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Landscapes, Language, and Violence: 
The Habsburg Soldier Experience in the First World War

Jason C. Engle, University of Southern Mississippi

The experience of soldiers fighting on the many other fronts of the First World War remains relatively obscure.
 Glimpses into the Austro-Hungarian soldier’s war have typically been anecdotal, as texture for campaign studies or in institutional evaluations of the Royal and Imperial (Kaiserlich und Königlich, or K.u.k) Army, especially in the English language historiography.
 Sadly, there is a negligible number of studies that flesh out the daily lives of Habsburg soldiers.

Generally speaking, an individual’s experience is a result of his or her interpretation, actions, and perception of events, which are influenced by objective factors such as time, as well as subjective factors such as their environment. As individuals internalize their experiences and attitudes, values, and behaviors become entrenched, they find expression in society through institutions, symbols, images, rituals, and in oral and written language.
 With this definition as a framework, this paper will seek to construct something of a composite experience of Austro-Hungarian soldiers based on careful reading of published diaries, memoirs, and secondary scholarship. Three fundamental factors outline the experience of Habsburg soldiers: Language, Landscape, and Violence. As such, these points of analysis accentuate a distinctive experience from their counterparts in the field. 

Language perhaps best exemplified the complexity facing the Austro-Hungarian Dual Monarchy. As the fundamental feature delineating nationality, it was a point of contention in Habsburg society. At war, language barriers caused operational inefficiency, frustrations that diminished morale, prompted discrimination, and fostered hatred between enlisted men and their officers.

Overall, the composition of the Habsburg Army paralleled the ethno-linguistic breakout of the Empire.
 The composition of the individual Habsburg regiments mobilized in 1914, however, corresponded more closely to the ethno-linguistic distribution of the districts from which they were mustered, which resulted in 142 monolingual units in the Habsburg Army, 162 bilingual, twenty-four trilingual, and only a handful of units where four or more languages spoken by its members.
  

This linguistic uniformity was not to last. The Habsburg Armeeoberkommando (or AOK) sought to dilute regiments with high concentrations of ethno-linguistic minorities that they feared to be disloyal. Instead of allaying the potentially corrosive effects of political nationalism, the strategy created regiments that struggled to communicate with one another, and, as a result, reduced the offensive capability of those regiments. The issue of ‘reliability’ based on nationality was a problem created by the AOK and its reactions to any misfortune it construed as a consequence of political nationalism.
 By late 1917, however, the AOK finally realized that “new recruits were unsettled by serving next to troops speaking a different language,” and abandoned the strategy of mixing replacements.
  Irritated by the AOK, national tensions became a focal point of the Entente’s propaganda campaign in the last year of the war; it was a very real problem that many Habsburg soldiers could often better understand their enemy than their own comrades and superiors.

K.u.k. Army officers were required to be proficient in the languages of their direct subordinates and enlisted men were required to learn a set of 80 German instructions. After 1914 these requirements became untenable, as linguistically unqualified reserve officers replaced the decimated professional corps. One young officer, for example, described an incident where he admits that he could not understand a word of either of the messages brought to him by neighboring Hungarian and Croatian officers. The sum of the instance found the comrades sharing cigarettes and staring “blankly” at one another.
 Romanian, Croat, or Serb reservists mobilized into k.u. Landsturm formations in 1914, who performed their requisite active duty in the Joint/Common Army where German was the language of command, were forced to learn the Magyar equivalent to the German phrases they already knew. What resulted was, as Romanian reserve officer, Octavian Tǎslǎuanu, described, a “strange compound of two tongues…a babel of sound.”
  The inordinately high death rate of Austro-Hungarian field officers in the opening months of World War I, made the commands a veritable revolving door, precluding linguistic proficiency. 
  

In effort to mitigate the issue of language, commanding officers often utilized bilingual soldiers and NCOs to serve as translators, relaying the commander’s instructions to his subordinates; of course, the officer could not be sure the translator interpreted his orders accurately or at all. Similarly, there is one documented instance where an Austrian major, who understood neither Magyar nor Slovakian, used English to communicate with his men, many of whom had left the Habsburg Empire for the United States and since returned.

