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1 For an excellent introduction to the most recent historiography see Belinda
Davis’s review article ‘Experience, Identity and Memory: The Legacy of
World War I’, Journal of Modern History, 75 (2003), 111–31. Also very useful is
the account by Jay Winter and Antoine Prost, The Great War in History:
Debates and Controversies, 1914 to the Present (Cambridge, 2005).
2 In addition to the two works cited above, see e.g. Gerhard Hirschfeld, Gerd
Krumeich, and Irina Renz (eds.), Enzyklopädie Erster Weltkrieg (Paderborn,
2003); and Roger Chickering, The Great War and Urban Life in Germany:
Freiburg, 1914–1918 (Cambridge, 2007), 4.
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BENJAMIN ZIEMANN, War Experiences in Rural Germany, 1914–
1923, trans. Alex Skinner (Oxford: Berg, 2007), xiii + 302 pp. ISBN 
1 84520 244 9. £55.00 (US $105.00) (hardback); ISBN 1 84520 245 7.
£19.99 (US $32.95) (paperback).

Over the last decade or so historians have increasingly sought a more
nuanced understanding of the consequences of the First World War,
deploying cultural concepts such as ‘experience’, ‘identity’, and
‘memory’ in order to challenge older assumptions about the relation-
ship between war and national trauma.1 Benjamin Ziemann’s book,
first published in 1997 as Front und Heimat: Ländliche Kriegs er fah -
rungen im südlichen Bayern 1914–1923 by Klartext Verlag, Essen, and
now appearing in an updated, English-language edition in Jay
Winter’s series The Legacy of the Great War, can justifiably be seen
as one of the seminal works in this area. Indeed many, if not all, of his
conclusions have stood the test of time (if ten years is an adequate
test); and the on-going influence of his book can be seen in the
numerous references to it in other scholarly works.2 As such, the
decision to make it available to a wider audience of anglophone stu-
dents and scholars is as welcome as it is inevitable.

Ziemann’s subjects are the peasant farmers of rural southern
Bavaria, both those who were conscripted and spent time in the
replacement army or at the front, and their wives and older relatives
who were forced to shoulder the extra burdens of running the farm
or family business during their absence. How did they interpret and
cope with the extended period of war, revolution, and economic cri-
sis which made up the ‘inflation decade’ of 1914–23? And how did
their subjective perceptions contrast with official discourses on the



war, as seen, for instance, in Bavarian regimental histories or patriot-
ic newspaper articles?

To answer these questions, Ziemann first re-examines what we
mean by the ‘front experience’ and shows that there were indeed
many different ‘components of socialisation’ within the Bavarian
army (p. 269), not all of which fit into the conventional model of
‘industrialized’ warfare as epitomized by the battles of Verdun and
the Somme. For instance, rural conscripts were less frequently
deployed on the front line than their urban counterparts, and were
more likely to be given leave, especially at harvest time (p. 39). Often
they were transferred to artillery regiments in the rear area of the
fighting zones (where their knowledge of horses came in useful), or
to garrison duty in the replacement army on the home front. Even the
Western Front itself had quieter sections where nothing much hap-
pened for months on end. Regular contact with home in the form of
letters and periods of extended leave in turn allowed civilians to
embrace some of the prejudices being forged in the trenches (such as
the anti-Prussian sentiment which became widespread in Bavarian
regiments) while vice versa, farmer-soldiers also interpreted the war
in domestic terms as a battle over food and food prices between rural
producers and urban consumers. In this sense, home front and fight-
ing front were connected through a constant stream of communica-
tion, rather than being opposites unknown to and irreparably alien-
ated from each other. This also allowed for a relatively swift reinte-
gration of veterans into rural society after 1918.

