
Trench Warfare and Life in the Trenches


The allied and central forces were dead-locked because of trenches/trench warfare.  The lines/trenches did not move throughout the entire war.  The Western Front consisted of 475 miles of trenches.

The trenches were built by hand.  450 men could dig (in 6hrs.) 275 yards of a front line trench.  This would have been 7 ft. deep and 6 ft. wide.  Building of trenches took place at night in cover of darkness.  The Germans began to dig trenches first. This was an advantage because they were able to take higher ground, had less rain/flooding to contend with.

The structure of trenches was different for the Allies and the Germans. The Allies’ trenches were laid out in sets of three lines. The front line was known as the outpost line, the middle line was known as the main line, and the rear line was known as the reserve line.

The Germans, on the other hand, had trenches that were zigzagged; they looked like a row of square teeth. Overall, the German trenches were more sophisticated than the Allied trenches.

All of the trenches had a fire-step, which allowed the soldiers to get high enough to fire machine guns or throw hand grenades. 

The area between the enemy trenches was known as no man’s land. This was a stretch of bombed out territory, consisting of barbed wire and land mines. The average width of no man’s land was 250 yards.

A well known term used during the trench warfare was “going over the top”. Here, massive number of troops would storm out of the trenches. Most soldiers died doing this because defensive weapons were far better than offensive weapons.

Living in the trenches was dangerous; explosives and poison gas could be dropped into trenches and soldiers would have no where to run. Also, trenches were filthy and poorly drained. Soldiers had to live with water/mud, rats, fleas, garbage, human waste, and the remains of human corpses. Fresh food was non-existent.

Unfortunately, much of problems with mud lead to many diseases. Some of the diseases included: (1) trench foot: not being able to keep a foot dry. Here, the skin would rot away and the foot would sometimes have to become amputated; (2) frostbite: was due to constant exposure to freezing water, snow and ice; (3) trench mouth: was a severe bacterial infection; and (4) typhus: was caused by bacteria from lice, and was sometimes fatal.


Finally, some soldiers experienced shell shock. This was a hysterical disorder of the mind, in other words, soldiers were “going crazy.” Shell shock was due to the trauma of trench warfare.

Directions:


1.  Read handout on “life in trenches”


2.  take cornell notes of this reading in your spiral-bound notebook