In Serbia, the polyglot character of the Habsburg army repeatedly caused it problems. Units of the Czech 21st Division repeatedly fired upon the largely Serbo-Croat speaking 42nd Divison, mistaking them for Serbian troops.
 In a night attack on Čer Mountain, Serbian troops were able to fool Czech sentries by identifying themselves as a patrol from the neighboring 42nd Division. By the time encamped Austro-Hungarian formations realized what was happening, it was too late.

As Marsha Rozenblit has explained, “Linguistic and national differences would have made comradeship in the Habsburg army even more difficult than in other armies.”
 With multiple languages spoken within single regiments, linguistically homogenous groups formed, making overall unit cohesion a challenge. Veteran Otto Gallian explained that a German-speaking soldier, for example, could find himself leading a hermit-like existence in the trenches with a Slavic regiment, intercepting only small fragments, or having to rely on sign language to communicate.
 There are several instances where language barriers prevented soldiers understanding religious services and masses; field chaplains might hear a soldier’s confession in a tongue he could not understand and absolve him of unknown sins.

Language barriers also triggered frustration and was a principle catalyst triggering national antagonisms. Over time, this antagonism became increasingly shrill, decaying morale, unit cohesion, and the army’s offensive capacity. Numerous documented cases demonstrate that language barriers provoked abuse; in one occurrence, a Hungarian officer, who, after failing to be understood, “became irritable, and finally lost his temper and treated the poor [Romanian] wretches to blows, kicks, and Hungarian curses: …’Wallachian swine,’ ‘Wallachian dung,’ the usual Magyar amenities toward us.”
 Epithets like “Tirolean swine” and “Bohemian sow,” punctuate recurring complaints of “cruel” treatment and “reckless” practices found in Austrian soldiers’ diaries.
 As a result, “many soldiers came to hate their officers, the Imperial General Staff, and, in time, the Monarchy itself.”

Just as language was a formative element framing the experiences of Habsburg soldiers, so too were the landscapes in which they lived, fought, and died. Terrain and weather determined modes of living in the field and shaped the realities of Austro-Hungarian soldiers. While soothing their angst and inspiring awe on one hand, nature presented them with a myriad of challenges and miseries on the other.

Long exhausting marches wading through knee-deep streams, muddy roads, and marshlands provided a rather brutal introduction to life in the field. In August 1914—with temperatures exceeding 95°F—soldiers sweltered under the blistering heat with insufficient water supplies. The soldiers cursed prolifically, a reserve officer in Galicia recalled, as it was “the only relief open to them” as they lumbered down dirt roads, half-choking on the dust and dirt they stirred.
 Soldiers of the Austro-Hungarian 5th Army, deployed to the Serbian Front, faced an uphill march to the Čer Mountain plateau, saddled with full 50lbs packs, with Serbian guerilla fighters sniping at them from the surrounding forests.
 In the harsh winter weather of the Carpathian and Alpine sectors, avalanches and snowstorms covered roads, walking paths, and ice, making marches in the mountainous terrain even more dangerous, often causing soldiers to slip on rocks and fall to their deaths.

Nevertheless, soldiers’ diaries and memoirs also speak to the appeal of their new austere existence in nature.  Fritz Kreisler described what many soldiers likely felt in their new circumstances: 

“In the field all neurotic symptoms seem to disappear as by magic, and one’s whole system is charged with energy and vitality. Perhaps this is due to the open-air life with its simplified standards, freed from all the complex exigencies of society’s laws, and unhampered by conventionalities, as well as to the constant throb of excitement, caused by the activity, the adventure, and the uncertainty of fate.”

As Tait Keller explains, for many Habsburg soldiers in the Dolomites, “the towering white peaks and the vast blue sky made them forget for a moment that they were in the middle of a war…the mountains helped reverse the despair of war.”
 Religious services held on the Alpine peaks placed soldiers in an “unsurpassed symbolic proximity to the heavens,” while services held in chapels carved out of glaciers exuded a sense of otherworldliness.