Secondly, Ziemann looks at the importance of popular piety as a
means of coping with the terrible moments of large-scale death and
mourning which faced Bavarian villages and their menfolk at the
front at particular junctures in the war. Instead of taking pleasure in
killing the enemy or bonding with comrades from other parts of
Germany in an idealized ‘community of fate’, he argues, rural sol-
diers found comfort in the power of prayer and in the notion that suf-
fering ennobles. This, in turn, led to resignation and a sense of vic-
timization, occasionally punctured by notions that God had forsaken
the troops by failing to watch over them during the worst battles and
bombardments. Certainly, military chaplains were less successful
when they filled their sermons with references to war aims and
nationalism than when they confined themselves to simple messages
regarding the relationship between human sin and redemption
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3 This is also confirmed by Patrick Porter’s comparative study, ‘New
Jerusalems: Sacrifice and Redemption in the War Experiences of English and
German Military Chaplains’, in Pierre Purseigle (ed.), Warfare and
Belligerence: Perspectives in First World War Studies (Leiden, 2005), 101–32.
Admittedly, the Protestant field chaplains examined by Porter do seem to
have given more weight to the idea of national redemption than their
Catholic counterparts, but otherwise the similarities are more striking than
the differences.
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through sacrifice.3 The latter offered a more comforting explanation
for the loss of close friends and the grief this gave rise to, while ‘ide-
ological rationales’ or hate-filled stereotypes of the enemy failed to
inspire any enthusiasm at all (p. 271).

Thirdly, even when rural soldiers felt that God had forsaken
them, they did not automatically turn to the secular religions of
nationalism or revolutionary socialism as represented by the two
political extremes, the Fatherland Party and the USPD. Rather, the
more prevalent coping strategy was a simple individualistic will to
survive the war and get home in one piece. This was evident, for
instance, in the irreversible collapse of army discipline on the
Western Front from mid-July 1918, which came as a result not of col-
lective protest but of individual acts of disobedience and desertion
‘on a massive scale’ (p. 108). For the same reason, Bavarian peasants
gradually, albeit temporarily, came to support the position of the
moderate wing of the SPD after 1917—not because it offered the
prospect of radical social change but because it promised to restore
the pre-war order on the basis of a ‘peace without annexations or
indemnities’. As soon as the SPD government’s post-war economic
policies began to favour urban consumers over rural producers, how-
ever, peasants shifted back to the right—as seen in the Landtag and
Reichstag elections of 1920 (p. 236).

Yet returning to the right did not mean a desire for the restoration
of the monarchy or support for the Kapp putsch. Politics in rural
Bavaria had simply become a matter of protecting property and com-
munity against ‘urban’ looters, while the idea that suffering ennobles
had given way to a new form of class snobbery (a Standesbewußtsein)
summed up in the view of one Swabian farmer that ‘factory workers’
who complained about rising food prices should consider spreading
‘cow dung on their bread instead of butter’ (p. 198). Certainly, there



4 Cf. Richard Bessel, Germany after the First World War (Oxford, 1993), esp.
195–219.
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was no evidence here of the völkisch belief in a new ‘national com-
munity’ of all Germans, as put forward by the ideologues of the
extreme right. Of course, Communism was also rejected, and occa-
sionally peasants were willing to fight to ensure its defeat, but not if
this meant going beyond their own immediate locality. Killing for its
own sake was an insufficient motive for involvement in post-war vio-
lence, in other words, as was the desire to revive the lost spirit of
‘comradeship’ from the trenches. Thus there was virtually no identi-
fication with the aggressive exploits of the Freikorps in the Baltic
states and Poland, while some peasants even refused to join the local
militias (Einwohnerwehren) on the grounds that ‘the Spartacist threat
ha[d already] been fully dealt with’ (p. 232). 

The post-war marriage boom and desire for bourgeois respect -
ability are further indicators of this rejection of militarism (pp.
224–5). Indeed, like Richard Bessel, Ziemann focuses on the ambigu-
ous nature of the transition from wartime to peacetime within rural
communities, where bitter hostility towards ‘Prussian’-style state
inter vention went hand in hand with the gradual dismantling of the
command economy and a partial return to older employer–employ-
ee relations.4 The post-war period had been as much a ‘swindle’ as
the war itself, but this time Bavarian farmers were determined to
benefit economically, using the inflation to reduce their debts and/or
to make structural improvements to their land and properties with
payment in devalued marks. In contrast to urban areas, there was
always enough food, and peasant women had been sufficiently pas-
sive during the war itself not to resent the return of their husbands
and the restoration of the old patriarchal order (pp. 155–66). 

