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PARIS: World leaders gathered under driving rain in Paris
yesterday to lead global commemorations marking 100
years since the end of World War I, at a time of growing
nationalism and diplomatic tensions. Around 70 leaders
including US and Russian Presidents Donald Trump and
Vladimir Putin marked the centenary of the 1918 Armistice
in the French capital at 11am local time. After church bells
rang out across France, the leaders sat together at the
Tomb of the Unknown Soldier at the Arc de Triomphe for a
memorial that included classical music and the reading
aloud of letters by WWI soldiers. 

French President Emmanuel Macron delivered a near
20-minute speech that called on his fellow leaders not to
forget the lessons of the past and the hopes of people
worldwide for peace. “Ruining this hope with a fascination
for withdrawal, violence or domination would be a mistake
for which future generations would rightly find us respon-
sible,” Macron told them. He added: “Let us build our
hopes rather than playing our fears against each other.”
The service concluded with the bugle call that was played
at 11am on November 11, 1918 to signal the end of fighting
on the Western Front.

Ceremonies in New Zealand, Australia, India, Hong
Kong and Myanmar began a day of memorial events
around the world for a conflict that involved millions of
troops from colonized countries in Asia and Africa. The
leaders of Commonwealth nations-whose forces were
deployed under British command 100 years ago-also
sounded a message of peace and hope for the world in the
new century. “This was a war in which India was not
directly involved yet our soldiers fought world over, just
for the cause of peace,” Indian Prime Minister Narendra
Modi said on Twitter. “For our tomorrows, they gave their
today,” Australian Prime Minister Scott Morrison told peo-
ple gathered at a ceremony in Canberra.

British Prime Minister Theresa May and Prince Charles,
standing in for Queen Elizabeth, attended a separate
remembrance event in London where thousands of well-
wishers also paid their respects to fallen soldiers. Macron
and German Chancellor Angela Merkel, who on Saturday
poignantly visited the forest clearing in northeastern
France where the Armistice was signed, had signaled
beforehand that they intended to use the Paris ceremony

to warn about the modern-day danger of nationalism.
“This day is not just about remembering, but should be
about a call to action,” Merkel said on Saturday.

Merkel will give the opening address alongside UN
Secretary General Antonio Guterres at a peace conference
in Paris following the memorial service on the Champs-
Elysees. The Paris Peace Forum, conceived by Macron, is

intended to highlight the importance of international insti-
tutions in helping resolve conflicts, avert wars and spread
prosperity. “The aim of the forum is to show that there are
lots of forces in the international system-states, NGOs,
foundations, intellectuals, companies-who believe we need
a world of rules, an open world and a multilateral world,”
chief organizer Justin Vaisse told AFP.

Tensions lurk 
Despite the show of unity at the Arc de Triomphe, ten-

sions lurk beneath the surface. Trump, whose hardline
nationalism has badly shaken the Western alliance, arrived
in Paris on Friday criticizing host Macron for being “insult-
ing”. Trump took umbrage at a recent interview in which
Macron talked about the need for a European army and
listed the US along with Russia and China as potential
threats to national security.

The “America First” leader, who faced criticism on
Saturday for cancelling a trip to an American cemetery
because of rainy weather, will snub the Peace Forum. Other
attendees of the memorial service and Forum included
Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan, Canadian pre-
mier Justin Trudeau and Israel’s Benyamin Netanyahu, as

well as Putin. Yesterday’s ceremony was deliberately inter-
national and cross-cultural. The French-born Chinese-
American cellist Yo-yo Ma, West African singer Angelique
Kidjo and a European youth orchestra with a Russian con-
ductor all performed. police were on duty to ensure maxi-
mum security in a city repeatedly targeted by jihadists
since 2015.

Despite these measures, a protester from the radical
feminist group Femen managed to jump over a barricade
and got within meters of Trump’s motorcade as he made

his way up the Champs-Elysees. She was hauled away by
security along with two others who were stopped on the
edge of the famous avenue. About 70 current-day nations
were involved in WWI, which had six empires and colonial
powers at its heart: Austria-Hungary, Britain, France,
Germany, Russia and the Ottoman Empire. Around 10 mil-
lion soldiers are estimated to have been killed during the
fighting and more than double that number wounded.
Between five and 10 million civilians are estimated to have
been killed.
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Cheers, emotions 
as Australia and
NZ mark WWI
armistice 
SYDNEY: Austral ia and New
Zealand launched global commemo-
rations yesterday to mark the cente-
nary of the end of World War I, com-
bining a “roaring chorus” of peace
and hope with sombre ceremonies to
remember the more than 80,000 of
their nationals who died in the car-
nage of the trenches on the other
side of the world.

In moving services across Australia,
huge crowds paid tribute to the ser-
vicemen and women who gave their
lives in the Great War. Prime Minister
Scott Morrison spoke of their ultimate
sacrifice, describing scenes of devas-
tation at Fromelles in northern France
where bodies littered the battlefield.
“For our tomorrows, they gave their
today. In silence, we commit ourselves
to standing by those who have
returned home,” he told thousands of
people gathered at the Remembrance
Day national ceremony in Canberra. 