As cathartic as the landscapes might have been, it presented just as many challenges. Before Austro-Hungarian units advancing into Serbia even engaged the enemy, the underbrush, stinging nettles, and cornfields tore at their clothes and skin. Cornfields also concealed landmines and enemy soldiers.
  During the Battle of the Drina, the river itself presented a formidable obstacle that incited panic for invading and retreating regiments of the Habsburg V Army. Their efforts to get back across the Drina was especially frantic, under harassing fire from Komitatschi fighters and pursuit by Serbian cavalry units. “Everywhere the same image: some thirty men drowning, screaming, gasping, emerging from the water, trying to cling to the air…non-swimmers clung to swimmers who wanted to shake off the burden, beat at them, soon they sank together into the depths,” wrote Egon Erwin Kisch.
 Soldiers on pontoons smashed down on the fingers of comrades with their rifle butts and fists or pried their fingers open until they lost their grip, often sinking beneath the surface.
 Those who were fortunate enough to make it back across were “sad and disconsolate.” Kisch continues, “Throughout the [next] morning I cry suddenly for no reason, in the afternoon I laugh and am childish…All are in a similar mood.”

No other theater of operations exposed the weaknesses of the Austro-Hungarian Army more than the open plains of Galicia—roughly four times larger than the Western Front—, which permitted large, set-piece battles where the thin ranks of the Habsburg army were most visible.
 By the end of September 1914, virtually all of Galicia was in Russian hands.
 The opening months in this theater consisted of a series of repelled advances and chaotic retreats, making “conditions utterly unsteady and positions shifting daily and hourly.”
 The fluidity of the front lines and the haphazard nature in which Austro-Hungarian formations fled, lent itself to large numbers of soldiers taken prisoner in early months. As Alon Rachamimov skillfully demonstrates, soldiers were often captured in “large catches,” having very little “control over the situation or any real possibility of agency,” dispelling older explanations citing anti-Habsburg sentiments.

If the landscape was an influential factor in shaping the experience of Habsburg soldiers in Serbia and Galicia, it was the principle factor defining war in the mountains. Fighting in its foothills and narrow passes of the Carpathians was extraordinarily brutal, requiring “the utmost physical and mental fortitude.” In the depths of winter, temperatures plunged to -13°F (-25°C) as snowstorms often swallowed patrols whose compasses froze; these victims often fell prey to “der weiße Tod.”
 “Hundreds freeze to death daily; every wounded soldier who cannot get himself back to the lines is irrevocably sentenced to death…Entire lines of riflemen surrender in tears to escape the pain,” Colonel Georg Veith recorded. After stopping to rest, regiments of the Austro-Hungarian Third Army discovered that 28 officers, and 1,800 enlisted men had frozen to death in their sleep.
 As temperatures fluctuated, rain and snow mixed, creating icy conditions that made transporting food and supplies to the firing lines extremely difficult. The little food that did make it to the front lines had often frozen solid in the process. Shortages of reinforcements only aggravated the soldiers’ plight, requiring them to remain on the firing lines for months on end, without relief.
 These extreme conditions drove many Habsburg soldiers to madness, causing hallucinations of having food, and driving men to suicide.

The position warfare in the high Tyrolean Alps bred a different kind of fighting. The steep, rocky terrain prohibited large offensives. Instead, fighting entailed artillery bombardment and small unit assaults on carved-out mountainside positions. Austro-Hungarian troops hurled grenades, released “roll bombs,” and heaved large rocks down the steep slopes at Italian attackers.
 In other instances, Habsburg defenders reportedly pelted Italian troops with tins filled with feces.
 By the end of 1915, the futility of Italian efforts to take the well-fortified Austro-Hungarian positions spurred the development of Minenkriege or “mine war,” perhaps best exemplified by Col di Lana.
 Unlike the other principle warfronts, the natural defenses of the Alps’ snow-capped peaks came to symbolize the purity of soldiers’ selfless perseverance in the defense of the fatherland.


