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THE GREAT WAR, WORLD WAR I, AND
OSCAR BURTON THOMAS’ EXPERIENCES

INTRODUCTION

The Great War, World War |, was a major factor in the life of O. B. Thomas. He was seriously
wounded on July 26, 1918 during intense fighting in the area near Chateau Thierry in France. Because
of that World War | involvement, an effort has been made to include brief historical information about that
period of his life - a period that led to the deaths of a generation of young men and countless numbers of
non-combatants on both sides, and that has influenced world history ever since.

The Great War, in a narrow technical sense, began in August, 1914 with the assassination of the
Archduke Franz Ferdinand and his wife in Sarejevo, Bosnia. Bosnia was a state recently annexed by the
Austro-Hungarian Empire, which was ruled by the elderly Emperor Franz Joseph. Franz Ferdinand was the
Emperor’s nephew, and the heir apparent to the Austro-Hungarian throne.

The assassin was a young Serbian student, a member of a politically active organization in Bosnia.
Nearby Serbia viewed the annexation of Bosnia as a threat The assassination was viewed by Austria-Hun-
gary as an attack by terrorists, supported by the Serbian state, which triggered a rapid sequence of events
that soon became The Great War, World War I.

Sarejevo, and the region known as Yugoslavia during the mid-twentieth century, again became the
locale for intensive fighting during the 1990s.

The United States, however, did not become directly involved until it declared war on April 6, 1917,
two and one-half years later.

One sometimes reads or hears that The Great War was fought “to make the world safe for democ-
racy.” But that concept was irrelevant at the onset of the war. The expression was introduced two and
one-half years later, when on April 2, 1917 President Woodrow Wilson asked the U.S. Congress to approve
a declaration of war against Germany. In that address to the Congress, President Wilson said “The world
must be made safe for democracy.”

Of incidental interest: Winston Churchill was British First Lord of the Admiralty {like our Secretary of
the Navy} at that time. Adolph Hitler was an ordinary foot soldier in the Austrian army at the same time.

Royal Family Quarrels

To some extent the events leading up to The Great War might be viewed as a family quarrel
amongst royal cousins and other relatives. At that time the royal families still had a degree of political power
in the affairs of their countries. Most of that royal family power vanished as a result of The Great War.

Queen Victoria of England had married Albert, a German prince. In 1914 King George of England,
Czar Nicholas of Russia, and Kaiser Wilhelm of Germany were cousins. All were grandsons of Victoria.
Czarina Alexandra of Russia was Victoria’s grand-daughter. Some of the relations involved intermediate
marriages with other royal families, such as those of Denmark and Greece. Following WW I, Lord Mount-
batten became the last British Viceroy of India. The name Mountbatten originally was the German name
Battenberg. It was Anglicized decades earlier to minimize anti-German sentiments in England.
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During the early part of The Great War, the attention of the United States was directed more toward
Mexico. Things came to a head very early in Woodrow Wilson’s first term, when William Jennings Bryan was
his Secretary of State. Bryan is remembered primarily for his role in the “Scopes Monkey Trial” in Dayton,
Tennessee, in July, 1925. The opposing attorney was Clarence Darrow.

In the early 1900s, the United States had a pattern of intervention in various Latin American and
Caribbean countries. In April, 1914 the United States landed a military force and occupied Veracruz, Mexico
on the Gulf of Mexico. That led to the collapse of the government of President Huerta of Mexico.

The “government” of Mexico split into factions with three primary leaders: Zapata, Carranza, and
Pancho Villa, a kind of “bandit chieftan.” The general situation in Mexico steadily deteriorated. In January,
1916 Villa’s forces murdered seventeen American mining engineers in Mexico. In March, 1916 Villa’s forces
raided the town of Columbus, New Mexico, killing sixteen residents.

There was a great public outcry in the U.S. In April, 1916 Wilson ordered a force of 6,000 troops into
Mexico to hunt down Pancho Villa. The force was commanded by General John J. [Black Jack] Pershing.
George Patton, a young army officer, was on his staff.