At times, though, some of the points made by Ziemann are a little
over-stretched. For instance, it seems doubtful whether the increased
prevalence of birth control in Bavaria can be put down to women’s
resentment that the ‘powerful’ had taken their sons off to war and
had them killed (p. 162). Other factors were probably more impor-
tant, for instance, the estrangement between the sexes caused on the
one hand by soldiers’ encounters with foreign women (and STDs) in
occupied territory, and on the other hand by rural women’s flirta-



5 For further evidence of the ‘policing’ of relationships between German
rural women and POWs see Uta Hinz, Gefangen im Großen Krieg: Kriegs ge -
fangenschaft in Deutschland, 1914–1921 (Essen, 2006), 191–201.
6 Robert L. Nelson, ‘“Ordinary Men” in the First World War? German
Soldiers as Victims and Participants’, Journal of Contemporary History, 39/3
(2004), 425–35. German soldiers come across more clearly as occupiers and
perpetrators in other studies, such as Annette Becker, Oubliés de la grande
guerre: Humanitaire et culture de guerre, 1914–1918. Populations occupées,
déportés civils, prisonniers de guerre (Paris, 1998); Helen McPhail, The Long
Silence: Civilian Life under the German Occupation of Northern France, 1914–1918
(London, 1999); and John Horne and Alan Kramer, German Atrocities 1914: A
History of Denial (New Haven, 2001).
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tions with POWs on the home front (pp. 122–4 and 165). Indeed, one
does not have to look hard to find evidence that such things hap-
pened or were imagined to have happened, and that they caused
something of a crisis in gender relations after the war; the fact that
this was seldom discussed in the letters between husbands and wives
or mothers and sons is hardly surprising.5 Of course, extra-marital
infidelities are not in themselves incompatible with the idea that hus-
bands and wives missed each other and longed to be reunited, but
they do put something of a question mark over the idea of a smooth
return to ‘normal’ family life after 1918.

More generally, Ziemann has been criticized for overplaying the
passive, negative aspects of rural soldiers’ war experiences, while
ignoring the possibility that they may have positively enjoyed killing
and/or the perks and feelings of power that went with being part of
an occupying army.6 For instance, Bavarian farmers’ occasional ref-
erences to the ‘impressive sights’ they saw in France, such as church-
es and cities, cannot be explained solely in terms of benign touristic
impulses (p. 117), but must surely be set against the backdrop of their
knowledge of some of the darker sides of the occupation. To be fair,
in his new introduction Ziemann goes out of his way to emphasize
that his main sources—soldiers’ letters—merely reveal ‘how Bavar -
ian peasants constructed their subjective war experience’, and should
not be taken as ‘evidence of the “objective” facts and events which
shaped the course of the war’ (p. 13). All the same, this still begs the
question as to why Bavarian peasants should wish to present them-
selves as unenthusiastic, homesick conscripts (or, less frequently, as
‘tourists’) rather than as warriors and occupiers. Is this genuinely



7 Erich Maria Remarque, All Quiet on the Western Front, trans. A. W. Wheen
(London, 1929), 180.
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how they felt about ‘their’ war, or was it more a means of suppress-
ing guilt about their role in the devastation of Belgium and northern
France, a guilt which turned to anger and resentment in the wake of
the Franco-Belgian occupation of the Ruhr in 1923?

