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

INTRODUCTION
	
	 The Great War, World War I, 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 I 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 II, 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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THE U.S. EXPEDITION AGAINST PANCHO VILLA IN MEXICO

	 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 major 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  I.  His grandson, William II {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 III.

	 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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Left section of the name list shown on the preceding page.
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Center section of the name list shown on the preceding page.
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Right  section of the name list shown on the preceding page.
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