Villa was not caught by this US force. By February, 1917 it was becoming increasingly probable
that the United States would enter The Great War in Europe, so President Wilson withdrew Pershing’s army
force from Mexico. The United States on April 6, 1917 declared war on Germany and its allies. Many sol-
diers who had enlisted to go fight Pancho Villa were thus drawn into The Great War in Europe.

The declaration of war by the U.S. was triggered by the escalation by Germany of unrestricted sub-
marine warfare in the Atlantic.

Some of those forces included the Fourth Alabama National Guard Infantry which had gone to the
Mexican border in late October, 1916. It returned to Montgomery, Alabama on March 22, 1917. The decla-
ration of war against Germany and its allies was only two weeks away, so the hoped for demobilization was
cancelled. Instead, recruiting began for the purpose of building up the unit’s strength.

On August 5, 1917 the Fourth Alabama National Guard Infantry was incorporated into the United
States Army. On August 14, 1917 it was redesignated as the 167th United States Infantry, and was made a
part of the 42nd Army Division. The 42nd Division became known as the Rainbow Division because it was
made up of units from so many of the states. Colonel Douglas MacArthur was a senior officer in the com-
mand structure of the Rainbow Division.

THE GREAT WAR & OSCAR BURTON THOMAS: 1917-1919

Oscar Burton Thomas enlisted in the Fourth Alabama Infantry on June 6, 1917. This was after the
unit had returned from the Mexican border, and after the United States had declared war on Germany on
April 6, 1917. He had not enlisted earlier “to fight Pancho Villa,” as many others had done. Instead, he
had enlisted as a consequence of the United States involvement in The Great War in Europe. The Fourth
Alabama National Guard Infantry was incorporated into the regular U.S. Army as the 167th United States
Infantry about six weeks later.

He was promoted to Corporal on August 20, 1917. The unit arrived at Mineola, Long Island, New
York on September 1, 1917 for further training. Then it moved to Nova Scotia, Canada and sailed for Europe
on November 6, 1917, on the British Transport Andania.
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He was in heavy fighting along the Defensive Sector, at the Battle of Champagne-Marne, at the
Battle of Aisne-Marne, and at Chateau Thierry ... generally referred to as the Second Battle of the Marne.

All this intense fighting was in a short time in mid-1918. It was a maximum effort to repulse Ger-
many’s “last gasp” attempt to win the war. The German effort was repulsed during these intense battles. It
signaled the end of Germany’s hopes to win the war. Although Germany had “lost” the war by the summer

of 1918, fighting did contine until November, 1918.

He was seriously wounded during intense fighting in the area around Chateau Thierry in France
on July 26, 1918. He was struck in the jaw by a German machine gun bullet. Following extensive medi-
cal treatment in France, he returned to the United States on November 25, 1918 aboard the U.S. Transport
Orizaba.

He was at the Army Hospital in Cape May, New Jersey for further medical treatment and recovery
until early 1919. He was Honorably Discharged from the U.S. Army on February 5, 1919, at Camp Sheri-
dan, Alabama. He received $60 in severance pay from the Army.

The following pages are copied from his “Remembrance Book” of
the Fourth Alabama Infantry. The original pages are about 20%
larger than the copies contained here.

The unit has a long history which dates back to 1846 when the First Alabama Volunteers marched
900 men through Texas and Mexico to the village of Jalapa near Mexico City. The unit returned to Alabama
and in 1861 was reorganized as the “Fourth Alabama.” When the Civil War began, the “Fourth Alabama”
marched to Lynchburg, Virginia where it received orders to proceed to Harper’s Ferry.

During the Civil War the “Fourth Alabama” participated in 38 skirmishes and 17 major campaigns.
The maijor battle in which this unit participated was the Battle of Manassas. At Appomatox, approximately
300 officers and enlisted men surrendered their arms.

The Fourth Alabama was mustered and reorganized in 1875 and served as the state militia until
1911. On July 15, 1911 the Fourth Alabama became a National Guard unit. Capt. Mortimer H. Jordan,
although a physician in Birmingham also was an infantry officer in the Fourth Alabama at the beginning of the
First World War.

On June 28, 1916 the unit was called into Federal service and soon afterwards was sent to the Mexi-
can border, because of problems related to Pancho Villa. The unit returned to Camp Sheridan near Mont-
gomery, Alabama on March 16, 1917.