Of the more than 400,000 of the
young Australian federation’s citizens
who enlisted, more than 300,000
served overseas and almost 62,000
died in the trenches. More than
10,000 servicemen from the
Australian and New Zealand Army
Corps (ANZAC) died during the
abortive Gallipoli campaign on the
Turkish peninsula. Although the offen-
sive failed in its military objectives, it
gave rise to the legacy of courage and

close friendship between the two
countries and is regarded as a “com-
ing of age” moment in both nations.

‘Roaring chorus’ 
The New Zealand commemoration

followed two minutes of silence at
11:00 am on November 11, when the
armistice took effect. There was a
100-gun salute on the Wellington
waterfront, while nationally people
cheered, church bells rang, emergency
services sounded their sirens and ship
and car horns blared.

“The carillon and roaring chorus
has recaptured the wave of sponta-
neous jubilation and hope which swept
New Zealand when news of the
Armistice broke,” Prime Minister
Jacinda Ardern told a service at the
National War Memorial in Wellington.
Thousands of people, many wearing
poppies on their chests, turned out at
commemorations around the country.
The June 1914 assassination of
Archduke Franz Ferdinand, heir to the
Austro-Hungarian throne, ignited a
conflict that was contemporaneously
described as “the war to end all wars”.

More than 70 million military per-
sonnel were mobilized and an estimat-
ed 10 million lost their lives. More than
100,000 New Zealanders-about 10
percent of the population at the time-
served overseas during the war, and
18,300 were killed. 

“No family, no community in New
Zealand went untouched by the
effects of the war,” Sarah Davies, the
director of the World War I centenary
program said. “Young people have
connected with people who were just
like them-young men, young women
who faced real hardship and either
went overseas or had terrible loss. For
people to re-engage with that has
been critical.” — AFP 

CENTENARY OF WORLD WAR I

PARIS: French President Emmanuel Macron (center) and his wife Brigitte Macron (right) welcome US President Donald
Trump (left) and US First Lady Melania Trump (2nd left) during a ceremony at the Arc de Triomphe yesterday as part of
commemorations marking the 100th anniversary of the 11 November 1918 armistice, ending World War I.  —  AFP 

World War I: 52 
months of hell
PARIS: World War I’s deadliest and most deci-
sive battles were fought in Europe, on the
Western Front slashing through the muddy fields
of northern France and Belgium. The front line
stretched more than 700 kilometers, from the
North Sea to France’s Vosges mountains near
Switzerland. But the Great War also raged on
Russian, Balkan and Italian fronts, and spread
rapidly to the Middle East, colonial Africa and
Asia, where Japan sided with the Allies to seize
German islands in 1914. The United States inter-
vened late-but decisively-in 1917, drawing in
several Latin American nations. In the aftermath
the Middle East was entirely redrawn as the
Ottoman empire collapsed.

A war of attrition 
Just weeks after war was declared, German

troops marched into Belgium on August 17, 1914,
crushing defences and driving a flood of
refugees before them as they advanced on Paris.
As France’s government fled southwest to
Bordeaux, the French were driven back and suf-
fered heavy losses. Some 27,000 soldiers died
on the single day of August 22, the deadliest in
French military history.

General Joseph Joffre regrouped his retreat-
ing armies to fight the First Battle of the Marne
on September 5-12, which halted the German
advance. But the extent of losses this early in the
conflict-more than half a million already-ruled
out any chance of compromise. Troops bur-
rowed down into their trenches to try to shield
themselves from a hail of artillery fire. From that
point, the conflict became a three-year war of
attrition that produced little tangible result
despite repeated, bloody attempts by both sides
to break the stalemate.

Eastern Front
Fighting played out quite differently on the

less populated Eastern Front where sprawling
expanses made trench warfare impossible.
Immediately at the outbreak of war, the
Ottoman empire-allied with Germany and
Austria-Hungary-closed the Bosphorus Strait to
isolate Russia, which was fighting alongside
Britain and France. 

Russia launched a major offensive into East
Prussia on August 15 but its campaign ended the
following month with two heavy defeats at
Tannenberg and the Mazurian Lakes. Russia,
where the state was on the verge of collapse,
began a shambolic eastward retreat which con-
tinued until the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917 and
the humiliating treaty of Brest-Litovsk in March
1918, which stripped Moscow of its western ter-
ritories and a third of its population.

Verdun and the Somme 
On the Western Front, 1915 saw a string of

bloody but undecisive offensives, marked by the
large-scale deployment of modern weapons,
including machine guns and heavy artillery.
German forces made the first ever use of poison
gas near Ypres, in Belgium. In the spring, the
Allies-led on the British side by a young
Winston Churchill-launched a naval and ground
campaign in the Dardanelles to prise open the
Bosphorus Strait.  The battle, which ended in
bitter defeat for the Allies, left an enduring mark
in Australia and New Zealand whose young sol-
diers stood out for their courage. Russia enjoyed
more success against Ottoman forces, repelling
them in the Caucasus and Armenia. But hun-
dreds of thousands of Armenians were to die in
mass killings between 1915 and 1917, accused of
siding with the Russians in the fighting.