This brings me to my final point, which relates to Erich Maria
Remarque and his famous anti-war novel All Quiet on the Western
Front (1929). Ziemann is doubtless correct to challenge ‘the literary
topos of the front-line soldier alienated from his home and family’
which, of course, owes a lot to Remarque’s book in particular (p. 7).
Yet in other more immediate ways, his portrayal of the subjective
experiences of rural soldiers tallies very strongly with some of the
episodes described in All Quiet, for instance, the profound disillu-
sionment which went with the discovery that ‘comrades’ stole from
each other; the tendency to form bonds of friendship only between
small groups of soldiers who knew and trusted each other personal-
ly; the obsession with food, both quantity and quality; the wide-
spread hatred of officers and military discipline; and, above all, the
fatalistic view of the war as a ‘swindle’ which could not, however, be
stopped or altered. Furthermore, the soldier who eventually deserts
in All Quiet, Detering, is a farmer who, like many of the rural recruits
in Ziemann’s book, longed for a return to pre-war normality and ‘the
customary seasonal labour on the home farm’ (p. 270). Significantly,
the novel’s narrator-hero, Paul Bäumer, sees Detering’s actions as
neither cowardly nor brave, but rather as ‘stupid’ because he was
bound, at this particular stage in the war, to get caught by the ‘despi-
cable military police’:

He had headed toward Germany, that was hopeless, of
course—and, of course, he did everything else just as idiot-
ically. Anyone might have known that his flight was only
home-sickness and a momentary aberration. But what does
a court-martial a hundred miles behind the front-line know
about it? We have heard nothing more of Detering.7

Indeed, perhaps Ziemann’s most significant finding is the extent
to which Bavarian soldiers celebrated the end of the war as a person-
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al victory, not in the positive sense that they had been ‘fighting for
something’, but in the negative sense that they had survived (p. 271).
Were Paul Bäumer and his friends still alive and able to return home
on 11 November 1918, they would have reacted, I feel, in exactly the
same way. Yet writing ten years later, Remarque chose to cast Paul’s
last thoughts in a manner which reflected the much more bitterly
divided society of the late 1920s: ‘If we go back now we will be
weary, broken, burnt out, rootless, and without hope. We will not be
able to find our way any more.’8

8 Ibid. 190.
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PETER ALTER, Winston Churchill (1874–1965): Leben und Überleben
(Stuttgart: W. Kohlhammer Verlag, 2006), 328 pp. ISBN 10: 3 17
018786 4. ISBN 13: 978 3 17 018786 3. EUR 19.00

There seems to be no end to the production of biographies of
Winston Churchill. It must be assumed that British publishers regard
the market as insatiable. In recent years, as earlier, Churchill has
attracted the attention of a wide range of authors who have produced
fat, medium-sized, or slim assessments of his remarkable career.
Since this reviewer has himself written a ‘profile’ of Churchill—now
apparently being eagerly read in Latvian translation—he is not one to
complain about the ‘Churchill industry’. It is easy to understand why
for British writers, at least those of a ‘senior’ generation, it has come
to seem necessary to ‘come to terms’ with Churchill. His own ‘finest
hour’ has so often been projected as Britain’s too. So, even though
Churchill was too idiosyncratic to be easily emulated, subsequent
generations of British politicians (and the current United States
President) have acknowledged the inspiration which he provided.
Here was a national talisman, whose glittering array of talents might
have fizzled out inconsequentially in ‘failure’ had the ‘call to great-
ness’ not come so unexpectedly in 1940. Of course, the chorus has not
been invariably laudatory. Exposure of ‘myths and legends’ about
Churchill is also a British industry. Whether or not particular criti-
cisms have substance, however, it has rarely been possible for British
writers to consider Churchill without at the same time being agitated
about the inner meaning of ‘our island story’. The command of his-
tory is a complicated business.

In such a context, it is particularly welcome to have an assessment
of Churchill by an ‘outsider’ who has to understand the currents
which swirl around a ‘national narrative’, but who can navigate them
from a different position. In this respect, Peter Alter’s volume sits
alongside that in French by François Bédarida (1999), which also dis-
plays a detached affection for his subject, though Alter does not refer
to this book in his bibliography. A different perspective is evident
from the outset. It must be unlikely that any British biographer
would begin where Alter begins, namely with Churchill in 1956, as
an 82-year old, receiving the Charlemagne Prize. The accompanying
photograph brilliantly shows Churchill leaning over, trying to under-
stand what another old man, Konrad Adenauer, was saying to him.

137