One must also understand the theater of operations as an environment of danger, fear, destruction, and death, naturally exercising tremendous influence in forging soldiers’ experiences. For those Austro-Hungarian troops participating in the initial clashes in Galicia, an ominous pattern emerged:

The Russians usually entrenched at the edge of a wood, let us approach within three or four hundred paces and…opened rapid fire with rifles and machine guns which decimated our ranks in…seconds. The few who survived wandered panic-stricken all over Galicia and soon lost any military identity they ever had…this was the kind of fate that befel (sic) most of the Austro-Hungarian front-line units.

The 76th Infantry Regiment (Ödenburg) lost nearly fifty percent of its infantrymen during the course of three such attacks, while the 2nd Regiment, Tiroler Kaiserjäger, senselessly charged an entire Russian infantry division at Hujcze, losing nearly 2,000 men in the process. The “ill-timed bravado” of Habsburg units did irrevocable damage to the Austro-Hungarian Army; so much so that the AOK had to actually order regimental commanders to utilize flanking movements and forgo headlong charges into the teeth of the enemy.
  


Front-line soldiers who escaped death endured mental and emotional wounds. Survivors could not escape the images of friends and comrades dying in front of them. Kreisler recounted the first of his men killed in battle, “I do not recall any death that affected me quite as much as that of this first victim in my platoon.”
 Dead soldiers littered the contested landscapes and haunted the living, forcing them to consider their own mortality and the idea of ‘civilization.’ One diarist recalled what would have been a common scene for Austro-Hungarian soldiers traversing the Galician Front:

Just off the road a dead Russian was lying on his back, his face contorted, his lips flecked with foam, and his arms crossed. His large, glassy eyes stared vacantly at the sky. He was a fine man of twenty-five or so, whom Fate had destined to this horrible end: a rotting corpse in a field, victim of human savagery. His torn tunic disclosed a pool of blood in which the worms were already beginning their loathsome work…Death had left a sarcastic smile on his lips. He seemed to be railing at Humanity, with its so-called culture and morality.


Hungarian reserve lieutenant, Maximilian Reiter, stationed in the Isonzo sector, told of the haunting screams and shouts of wounded and dying comrades laying for days in front of their trenches as Italian rifle fire raked the ground, preventing their retrieval. It was not until the stench of rotting corpses became unbearable did Austro-Hungarian and Italian burial parties cease hostilities long enough to bury their dead.
 The darkness of night, typically a period of eerie quiet, “was interrupted only by the low moaning of the wounded that came regularly to us. It was hideous in its terrible monotony,” another officer recounted from his time in Galicia.


Austro-Hungarian soldiers no longer able to cope with this environment of danger utilized a variety of ways to escape the firing lines. Beyond merely feigning illness, troops utilized illness-invoking toxins such as oleander leaf, temporarily poisoning themselves to avoid the firing line.
 Concoctions such as chewing tobacco, rum, and dynamite caused tremors, dizziness, heart palpitations, and delirium, was just one of many.
 Like their counterparts in other armies, Austro-Hungarian also escaped the front by self-inflicted gunshot wounds and, in extreme cases, suicide. Some soldiers resorted to even more desperate measures, as army doctor, Käte Frankenthal, recalled: 

Gonorrhea-pus had driven a flourishing trade. Once an entire hall was punished because several people had procured this precious material and infected themselves. Even tubercular discharge was bought and sold. People swallowed the disgusting and deadly substance. They would rather get tuberculosis than go back into the trenches.

According to Jay Luuvas, “Kamerad Schnürschuh,” the rather pejorative moniker German soldiers gave their lace-booted Austro-Hungarian brothers, “may have served in a unique army, but his was the common experience.” While they were indeed members of a larger “community of sufferers,” like every other front-line soldier in the war, it is reductive assert that the experience of Habsburg soldiers was common.
 Linguistic diversity, a defining feature of this “unique army,” was a fundamental catalyst for its soldiers’ distinctly experience. Austro-Hungarian soldiers were also deployed in significant numbers on more theaters of operation in the first twelve months of the war than any other their Great Power counterparts, placing an unsustainable strain on their already thin ranks. By the end of 1915, the Habsburg Army had suffered 2.1 million casualties, the most of any belligerent involved in the war, and soldiers’ desperate efforts to evade the front lines reflected the reality of these figures.
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