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The new weapons and tactics of World War I led 
to horrific injuries and hazards. The fighting men were 
surrounded by filth, lice, rats, and polluted water that 
caused dysentery. They inhaled poison gas and 
smelled the stench of decaying bodies. They suffered 
from lack of sleep. Constant bombardments and other 
experiences often led to battle fatigue and “shell 
shock,” a term coined during World War I to describe 
a complete emotional collapse from which many never 
recovered.  

Physical problems included a disease called trench 
foot, caused by standing in cold wet trenches for long 
periods of time without changing into dry socks or 
boots. First the toes would turn red or blue, then they 
would become numb, and finally they would start to 
rot. The only solution was to amputate the toes, and in 
some cases the entire foot. A painful infection of the 
gums and throat, called trench mouth, was also 
common among the soldiers.  

Red Cross ambulances, often staffed by American 
volunteers, carried the wounded from the battlefield to 
the hospital. An American nurse named Florence 
Bullard recounted her experience in a hospital near the 
front in 1918.  
“The Army is only twelve miles away from us and 
only the wounded that are too severely injured to live 
to be carried a little farther are brought here. . . . Side 
by side I have Americans, English, Scotch, Irish, and 
French, and apart in the cor - ners are Boche 
[Germans]. They have to watch each other die side by 
side. I am sent for everywhere—in the . . . operating-
room, the dressing-room, and back again to the rows 
of men. . . . The cannon goes day and night and the 
shells are breaking over and around us. . . . I have had 
to write many sad letters to American mothers. I 
wonder if it will ever end.” Florence Bullard, quoted 
in Over There: The Story of America’s First Great 
Overseas Crusade 

In fact, the end was near, as German forces 
mounted a final offensive. 
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When Russia pulled out of the war in 1917, the 
Germans shifted their armies from the eastern front to 
the western front in France. By May they were within 
50 miles of Paris. The Americans arrived just in time 
to help stop the German advance at Cantigny in 
France. Several weeks later, U.S. troops played a 
major role in throwing back German attacks at  

Château-Thierry and Belleau Wood. In July and 
August, they helped win the Second Battle of the 
Marne. The tide had turned against the Central 
Powers. In September, U.S. soldiers began to mount 
offensives against the Germans at Saint-Mihiel and in 
the Meuse-Argonne area. 
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During the fighting in the Meuse-Argonne area, 
one of America’s greatest war heroes, Alvin York, 
became famous. A redheaded mountaineer and 
blacksmith from Tennessee, York sought exemption as 
a conscientious objector, a person who opposes 
warfare on moral grounds, pointing out that the Bible 
says, “Thou shalt not kill.”  

York eventually decided that it was morally 
acceptable to fight if the cause was just. On October 8, 
1918, armed only  

with a rifle and a revolver, York killed 25 Germans 
and—with six other doughboys—captured 132 
prisoners. General Pershing called him the outstanding 
soldier of the AEF, while Marshal Foch, the 
commander of Allied forces in Europe, described his 
feat as “the greatest thing accomplished by any private 
soldier of all the armies of Europe.” For his heroic 
acts, York was promoted to sergeant and became a 
celebrity when he returned to the United States. 
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World War I was the bloodiest war in history up to that 
time. Deaths numbered about 22 million, more than half of 
them civilians. In addition, 20 million people were 
wounded, and 10 million more became refugees. The direct 
economic costs of the war may have been about $338 
billion. The United States lost 48,000 men in battle, with 
another 62,000 dying of disease. More than 200,000 
Americans were wounded. For the Allies, news of the 
armistice brought great relief. Private John Barkley 
described the reaction to the news. 

“About 9 o’clock in the evening we heard wild 
commotion in the little town. The French people, old and 
young, were running through the streets. Old men and 
women we’d seen sitting around their houses too feeble to  

move, were out in the streets yelling, ‘Vive la France! Vive 
la France! Vive l’America!’. . . . Down the street came a 
soldier. He was telling everybody the armistice had been 
signed. I said, ‘What’s an armistice?’ It sounded like some 
kind of machine to me. The other boys around there didn’t 
know what it meant either. When the official word came 
through that it meant peace, we couldn’t believe it. Finally 
Jesse said, ‘Well kid, I guess it really does mean the war is 
over.’ I said, ‘I just can’t believe it’s true.’ But it was.” 
John L Barkley, No Hard Feelings. 

Across the Atlantic, Americans also rejoiced at the 
news. Many now expected life to return to normal. 
However, people found their lives at home changed almost 
as much as the lives of those who had fought in Europe. 
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On November 3, 1918, Austria-Hungary 
surrendered to the Allies. That same day, German 
sailors mutinied against government authority. The 
mutiny spread quickly. Everywhere in Germany, 
groups of soldiers and workers organized 
revolutionary councils. On November 9, socialist 
leaders in the capital, Berlin, established a German 
republic. The kaiser gave up the throne. 

Although there were no Allied soldiers on German 
territory and no truly decisive battle had been fought, 
the Germans were too exhausted to continue fighting. 
So at the eleventh hour, on the eleventh day, in the 
eleventh month of 1918, Germany agreed to a cease-
fire and signed the armistice, or truce, that ended the 
war. 
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