On August 14, 1917 the unit was taken into the regular army and was designated as the 167th
United States Infantry. It was asssigned to the 42nd “Rainbow Division” which was activated at Camp Mills,
Mineola, Long Island, New York. In November, 1917, the 167th crossed the Atlantic. The unit was sent to
the front lines in northeastern France, initially in “defensive sectors.” During the late spring and early sum-
mer of 1918 it participated in the largest engagement of World War I, the “Second Battle of the Marne,” which
was a final and desperate effort by Germany to break through to Paris and win the war. This “Second Battle”
was in reality a large number of battles - each of which was significant.

After serving in the Army of Occupation, the 167th was returned to Camp Sheridan near Montgom-
ery, Alabama, where it was mustered out on May 19, 1919. In July, 1923 the regiment was assigned to the
31st Dixie Division.

The following pages document some of Oscar Burton Thomas’ involvement with the
Fourth Alabama Infantry.
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BACKGROUND OF THE GREAT WAR IN EUROPE, AND
U.S. INVOLVEMENT BEGINNING IN 1917.

It often is said that The Great War was caused by the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand
in Sarejevo, Bosnia in August, 1914. But, this was simply the immediate “trigger” for actions that had a very
long historical background in Europe.

The circumstances which finally precipitated The Great War, beginning in the autumn of 1914, had
roots going back a century or more.

The Europe of the early 1900s politically was still very much in the 19th century. Kings and Emper-
ors still had far more personal power than is the case today. There was a long history of wars, alliances,
territorial disputes, and jockeying for land, power, and prestige.

Germany

At the turn of the century, Germany was still a very young nation. It was formed in 1871, immedi-
ately following the Franco-Prussian War of 1870-71, by the consolidation of 26 Germanic states, kingdoms,
duchies, free cities, etc. The force behind the consolidation was Otto von Bismarck who became known as
the “Iron Chancellor” of Prussia, and then of the new Germany. Bismarck was an authoritarian and powerful
ruler, whose power base was the military.

The first King of Prussia was William |. His grandson, William Il {Kaiser Wilhelm} was the German
head of state at the time of The Great War. Kaiser Wilhelm was a grandson of Queen Victoria of England
and the cousin of both King George of England and Czar Nicholas of Russia.

The Franco-Prussian War

The Franco-Prussian War of 1870-71 was a precursor to the formation of the German nation. There
were territorial disputes, such as in the regions of Alsace and Lorraine. France at the time was ruled by the
Emperor Napoleon Il

The Franco-Prussian War was won by the emerging German nation, and that planted the seeds of
continuing animosity between the two countries, leaving France thirsting for revenge and for recovery of its
lost territories.

During this short war Germany lost 28,000 soldiers killed, and France lost 136,000 killed.

France: Great Britain: Russia Alliances

During the quarter century preceding The Great War, these three countries had entered into various
“mutual security” and “mutual defense” alliances. The alliance between France and Russia created fears in
the new Germany of a “war on two fronts.” Part of Russia’s interest arose from its cultural and historical ties
with the Slavic states in the Balkans and the emerging threat to Serbia arising from the Austro-Hungarian
annexation of Bosnia in 1908.

Great Britain was a less enthusiastic partner in the alliance, since at the time it was having major
problems in Ireland. Great Britain’s involvement was linked to preserving the neutrality of Belgium, and
violation of that neutrality by Germany was the final step of drawing Great Britain into the war.
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Oscar Burton Thomas
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Capt. Mortimer H. Jordan

WWI-061



WWI -1

‘aouel4 Ul Bunybiy |lenjoe ay) ul paAjOAUl BWEDS] pue ‘SBasIan0 Juam ‘Awle Jejnbal ay) ojul paglosge sem ‘Buluiesy
ybnouy) panow ji se pabueyod Ajurenad jsowje y Auedwo? jo azis ay} pue dnayew ay] -ydeibojoyd Buipaosaid ayy ul 9idoad ||
oy} ale asay| -eweqely ‘Aiswobiuoly Jeau uepusys dwe) Buines| alojeq ‘Ajueju] eweqely yuno4 Y Auedwo? jo 1aysol oyl

