artillery fires on it continually, but still it does not
cease.

We have tired faces and avoid each other’s eyes. “It will be like the Somme,”
says Kat gloomily. “There we were shelled steadily for seven days and nights.” Kat
has lost all his fun since we have been here, which is bad, for Kat is an old front-
hog, and can smell what is coming. Only Tjaden seems pleased with the goodl
rations and the rum; he thinks we might even go back to rest without anything hap-
pening at all.

It almost looks like it. Day after day passes. At night 1 squat in the listening-
post. Above me the rockets and parachute-lights shoot up and float down again. I
am cautious and tense, my heart thumps. My eyes turn again and again to the lumi-
nous dial of my watch; the hands will not budge. Sleep hangs on my eyelids, | work
my toes in my boots in order to keep awake. Nothing happens till I am relieved:—
only the everlasting rolling over there. Gradually we grow calmer and play skat and
poker continually. Perhaps we will be lucky.

All day the sky is hung with observation balloons. There is a rumour that the
enemy are going to put tanks over and use low-flying planes for the attack. But thar
interests us less than what we hear of the new flame-throwers.

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.

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. . ..

The days go by and the incredible hours follow one another as a matter of
course. Attacks alternate with counter-attacks and slowly the dead pile up in the
field of craters between the trenches. We are able 10 bring in most of the
wounded that do not lie too far off. But many have long to wait and we listen to
them dying. -

bit them to
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For one of them we search two days in vain. He must be lying on his belly and
unable o turn over. Otherwise it is hard to understarid why we cannot find him; for
it is only when a man has his mouth close to the ground that it is impossible to
gauge the direction of his cry.

He must have been badly hit—one of those nasty wounds neither so severe
that they exhaust the body at once and a man dreams on in 2 halfswoon, nor so
light that a man endures the pain in the hope of becoming well again. Kat thinks
he has either a broken pelvis or a shot through the spine. His chest cannot have
been injured otherwise he would not have such strength to ery out. And if it were
any other kind of wound it would be possible to see him moving.

He grows gradually hoarser, The voice is so strangely pitched that it seems to
be everywhere. The first night some of our fellows go out three times to look for
him. But when they think they have located him and crawl across, next time they
hear the voice it seems to come from somewhere else altogether.

We search in vain until dawn. We scrutinized the field all day with glasses, but
discover nothing. On the second day the calls are fainter; that will be because his
lips and mouth have become dry.

Our Company Commander has promised next turn of leave with three days
extra to anyone who finds him. That is a powerful inducement, but we would do all
that is possible without that for his cry is terrible. Kat and Kropp even go out in the
afternoon, and Albert gets the lobe of his ear shot off in consequence. It is 1o no
purpose, they come back without him.

It is easy to understand what he cries. At first he called only for help—the sec-
ond night he must have had some delirium, he talked to his wife and his children, we
often detected the name Elise. Today he merely weeps. By evening the voice dwin-
dles to a croaking, But it persists still through the whole night. We hear it so distinctly
because the wind blows toward our line. In the morning when we suppose he must
already have Jong gone to his rest, there comes across to us one last gurgling rattle.

The days are hot and the dead lie unburied. We cannot fetch them all in, if we
did we should not know what to do with them. The shells will bury them. Many
have their bellies swollen up like balloons. They hiss, belch, and make movements,
The gases in them make noises.

The sky is blue and without clouds. In the evening it grows sultry and the heat
rises from the earth. When the wind blows toward us it brings the smell of blood,
which is very heavy and sweet. This deathly exhalation from the shell-holes seems to
be a mixture of chloroform and putrefaction, and fills us with nausea and
retching. . ..

Suddenly the shelling begins Lo pound again. Soon we are sitting up once
more with the rigid tenseness of blank anticipation.

Attack, counter-attack, charge, repulse—these are words, but what things
they signify! We have lost a good many men, mostly recruits. Reinforcements have
again been sent up to our sector. They are one of the new regiments, composed
almost entirely of young fellows just called up. They have had hardly any waining,
and are sent into the field with only a theoretical knowledge. They do know whata
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hand-grenade is, it is true, but they have very little idea of cover, and what is most
important of all, have no eye for it. A fold in the ground has to be quite eighteen
inches high before they can see it

Although we need reinforcement, the recruits give us almost more wouble
than they are worth. They are helpless in this grim fighting area, they fall Iike flies.
Modern wench-warfare demands knowledge and experience; a man must have a
feeling for the contours of the ground, an ear for the sound and character of the
shells, must be able to decide beforehand where they will drop, how they will burst,
and how to shelter from them.

The young recruits of course know none of these things. They get killed sim-
ply because they hardly can tell shrapnel from high-explosive, they are mown down
because they are listening anxiously to the roar of the big coal-boxes falling in the
rear, and miss the light, piping whistle of the low spreading daisy-cutters. They flock
together like sheep instead of scattering, and even the wounded are shot down like
hares by the airmen.

Their pale turnip faces, their pitiful clenched hands, the fine courage of
these poor devils, the desperate charges and attacks made by the poor brave
wretches, who are so terrified that they dare not cry out loudly, but with battered
chests, with torn bellies, arms and legs only whimper softly for their mothers and
cease as soon as one looks at them. : .

Their sharp, downy, dead faces have the awful expressionlessness of dead
children,

It brings a lump into the throat to see how they go over, and run and fall. A
man would like to spank them, they are so stupid, and to take them by the arm and
lead them away from here where they have no business to be. They wear grey coats
and trousers and boots, but for most of them the uniform is far oo big, it hangs on
their limbs, their shoulders are too narrow, their bodies too slight; no uniform was
ever made to these childish measurements.

Between five and ten recruits fall to every old hand.

A surprise gas-attack carries off a lot of them. They have not yet learned what
to do. We found one dug-out full of them, with blue heads and black lips. Some of
them in a shell hole took off their masks too soon; they did not know that the gas
lies longest in the hollows; when they saw others on top without masks they pulled
theirs off too and swallowed enough to scorch their lungs. Their condition is hope-
less, they choke to death with haemorrhages and suffocation. .

STUDY QUESTIONS

1. Whai was the mood at the outset of the war, and what caused it?

2. What were the main features of trench warfare for the troops involved? What
would happen to people who managed to live through this experience?

3. What makes Remarque's writing so powerful? Why would people want to read a
war novel of this sort?

4. What was new about warfare as Remarque and Kreisler describe it?

5. What were the wider implications of the fighting, for example for the political
values of veterans after the war had ended? Can,you see connections with some
of the new political and cultural movements of the 1920s?




