
Trench Warfare

WORLD WAR I



Open Warfare

This photograph shows men of the 1st Battalion, Middlesex Regiment, 19th Brigade, coming 

under shrapnel fire from German artillery during the Battle of the Marne on 8 September 1914. 

The high number of casualties suffered on all fronts during 1914 came as a huge shock to 

everyone involved in the First World War. 
© IWM (Q 51489)

http://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/205022533


Trench Warfare

The terrible casualties sustained in open warfare meant that trench warfare was introduced very quickly. 

Trenches provided a very efficient way for soldiers to protect themselves against heavy firepower and within 

four months, soldiers on all fronts had begun digging trenches.  This photograph shows French infantry 

manning a forward line of trenches in Lorraine during January 1915 
© IWM (Q 53620)

http://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/205024564


The British Army on the Western Front

Although trenches protected soldiers in them they also led to a state of deadlock.  

Trench systems developed significantly over the course of the war.  This photograph 

was taken in 1917 and shows a sentry from the Lancashire Fusiliers looking through 

a box periscope to observe No Man’s Land and avoid being seen himself. 
© IWM (Q 4654)

http://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/205217088


Basic Trench Design



“No Man’s Land” – the deadly space between the trenches…



Mud and water made 

trench warfare difficult…



And

UNCOMFORTABLE…

What happens to the toilet when it rains?



… it floods the trench.





Prolonged exposure 

to wet conditions can 

cause “trench foot”



If left untreated…



It would literally 

rot the feet

and require 

amputation.



The muck proved hard on the horses too.





But what alternative was available?



The tractor!



Modified tractors emerged as a way to cross 

the mud, barbed wire and trenches.



Through much 

experimentation…



… better designs were developed.









Air Combat



Although the 

newly invented 

airplanes were 

used in WWI…



… it would be two decades before military 

aircraft really became an effective weapon.



However, weather 

balloons were 

used regularly 

during WWI.



In addition to new transportation, 

new weaponry was also being introduced.



The horse and rifle approach to warfare was no 

match for the machine gun....







New technology meant 
more casualties than in past wars. 



More casualties meant more bodies; 

and more bodies meant…



RATS.



One soldier wrote, 

“The rats were huge. 

They were so big they 

would eat a wounded 

man if he couldn’t 

defend himself.”

"I saw some rats running from under 

the dead man’s greatcoat, enormous 

rats, fat with human flesh. My heart 

pounded as we edged towards one of 

the bodies... the skull was bare, 

stripped of flesh, the eyes devoured 

and from the yawning mouth leapt a 

rat."



But rats weren’t 

the only critters on 

the battle field.





Chemical Warfare



Finally, we decided to release the gas. The weatherman was right. It was a beautiful 
day, the sun was shining. Where there was grass, it was blazing green. We 
should have been going on a picnic, not doing what we were going to do. …

We sent the [German] infantry back and opened the [gas] valves with the strings. 
About supper time, the gas started toward the French; everything was stone 
quiet. We all wondered what was going to happen.

As this great cloud of green grey gas was forming in front of us, we suddenly heard 
the French yelling. In less than a minute they started with the most rifle and 
machine gun fire that I had ever heard. Every field artillery gun, every machine 
gun, every rifle that the French had, must have been firing. I had never heard 
such a noise.

The hail of bullets going over our heads was unbelievable, but it was not stopping 
the gas. The wind kept moving the gas towards the French lines. We heard the 
cows bawling, and the horses screaming. The French kept on shooting.

They couldn’t possibly see what they were shooting at. In about 15 minutes the gun 
fire started to quit. After a half hour, only occasional shots. Then everything was 
quiet again. In a while it had cleared and we walked past the empty gas bottles.

What we saw was total death. Nothing was alive.
All of the animals had come out of their holes to die. Dead rabbits, moles, and rats 

and mice were everywhere. The smell of the gas was still in the air. It hung on 
the few bushes which were left.

When we got to the French lines the trenches were empty but in a half mile the 
bodies of French soldiers were everywhere. It was unbelievable. Then we saw 
there were some English. You could see where men had clawed at their faces, 
and throats, trying to get breath.

Some had shot themselves. The horses, still in the stables, cows, chickens, 
everything, all were dead. Everything, even the insects were dead.

— Willi Siebert, a German soldier who witnessed the first chlorine gas attack, wrote 
this account of the event for his son in English.







Soon, gas masks were issued to all
military personnel.



Even the dogs.





Severe burns from 

mustard gas left many 

soldiers dead or 

disfigured.





These living veterans 

pushed science to find 

better medical ways of 

addressing war 

injuries.

From 

prosthetic 

arms and 

legs… 



…to 

prosthetic 

eyes and full 

face masks.






