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THE NOVELTY OF WAR

By An Englishman.

It was the commonplace of journalism and con-- ,

versatlon In the early weeks of this war that
the world had seen nothing like it. As we steeled

ty ourselves to its unexampled horrorc, our imagin
ation took this furtive comfort to itself, that we
were ahout to witness a spectacle new to history.
We know something more of it today in detail,
and that first anticipation is worth examining.
In mere extent the war is not quite without a
parallel. There were periods in the Napoleonic
struggle, when the spectacle of a continent in

'

qrms was no less massive and imposing than it
is today. The line of battle stretched from the
Pyrenees to Moscow, and no people enjoyed
peace. At the most, a rare neutral gasped in

'

temporary relief. We have as yet no cosmo- -

polltan army such as Napoleon led to Moscow,
and tho Allies have not yet assembled their
massed forces in one crucial battle of the na
tions. But the numbers engaged exceed beyond
all comparison those of a century ago, both abso-

lutely and in relation to the populations from
which they are drawn. France alone knew the
levee en maBse in those days; it la the rule today
in every country save our own. In another ob-

vious sense this war beggars all previous expe-

rience. It is the first great war to be conducted
with all the modern expedients for annihilating
distance and time. The Manchurian campaign
was fought in a half-savag- e country with a single
line of rails, and the Balkan wars were conducted
for the most part with The pace
of this war is governed by the automobile. From
the carriage of dispatches to the conveyance of
supplies and the hurrying up of urgent reinforce-
ments, the whole work in the fields is timed
by the energy of petrol and steam. It would be
interesting to attempt some exact measurement
of the change which this material transforma-
tion has made in all our standards of time. Na-

poleon speeded up the operations of war beyond
all the conceptions of his age, but his achieve-
ment depended splely on organization and the
will. Tho railway marked the next notable ad-.- v

vanco in the classical Prussian campaigns. The
' - motor car, and the further elaboration of railway

transport, must have halved the average time re-

quired for any given operation since the days
of 1870. In sheer energy one may doubt whether
Germany, flinging her armies like a living shuttle

"across the web ,of her railway system, has
equalled some of the performances of revolution-
ary France, when she fought on as many fronts
as the compass has points. But as a technical
triumph in the destruction of distance and the
multiplication of men, there is certainly nothing
to approach It in military records.

It is many a long year since a rather eccentric
Russian-Jewis- banker, by name Jean de Bloch,

ft published a series of learned military treatises on

the central theme that the powor of the defen-

sive in modern warfare now vastly exceeded the
power of the offensive. His work was travestied

'in popular pamphlets ir n tho doctrine that War
"' had become too costly to bo possible. "What he

really meant to suggest was that the success of

the1 dffetisiv'o h'ad tie'edm'so' precarious' that ag-

gression vas ' no longer likely tb l)e quite as
tempting and as profitable as It has sometimes
been in history. As' an operative force in pol-itip- s,

such arguments, even when they seem alto-
gether convincing on paper are negligible. The
aggressor w4H always believe that he has the
means of overcoming the new obstacles to his
will. Tliis particular argument Is hard to apply
Jn, practice, because there is no necessary rela-
tion whatever between the moral aggressive and
the tactical offensive. If M, de Bloch was right
(as we Incline to think he was) in his estimate
qf the power of the actipal defensive, it happens
to be the Germans who are at this moment de-

riving the chief, profit from it. One may derive
comfort from General Joffre's confident prediction
that the German defensive, like the German offen-
sive, is about to be broken, down. In the mean-
while, however, the deadlock in the west is, on
the whole, to their advantage, for it happened
to declare itself along a line which left them pos-

sessed of all Belgium and an appreciable fraction
of France. We know enough to realize that,
thanks chiefly to machine guns and barbed wire,
a really well-du- g line of deep permanent trenches
can be rendered nearly Impregnable, which is an-

other way of saying that it can be carried only
by an enemy who is prepared to risk tens of
thousands of lives, and has the numbers to risk
them safely. Trenches are dug nowadays less
with the view of commanding a long unhampered
approach, than of affording shelter from artillery
fire. A clear space of fifty yards in front of a
trench is now thought to be enough to ensure
the stopping of any infantry attack. The wounds
Inflicted by rifle Are at this close range are
peculiarly cruel, for the normal bullet at fifty
yards twists in the flesh, and is as deadly as a
dum-dum- . We saw something of this power of
the defensive behind prepared positions at the
siege of Port Arthur. It was still more clearly
foreshadowed In the failure of the victorious Bul-

garians to carry the Tchataldja lines, held though
they were by a foe whom they had routed with
ease in the open field.

One cannot, however, unreservedly hail this
new superiority of the defensive as an advantage
for innocent and unaggressive peoples. It may,
on the whole, operate in this way, but it is the
striking exception which concerns us today. The
unaggressive nation, if it is to be secure, must
lose no time in mobilizing and In digging Its per-

manent lines. If Belgium had been the ally of
France instead of a detached neutral, and if a
Franco-Belgia- n army could have dug Itself Into
an entrenched line from Liege to Verdun and
Belfort in the first week of the war, it is possible
that the German armies might still be breaking
upon this line in vain. But the Germans were
able to snatch the advantage of the initiative,
and the result Is that it is they and not the Allies
who today enjoy the chief advantage of the defen
slvo. It Is true that the rest of France, west and
south of this scarcely wavering line, may feel
almost unassallably secure. But the recovery of
what was lost at the start will not be easy. Im-

pregnable lines were known, indeed, to our fore-

fathers. Torres Vedars is an epic of the stubborn
and successful defensive, which will live in his-

tory with the record of the Alsne. The machine-gu-

and the wire entanglement have, Indeed,
given a new power to the defensive. But It Is
the gigantic numbers of modern armies which
have made possible the drawing for hundreds of
miles, in country which only in part lends itself
naturally to the defensive, of lines which cannot
be turned. Clausewltz in a brief chapter, dis-

missed the Idea of such a passive defense of fron-

tiers as an idea possible only in varfare with
barbarians. He laughed at it as a "Chinolserie"
which redalled the Great Wall. It is one of the
Btrangost consequences of the use of great uum- -
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