WWI-062

. J lr.i—.a.: UMOUE 10N,

e

‘n “xn; k.
PV Ui BV AN S tas s CALIN) HEa e s Le
i LY L : WY wAuLRdE e . . OFe
Y epag STa it
iy i
UIOOML ., . . w BP
WOOM vs i e
R o o K
S i) Ao
woow e e
' w B
o o
poamay Cwolpong " i _Hw.
(L EITETT i : X e
00 i re
WG ., e
N 191 £
LR
RCIRLA

BOULINE  *to Y
UMD CAalaoy %
M Adavie i
O selwp
Fiodaas
oMy

apy
Wy e
my

M

ang

W pay

AYLNVANI VINVEVIV Y 3, ANVJINOD HALSOH



NO,

.lﬂ

1
2
21
22

-
“

.
. ....l

-
o

2 i3

SissascsuBHERSY;

RANK NAME REESRIDENCE
Captaln ... oo Marthmer WL Jordan. . .. Blirmingham,  Ala. %
Ist Lieut, ......ANlan M. Smith ......... Bivmdnghom,  Ala, -
nd Lieat,  o..ooWalter 'L Lawson L, Kisshies,  Bla., H
Ist Sergeant  ..Davis, 0 1% ... Blirmingham, Ala.

Sergeant ..., Marvlned, Laeslie J. ... Bieminghoon, Al

' S e LCouch, H, I ....... codBBlrmingghium, Ala. H

oV sevesies SCullen, L M. L., cessBlrminghory,  Ala.

8 Geeeswiaei Loveman, 1 1L oo itieminghom, Al

8 apsseseews P T T S | [ —— Blrmidnghinm,  Ala, £

" svansevess INBINCY: €. V. oisvins cJdasper, Ala,

e FaKInes, =, I8 ... ee.s. Rivminghioom, AN, !

cscsassese Harrison, Frank J. ... Edgewater, A, g
Corpornl ..., Scale, M., J. cevieeeecnnes Birmdnghom, A,

S eMeCreery, W. iiieieiens Plembnghaom, A, !

B Giesadiene Fatfant, W. W, ......... Cullman, Ala,

s einnueees Jo0Ve, P B csevonnsservns Bhiminghonm, Ao, |

— T oo PR VI omingheam,  Ala, !

B issweaees Gldly, Dewltt  .....00.... Dolomite,  \la, £

ot vesssssees Frndnor, Joames V. L Biemingham,  Ala,

' ceecee NIWoodd, Joseph T L BIeminghom,  Ala, !

W seiseee ceeMalone, J. N il JAHvimdnghoary, Al

L cessssDrewery, George L o Gannessy, Al g

W e vesss Blanckman, Stinsan 15 L inmingham, A,

' vecossseohmnn, Willlam Fo Lo Blrminghor,  Ala,

M eseeaie wWelbarne, Floyd ¢ o Bieminghnom,  Ala, =
Mechanie o Vermillion, John E. ... Edgowater, Ala, i
Bagler ..., R £ 20Y | L L Birminghoar,  ANlo.

1 essses cec HONAPIX, P, .covvccvecnses Ivatt Clty, Aln,
CooK ..veveereosPParinh, J. M. sieeeiinenn drondale, o la,

o Fisiessanens Gaffney, W. Z. Rirminghoam,  Ala,
Private 18t Classliel)l, Glen A, ..oeen.. Birmingham,  Ala,

WL " oBarrett, W O, oL Hirminghnor, Al

&L o oCornoliug, WMred L. Jomeontn, Ao,

g .8 * Harville, Draxton 1 .. Edgewater, Aln.

oe O Harmon, John A, ... Lewlisburg,” Ala.

