
opposite him in Flanders. "Nice old 
chap. A pacifist. Same as me. Why did 
they suffer, those millions of men? 
I've never got over it. You never for
get it. Never." 

However, if these last few vet
erans were still dealing personally 
with their experiences ofWorld War I 
ninety years after it had ended, Eu
rope, and the world as a whole, are 
also still trying to come to terms with 
the outcome of the Great War, trying 
to correct the wrongs done to peoples 
and nations at Versailles, at St. Ger
main, Neuilly, and Trianon, are even· 
still dealing with the sordid physical 
remains of a conflict that had cost 
millions of lives and caused untold 
suffering. 1,700,000 Russians killed, 
4,950,000 wounded, some 1,450,000 
of them permanently disabled. 
1,774,000 Germans killed, 4,216,000 
wounded. 1,375,800 Frenchmen 
killed, 4,266,000 wounded, some 
690,000 of them permanently dis
abled. 1,200,000 soldiers of the Dual 
Monarchy killed, another 3,620,000 
wounded. 908,000 citizens of Brit
ain and her Commonwealth killed, 
2,100,000 wounded. 50.7 percent 
of all French soldiers were wounded 
during the war, almost 17 percent of 
all draftees died. For Germany, the 
numbers are 38.3 percent and 16.1 
percent. For the Dual Monarchy, 46.4 
percent and 16.4 percent. For Russia, 
41.3 percent and 14.2 percent. In 
Britain, 23.5 percent and 10.2 per
cent. In Italy, 16.9 percent and 11.6 
percent. Though the list could easily 
be expanded, these cold numbers can-

not even begin to hint at the suffering 
hidden behind them. 

"You never forget it. Never," 
Patch had told the reporter from the 
Telegraph in July 2007. Nine years 
earlier, in November 1998, then Ger
man Chancellor Gerhard Schroder 
had tried- unsuccessfully-to do just 
that when he declined an invitation 
to attend a commemorative event at 
Ypres in Belgium on 11 November, 
Armistice Day-as if pushing away 
the hand reaching out in reconcili
ation could undo what already had 
happened. "We have to remember 
the past so the bad things will not 
be repeated," had been Schroder's 
response to the invitation, "but it is 
also a mistake to live in the past." He 
is, of course, correct in that we must 
not "live in the past." In Germany, no 
state agency or private· organization 
kept track of the veterans of the Great 
War, and if it were not for the Internet 
only the closest relatives, grandchil
dren, and great-grandchildren of the 
veterans, would have known about 
their passing. However, like it or not, 
even after the last veteran is gone we 
will still live "with the past," especial
ly if it is as powerful as World War I. 

Almost routinely the skeletal re
mains of soldiers "known only to God 
" are found in the fields of Flanders, 
at i:he Somme, and around Verdun 
to be unearthed and reburied with 
"full military honors to commemo
rate their bravery," as the standard 
line goes. In May of this year alone 
the decomposed corpses of close to 
four hundred British and Australian 
soldiers were found in northeastern 
France where they had been killed in 
the Battle of Fromelles. They were 
among the 5,5.33 Australian soldiers 
and 1,547 British soldiers killed there 
over two days in July 1916, the 19th 
and 20th to be precise, in an opera
tion intended to divert the Germans 
from the Battle of the Somme some 
fifty miles to the south, where more 
than 60,000 British soldiers had been 
killed or wounded on the first day 

alone. By the time it was over in No
vember, more than one million men 
on both sides of the front lines had 
become casualties. Between Febru
ary and December of 1916, one ton 
of explosives were dropped on every 
square yard of land around Verdun, 
and one in four shells failed to ex
plode. Even today Belgian farmers 
are unearthing so many live bombs 
on the one-time killing fields that 
there are designated spots where the 
military collects them for controlled 
destruction. Two truck loads a day 
or about three hundred tons of un
exploded ordnance every year. Ex
perts estimate that at the current rate 
it may take up to two hundred years 
or so to dispose of what is left in the 
killing fields ofWestern Europe. 

Some thirty people are still killed 
each and every year because they dis
turbed, picked up, or tried to defuse 
unexploded shells, many of them still 
filled with one of the deadly chemi
cals that had first made their appear
ance at Ypres in April 1915. Devastat
ing and heart-rending as these losses 
are to the families in France and Bel
giun1 of those whose loved ones are 
blown to pieces by shells fired almost 
a century ago, the consequences of 
those shells fired near the Channel at 
the shores of the Atlantic Ocean are 
felt every day across the continent on 
the shores of the Adriatic, along the 
banks of the Suez Canal, and in East 
Asia as well. In an address delivered 
to a Joint Session of the American 
Congress on 8 January 1918, Ameri
can President Woodrow Wilson had 
outlined his vision for a new, post-war 
world in fourteen points. The most 
far-reaching of those were Points Five 
and Ten. If the principle expressed 
in Point Five is known as that of 
the "self-determination of nations," 
Point Ten had demanded that "[t]he 
peoples of Austria-Hungary ... should 
be accorded the freest opportunity to 
autonomous development." Similarly 
Point Twelve had postulated that 
the "nationalities [of the Ottoman 


