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The 5 most powerful countries in Europe in the years building up to WWI were Britain, Germany, France, 
Russia and Austria-Hungary. The British began to establish overseas colonies in the 16th century. By 
1783, Britain had a large empire with colonies in America and the West Indies. Britain was the largest 
empire with over 400 million people in their 56 colonies around the world.
There were 4 self-governing Dominions (Australia, Canada, New Zealand and South Africa) and close to 
80 British colonies that fought in the First World War. Soldiers also came from Africa and South Asia 
There was also a sizeable army from the Caribbean recruited into the British West Indies Regiment, 
which fought on the Western Front and in the Middle East.

World War I was a global war that lasted from 28 July 1914 to 11 November 1918. Contemporaneously 
known as the Great War or "the war to end all wars", it led to the mobilisation of more than 
70 million military personnel, including 60 million Europeans, making it one of the largest wars in history. 
Soldiers came from more than 40 countries across the world truly making it a ‘world war’. 

The participation of African populations in the war is a small part of public 
consciousness anywhere, even in Africa itself. However, the sheer number 
of casualties, the amount of mobilisation for both sides, should be difficult 
to forget. When war broke out, the colonies of Britain, France and 
Germany were immediately drawn in. Over 2 million Africans fought in 
WWI. The East Africa Campaign was the longest campaign of the war. It 
began early August 1914 and ended 2 weeks after the official end of WWI. 

Modern day Turkey was the home of the Ottoman Empire. This empire spanned 
more than 600 years and ended in 1922. The Ottoman Empire came into World 
War I as one of the Central Powers. The Ottoman Empire entered the war by 
carrying out a surprise attack on Russia's Black Sea coast on 29 October 1914, 
with Russia responding by declaring war on 5 November 1914. Their entry to the 
war greatly increased the Entente’s military burdens in the east.

Indian troops made up 1/3 of the British Army and were commanded by 
white British officers. The Indian colonies contributed around 1.5million 
troops. Most were on the front line and approximately ½ million served as 
non-combatants. Between 1916 and 1918, the East Africa campaign 
engulfed 750,000 square miles, an area three times the size of Imperial 
Germany. More than 125,000 troops from the British Empire and South 
Africa were deployed to try and bring to heel a German colonial force 
whose maximum strength did not exceed 25,000 men.

Key Terms

Empire an extensive group of states 
or countries ruled over by a 
single monarch, an oligarchy, 
or a sovereign state.

Imperialism a policy of extending a 
country's power and 
influence through 
colonization, use of military 
force, or other means.

Colonies a country or area under the 
full or partial political 
control of another country 
and occupied by settlers 
from that country.

Triple Entente Alliance between Britain, 
France and Russia

Central Powers/ 
Triple Alliance

Alliance between Germany, 
Austria-Hungary and Italy

Suggested Reading:
• War Horse by Michael Morpurgo
• The Amazing Tale of Ali Pasha by Michael 

Foreman
• A Rose for the ANZAC Boys by Jackie 

French

What were the MAIN causes of WWI?

M –
Militarism

Military competition between the 
major European powers

A – Alliances Developed between 1870 and 1914 
created 2 camps bound by 

commitments to intervene militarily

I –
Imperialism 

Expanding empires in African 
countries

N –
Nationalism 

Intense form of patriotism or 
loyalty to one’s country

Trench Warfare
Trench warfare in World War I was employed 
primarily on the Western Front, an area of northern 
France and Belgium that saw combat between 
German troops and Allied forces from France, 
Great Britain and, later, the United States.
They were used as defences against attack, such as 
moats surrounding castles. But they became a 
fundamental part of strategy with the influx of 
modern weapons of war.
Long, narrow trenches dug into the ground at the 
front, usually by the infantry soldiers who would 
occupy them for weeks at a time, were designed to 
protect World War I troops from machine-gun fire 
and artillery attack from the air. At least initially in 
World War I, forces mounted attacks from the 
trenches, with bayonets fixed to their rifles, by 
climbing over the top edge into what was known as 
“no man’s land,” the area between opposing forces, 
usually in a single, straight line and under a barrage 
of gunfire.
Not surprisingly, this approach was rarely effective, 
and often led to mass casualties.

Key Battles

The Somme July-Nov 1916 British gained

Verdun Feb-July 1916 No gains

Passchendaele July 1917 British gained
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