o . o Noward, HNovey oo banmingbonm, Ao,

" . “* Hughes, Floyd ... ....... Embry, Mie,

e g o Moore, Walter L, ..o Brad€ord, Ala,

‘* . * Smith, James €, . ...... Aitoonn, Al

" ' o Wolfe, Dewey H, ....... Camdon, Ala,

ge b ORudd, Malt Lo New Castle, Ala,

.. = * Wood, Wiley M. ...... STallneseo, Ala,

Oy “ * Wooten, James B, ......Anniston, Ala,

Private ......... Allen, Arden R . Cooper, Al

ae Siasssnae Alllron, " Archie 13 L Eaxley, Ala,

o versssees iRl James F.ooooo Blirmingham,  Ala,

o T ceoctarton, John M. ... Geneva, Aln,
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Left section of the name list shown on the preceding page.
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HANK NAME RESIDEENCE
I'rivate ..., collrinmwon, W, T ..., v Haynesville,  Ala, %
Ly vevessnreo BBbAN, James ............ Montgomery, Al
L civvesenComplon, Chlosn K. L. ML, Phitson, Ao
s cossse s Ulenner, Barl W, L Cooper, Ala,

" e cocsbanteel, Barney M, L. Rochelle, Ga,

o N Chappell, €01t L Birmdogham,  Ala,
o e ook, Guetay Lo oL Birmingham,  Ala,
.“ v Unlloway Walter L. Deantsville, Aln,
R T T cCmwder, Wilhay oo Birminghiom,  Alda,
o ceeseesnesClark, Johnde ..., oML Creek, Aln,
. ceeeecne s Cluumblbes, Mateolm G Montgomery, Al
8 iaveeeses Couch, Sam . ..., ceeAnniston, Ala,

2 weeeave e Cooley, Charles M. o Brookslde, Aln,

e thaeass v Dy, Chap 1% ..., cesses ATKD, Aln,

A SDawson, Jame= AL L Birmbngham,  Ala,
oL Cidbene cesDowney, Danldel L. oo Naturnd Dirkdge,  Ala,
"W aiaies Dennie, Rlchard 1% L MU Creok, Al
N erscenes ~Ellas, Roy 8. ........ o BBirmingham,  Ala.
" senscsceseBvALL, CAFl K. cieeccnee Widsworth, Aln,
" ceecesscs Manliiner,  Hugh L oo Birminghnom,  Aln,
R iwaen wFarley, Mose ..., eMorris, Al

® eeressee < Flomming, James 5 o Bieminghion, A,
" eeniass o Foxter, M. S oo Birmingbham, Aln,
o coresssssstalons, Willlam Lo oo B irminghim,  Ala.
a covesnasnnGloss,  damex I3 cocc Jemnivon,

O seses cesesaiover, Loeo ool Blirminghom,  Ala,
o asarsess Golden, Hoerbert oo Haneeville, Al
e venssssannrler, Nell oo Lightwood,  Aln,
' coeneenes Hawking, Charles E. ... Wylam, Ala,

oL atesaasues Hannborger, Bruce N o Bivmingham,  Alo.
ok voesesesos Hendrieks, Rufun I'. .Greenville, Alo.
v cessrnses Hondeicks, Winston ....Greenville, Ala,

' ceesecssss Hurst, Robert  ooooooancDothan, Ala,

. cosessssss ltenckell, Kmile oo Birmingham,  Ala,
oy vierssssss Hlodgon, Arthure 1, oo Birmingham, Al
. sevsens o Holdorfield, Tommie  oooaitirminghom, Al
" cesessssss Hunter, Carl J. oo Clanton,  Ala,

e coevseesendonkins, WiHHam J0 oo oMabile, A,

u. cocessnJolly, Barnest Go oo Bliemingham, Al
" covensssdohneon, Lawrence G, o iirmingham, Ala,
¢“ vovesessndonon, Lonnle M, oo LomaXx, Ala,

" veseescss Kelly, Walter 1 o Adamsyville,  Aln,
e cevevccc Kirkland, Fountaln oo Birminghary, Ala,
" vevenresss bavette, Miller *H*h.......\'ntnrul Itridge, Aln,

veseesssss dttle,  Arthur e Villnge Springs, Ala,
cesesesces biowin, Charley ""3"i"""w' Ala,

.
M

- - . ‘
*Not shown IIT; (TPTR ) —

Center section of the name list shown on the preceding page.
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N, RANK NAME TRESIDENCE
*MPrivate o lewekharet, Frank L Clantan, Ala.

