#130
World War I – The Realities of War

The realities of war were much different than what people thought when the war started.  Propaganda, made by the governments to convince their young men to fight, showed war as a heroic, wonderful pursuit.  In reality, fighting in this war was a LOT different.

Trench System
Between the trenches of opposing sides was a stretch of land known as no-man’s land.  It had already been deformed by shellfire, and in wet weather it was extremely hard to walk through this area.  Behind no-man’s land was barbed wire that made it almost impossible for troops to pass.  Next was the front line.  Being on the front line was extremely dangerous.  You had to worry about fire from those in front of you as well as being hit by your own artillery behind you.  Some men would serve weeks on the front line. 

Life in the Trenches
Life in the trenches was rough on soldiers.  They had to worry about rats, catching diseases, shellfire, and body lice.  Food was also in short supply towards the end of the war.  If you were injured, it could take a while until you were treated.  Some injuries were so bad that they had to be amputated.  Also, if you disobeyed your orders, you ran the risk of being executed. 

New Technology – Weapons
During WWI, the soldiers in the trenches used a wide variety of weapons, including:
1. [image: ]Machine guns – could fire up to 600 bullets a minute (equivalent of 250 men with rifles)
2. Flame throwers – flame throwers were mainly used to clear enemy soldiers from their front line trenches
3. Artillery – these are the new and upgraded versions of cannons.  Never in the history of man were there so many cannons used in one war alone.
4. Poison Gases (mustard and chlorine gases) – these were highly lethal and very effective weapons.  Mustard gas burned the lungs of the inhaler, leaving them to die in agony.
5. Tanks – although they were smaller than the tanks we’re used to seeing, they were still effective.  Not only could they fire on opposing troops, but they could act as cover for soldiers on the move.
6. [image: Voison]Airplanes – this was the first war where planes were used.  Although used to some extent for bombing, they were also used for watching enemy movements on the field of battle.
7. Battles in the Sea – naval ships were very important throughout the war.  The British specialized in making battleships, whereas the Germans specialized in making submarines, also called “U-Boats.”

Body Lice
Men in the trenches suffered from lice. One soldier writing after the war described them as "pale fawn in color, and they left blotchy red bite marks all over the body." They also created a sour; stale smell. Various methods were used to remove the lice. A lighted candle was fairly effective but the skill of burning the lice without burning your clothes was only learnt with practice. Unfortunately, this rarely worked. A fair proportion of the eggs remained in the clothes and within two or three hours of the clothes being put on again a man's body heat had hatched them out.


As well as causing frenzied scratching, lice also carried disease. This was known as “trench fever.”  Although the disease did not kill, it did stop soldiers from fighting and accounted for about 15% of all cases of sickness in the British Army.

Trench Rats
Many men killed in the trenches were buried almost where they fell. If a trench subsided, or new trenches or dugouts were needed, large numbers of decomposing bodies would be found just below the surface. These corpses, as well as the food scraps that littered the trenches, attracted rats. One pair of rats can produce 880 offspring in a year and so the trenches were soon swarming with them.


Some of these rats grew extremely large. One soldier wrote: "The rats were huge. They were so big they would eat a wounded man if he couldn't defend himself." These rats became very bold and would attempt to take food from the pockets of sleeping men. Two or three rats would always be found on a dead body. They usually went for the eyes first and then they burrowed their way right into the corpse. 
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