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The Reality of War: Trench Warfare

The romantic illusion about the excitement and adventure of war that filled

the minds of so many young men who marched off to battle quickly
disintegrated after a short time in the trenches on the Western Front. This

description of trench warfare is taken from the most famous novel that

emerged from World War I, Erick Maria Remarque’s 4/l Quiet on the
Western Front, written in 1929. Remarque had fought in the trenches in

France.

Erich Maria Remarque
All Quiet on the Western Front

We wake up in the middle of the night. The earth booms. Heavy fire
i1s falling on us. We crouch into corners. We distinguish shells of every

caliber.
Each man lays hold of his things and looks again every minute to

reassure himself that they are still there. The dugout heaves, the night roars
and tlashes of light, and with pale faces and pressed lips shake our heads.
Every man is aware of the heavy shells tearing down the parapet,

rooting up the embankment and demolishing the upper layers of
concrete. .. Already by morning a few of the recruits are green and vomiting.

They are too inexperienced.
The bombardment does not diminish. It is falling in the rear too. As

far as one can see it spouts fountains of mud and iron. A wide belt is being

raked.
The attack does not come, but the bombardment continues. Slowly

we become mute. Hardly a man speaks. We cannot make ourselves

understood.
Our trench 1s almost gone. At many places it is only eighteen inches

high. It is broken by holes, and craters, and mountains of earth. A shell
lands square in front of our post. At once it is dark. We are buried and must

dig ourselves out...
Towards morning, while it is still dark, there is some excitement.

Through the entrance rushes in a swarm of fleeing rats that try to storm the
walls. Torches light up the confusion. Everyone yells and curses and
slaughters. The madness and despair of many hours unloads itself in this
outburst. Faces are distorted, arms strike out, the beasts scream; we just stop

In time to avoid attacking one another...




Suddenly it howls and flashes terrifically, the dugout cracks in all its
joints under a direct hit, fortunately only a light one that the concrete blocks
are able to withstand. It rings metallically, the walls reel, and rifles, helmets,
earth, mud, and dust fly everywhere. Sulfur fumes pour in...the recruit
starts to rave again and two others follow suit. One jumps up and rushes
out; we have trouble with the other two. I start after the one who escapes
and wonder whether to shoot him in the leg—then it shrieks again. I fling
myself down and when I stand up the wall of the trench is plastered with
smoking splinters, lumps of flesh, and bits of uniform. I scramble back.

The first recruit seems actually to have gone insane. He butts his head
against the wall like a goat. We must try tonight to take him to the rear.
Meanwhile we bind him, but so that in case of the attack he can be released.
Suddenly the nearer explosions cease. The shelling continues but it has
lifted and falls behind us, our trench is free. We seize the hand grenades,
pitch them out in front of the dugout and jump after them. The
bombardment has stopped and a heavy barrage now falls behind us. The
attack has come.

No one would believe that in the howling waste there could still be
men; but steel helmets now appear on all sides out of the trench, and fifty
yards from us a machine gun is already in position and barking.

The wire entanglements are torn to pieces. Yet they offer some
obstacle. We see the storm troops coming. Our artillery opens fire.
Machine guns rattle, rifles crack. The charge works its way across. Hair
and Kropp begin with the hand-grenades. They throw as fast as they can;
others pass them, the handles with the strings already pulled. Haie throws
seventy-five yards, Kroop sixty, it has been measured, the distance is
important. The enemy as they run cannot do much before they are within

forty yards.
We recognize the distorted faces, the smooth helmets: they are

French. They have already suffered heavily when they reach the remnants
of the barbed-wire entanglements. A whole line has gone down before our
machine-guns; then we have a lot of stoppages and they come nearer.

I see one of them, his face upturned, fall into a wire cradle. His body

collapses, his hands remain suspended as though he were praying. Then his
body drops clean away and only his hands with the stumps of his arms shoot

off, now hand in the wire.