w 8 saeseseres Little, Jawes W Mantgomery,  Ala,
i W seessses cMalone, Alfred M. L oSayreton,  Ala,
uy 4 ssiseseidi Moore, lac cocvecacens Winterbore,  Aln,
oy " senaaaseEe Moore, Spurgeon ... .. Tallndegn, A,
o e cessencase Moore, Earnest ... ......Rendalla, Ala,
100 " v MeGaugh, Joseph 1L L Cordova, Al

1l T esassee LoeMeGlawn, Josse 1, L. Lanett, AN,

10s " P coceMeDonadd, Davard Lo B lembnsghions, Al
MK B s e dMceCnin, John I3, ........ Bivmingham, Ao,
Il 0 Liieeee ePratt, Robert L. oL, Birmdnghonm, A,
1Y S — Lettun, Northern ... ,... Haneoville,  Ala.
104 as Siienaanne Rhodes, Perey 1L L. Saville, Al

07 W aEiawtiee waoblnron, J. 1% ceeeeBIrminghm,  Ala,
oy BE isssanies Robinson, Arguness ... Clanton, Al

100 L asisisiees Rowser, Thomas ... ... Bossamer, A,
1 Wi e SCRylant, Rivers 1L ..., irmidnghom, Al
1 . iseaesed Smith, Euclhid J. oo Blemidngham, Al
12 " veeeeeses Bpinks, Samuel 1. ... Thomasville,  Aln.
1 2 Geviieeens Sheppard Willlam B, .. Covington, n,
‘14 W sesawess o Shouse, John ..., L Montgomery,  Ala,
1 ~— s e vees Thomng, Oscar ’#’ ..... Warrtor, Ala.
‘llE::; veaesassesiratnor, Everett T, ....Blrminghan., Al
n? - ssesssenes VAN, James M, ........Deatsville, An.
*118 s ssseva oo Woodall, Mabry W. ... Blrminghom, Al
1"y se cersrenses Worley, Charlen ......... eminghoom, Al
il Bl o ciieinnsss Wren, Harmon E. ...... Birminghonm, Ao,
121 e cnvessssseMason, Arrell 'V, ........ Eieminghons, Al
122 ol P Hays, Elmus J. .........Adamsville,  Ala,
123 " cernseseeSwann, Ross B, ... .Garden Clty, Ala.
Al R . veveeseess Rappeport,  Bugene o Birminghaom,  Ala,
b 1 e cissssnnss baylor, Owen L. ........ Blrmdnghom,  Ala,
ol B W Lesees o Ularke, Bassit M, ........ Blemingham,  Ala,
1 e vernsesCothron, Cabol . ... ... Blemdnghom,  Ala,
ol b " suabeiseie Gandy, James ¥, . ..., Birminghnm, Ala.
12 . es8ecrancs IODD, JOO B cevosccnrasne Birminghoam, Nl
130 a8 veessssses HUrmon, John 8 ... Laowishmrg, A,
“131 ne wecessessJi0ath, Janther Z. ...... Birmingham, Ala.
1o o SiEseee s sagadale, Charlton L. . Birmingham,  Ala.
131 " eecscassc.Sloggal, Charles .......... Birmingham, Aln.
151 o T T Ray, Wheeler I8 .......Birmingham, Aa.
1an o cooveneaMiller, Willlnm 1L L RBirmingham, Ao,
136 e veeveeesMabry, ONy 1B ..., Blrmingham, Ao
) " verenenens Wright, Roy ©0 oo Blrmingham,  Ala,
128 L cressssesPAlO, AmMoer N. .eeeiunin Oxark, Aln.

139 vessssssss Tronton, Millara ........ Birmingham, Ala,
*140 - veressasssOX, Harvey M, .......Blemingham, Ala,
14 0 e GRylant, J0 P L Birmingbam,  Aln,

Right section of the name list shown on the preceding page.
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(™ PULL NROUND HERT
EXCEPT THE WORSES

Ll | WONDER
\F SEES QOWWA STAY
WITH TRAT Gy

AHE SOLDIERS
BIG PAL.

BuT BAsE-BaLL GoES ON
FOREVER!

=3 7,
S wats MAy COME AND WARS {i\@/
S~ May 6O, !
—

GEE! 'F THE KAISER
LOULD ONLY SEE vS mow'

A final “humorous” page from the 1917 Remembrance Book of the

Fourth Alabama Infantry.
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