British and German naval forces meanwhile
faced off in the North Sea and Atlantic Ocean.
To counter a maritime blockade, Germany in
1915 launched a ruthless campaign of submarine
warfare which came to a head in 1917. As a
strategic move this proved conclusive, but not in
Germany’s favor: outraged by the torpedoing of
neutral ships or those carrying American citi-
zens, the United States entered the war in 1917.
But 1916 went down in history as the year of
Verdun, the defining battle of the war for the

French, and the Somme, which holds the same
place in British memory.  The Germans launched
the initial offensive at Verdun in February with
French forces managing to contain their advance,
at a huge cost with nearly 800,000 dead and
wounded. In July, to take the strain off Verdun,
British forces launched the biggest battle of the
war, near the Somme river, which left 1.2 million
men dead, wounded or missing, for minimal terri-
torial gains. In the Middle East, British forces
invaded Turkish territory from the south in 1914
and went on to encourage the Arab population
to rise up against their Ottoman rulers. In 1916,
Britain and France struck the Sykes-Picot accord
under which they began carving out the shape of
the future Middle East.

In July, 1917, the British launched a huge
offensive in Flanders, Belgium. France had done
the same in April at the Chemin des Dames, a
crushing failure that lead to mutinies in the
French army. In October, Italian forces suffered
a disastrous defeat at Caporetto, leaving
300,000 prisoners in the hands of German and
Austrian forces. In December, meanwhile, British
general Edmund Allenby entered Jerusalem,
after the Balfour Declaration in which Britain
backed a national home for the Jewish people in
Palestine despite reassurances made to the Arab
population. — AFP

Europe, Mideast 
map redrawn 
by World War I
PARIS: Empires would fall, regions reconfigure,
new countries form: the end of World War I
overhauled the global balance of power and
redrew the maps of Europe and the Middle East.
Here is an overview. 

Revolution in Russia
The war rang the death knell for a Russian

empire already in bad shape. Repeated defeats,
crippling military spending, famines, popular
anger at the World War I bloodbath: all came
together in the Marxist Bolshevik Revolution of
1917. In March that year a first revolution lead to
the abdication of Nicholas II, Russia’s last tsar,
and the formation of a new government that
proved unable to assert control.

In November the Bolsheviks seized power in

a second revolution. They immediately sought
an exit from the devastating war, in which Russia
had sided with the Allies against the Central
Powers coalition of Germany, Austria-Hungary
and others. By December Bolshevik leader
Vladimir Lenin had agreed an armistice to end
combat; in March he agreed to a peace treaty
with Germany and its allies that saw Russia give
up large swathes of territory at the cost of 30
percent of its population. Four states were cre-
ated from territory once held by Russia: Estonia,
Finland, Latvia and Lithuania.

Demise of old Austria-Hungary 
At the outbreak of war in 1914, the Habsburg

dynasty’s Austro-Hungarian empire-which had
dominated central Europe for five centuries-
stretched from Switzerland to Ukraine, grouping
within it a dozen nationalities and more than 52
million people. By the end of the conflict, the
empire had exploded into several new countries,
amid a nationalist fervor for autonomy.
Czechoslovakia was the first to be created, pro-
claimed in October 1918, and followed immedi-
ately by Yugoslavia, made up of Slavs in the
southernmost parts of the empire. Austria-

Hungary’s break-up was sealed in November
with its signing of an armistice with the victori-
ous Allied powers led by Britain, France and the
United States.

The Paris Conference of 1919, where the final
post-war peace treaty was reached, recognized
the new countries and also resulted in the birth of
Poland, previously divided between Austria and
Russia. Hungary lost two-thirds of its land, with
Italy getting a section of the Alps region of Tyrol.
And “the rest is Austria”, as the French prime min-
ister, Georges Clemenceau, famously put it. The
separated Austria and Hungary that remained
were reduced to small, landlocked countries.

When Ottoman sultan Mehmed V proclaimed
the “holy war” against France, Britain and Russia
in November 1914, siding with the Central
Powers, his empire had already lost most of its
European possessions. The setbacks it went on
to suffer on the Russian front from 1915 served
as a pretext to turn on its Armenian minority,
labeled as traitors and suspected of harboring
nationalist sentiment. Armenians say up to 1.5
million of their people were killed during the
war, and almost 30 countries have recognized
the killings as genocide. — AFP

SYDNEY: War veterans and members of the public float giant poppies at the
ANZAC war memorial in Sydney yesterday. Services were held across Australia
for the launch of international commemorations marking the centenary of the
end of World War I.  — AFP 

PARIS: Floral tributes lie beside the tomb of The
Unknown Soldier at the Arc de Triomphe in Paris
as part of commemorations marking the 100th
anniversary of the 11 November 1918 armistice,
ending World War I. — AFP 


