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FAMOUS EVENTS: What happened on ... ? 

Was ist am 11. November 1918 geschehen? 
Waffenstillstand des ersten Welkrieges / end of World War One 

No-one knew what war would mean 
in the 20th century and what dimen• 
sions it would assume. The crises that 
preceded it, the two Moroccan crises 
and the Balkan wars, had probably led 
to mistaken assumptions where a future 
large-scale war was concerned. 

Total mobilisation began, having 
been made possible only by the degree 
of industrialisation achieved. War 
moved into new zones, changed its face, 
became a war of technology. 

Technology mobilised the world and 
was the hallmark of war on land, at sea 
and, for the first time, in the air. 

New weapons and forms of warfare 
were developed: the machine-gun, the 

flame-thrower, barrage -bombatdment. 
As recently as in October 1982 Adolf 
Heusinger, Bundeswehr inspector-gen
eral from 1957 to 1961 and a First 
World War lie.utenant and company 
commander, noted in conversation that 
the changing face of war had not been 
realisea. 

There was only one weapon that real
ly worked: the rake of machine-gun fire .. 
But technical development progressed 
as the war went on. 

Infantry was motorised, signals units 
modernised, tanks, gas, submarines and 
battleships, fighters, bomber squadrons 
and airships joined the fray. 

The face of war changed entirely. On 
the home front too nationalism and im
perialism mobilised nations to an un
precedenf'ed-d-egree. -

Total war was the slogan. It was 
coined by Field-Marshal Ludendorff, 
the "motor of the world war," to quote 
his close associated Joachim von 
Stiilpnagel. 

Yet despite this technical outlay (na
val engagements, for instance) the initial 
German offensives ground to a halt and 

trench warfare reigned supremefrom 
September 1914. 

The war of attrition, battles in which 
superior equipment was decisive, began 
in February 1916. The character of the 
war changed yet again. Verdun will al
ways remain a memorial to this mad
ness. 

A further change was that the individ
ual soldier was increasingly relegated to 
a -minor role. The . unknown soldier, 
identifiable only by his dog tag, came in
to his own. 

Arnold Zweig entitled his 1935 novel 
Erziehung vor Verdun (Education Be
fore Verdun). It educated a generation 
to kill and to die. 

The German supreme command 
sought to change the course of the war, 
as Ludendorff put it. But they did so in 
vain. 

The Central Powers made a tempor
ary b reakthrough with offensives in Po
land, Lithuania and Latvia, but they 
failed to turn the tide. So did the 1910 
campaign against Rumania. 

Britain's long-range naval blockade 
of Germany along a line running from 
Scotland to Norway proved of great im
portance for the course of the war. 

In May 1916 the German navy broke 
off the sole major naval battle in the 
Skagerrak to avoid destruction by the 
superior British h0me fleet. 

In is> 17 two events of crucial political 
importance occurred. 

In January the German government 
declared total U-boat war, whereupon 

- in early April ·_ th~ nited Sta~s 
declared war on Germany. 

It was the :first major non~European 
power to enter the European fray. The 
United States eventually turned the scales 
in the Allies' favour by virtue of its superi
ority in manpower and material. 

The second crucial occurrence in 
1917 was the Russian revolution. Soviet 
Russia prepared to enter the political 
fray, sued for. peace and signed the 
Brest-Litovsk treaty in March 1918. 

Luck seemed to be on Germany's side 
again, but the spring offensives were a 
failure. On 8 August the German front 
was breached for the first time. 

What then followed was a system of ma
keshift, tactical arrangements. The su
preme commancl summoned the country's 
politica1 leaders and suea--tormllitacy 
b&J]:kruptcy, as Rudolf Morsey put it. 

The ageing Reich Chancellor, Count 
B ertling, resigned. Ludendorff, aroused 
froIT.1 ~is lethargy, demanded peace and 
arrrnstice terms. 

They were offered to the United 
States in early October. On 11 Novem
ber 1918 Matthias Erzberger signed the 
armistice agreement near Compiegne. 
The last European war, also known as 
the First World War, was over. _ 

Its repercussions shook the entire 
world. The Treaty of. Versailles, far 
from resolving matters, sowed the seed 
of fresh conflict. 

In 1920 the United States withdrew 
from European affairs. The countries of 
Europe were on their own once more 
and again began to mark out their 
spheres of influence. 

Old states vanished, new ones ap
peared. Multinational Austria-Hungary 
was broken up and the Russian sphere 
of influence was limited to the east. 

In South-East Europe a number of 
small and medium-sized states was set up. 

The most important immediate con
sequences of the 1914-18 war were 
communism and fascism. 

In Germany people were not pre
pared to accept the 1918 defeat. In the 
last year of fighting the legend of betray
al, the stab-in-the-back legend, made its 
appearance. 

The Weimar Republic was not a satis
factory political system. That was why 
1933 marked a crucial turniqg-point in 
German history. 

A further war was heralded, pre
ceded by a fresh explosion of German 
power. The Second World War ended 
with the atomic bomb, adding yet an
other new dimension to war. 
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