
World War I in Fact and Fiction 

The "war to end all wars" was the subject of numerous novels, poems, and non-fiction works in the years immediately following WWI. Among 
those that have become classics: All Quiet on the Western Front by Erich Maria Remarque and Hemingway's A Farewell to Arms probably 
remain the best known. The poetry of Wilfred Owen and Siegfried Sassoon also became emblematic of the War and its effect on the young 
men who fought in it. On a slightly lighter note: The African Queen by C. S. Forester takes place during the War, but in colonial Africa, far 
from the trenches of France. After 1945, the Second World War came to dominate American and British writing about war, but a number of 
writers continue to explore World War I and its aftermath. Here are some suggestions for both fiction and non-fiction. 

 

Louis De Bernieres. Birds Without Wings. 2004. 

 

In Eskibahce, a small village in Anatolia, Christians and Muslims have lived together in relative tolerance, trading 

customs and superstitions and intermarrying for generations. Their way of life will end in havoc with the coming of 

World War I and Turkey’s fight for independence. Interspersed with their tales of romance, madness, joy, and tragedy is 

the story of Mustafa Kemal (Atatürk), the man destined to found the Republic of Turkey. The centerpiece of the novel is 

the Battle of Gallipoli, but otherwise this is less a World War I novel than a story of Turkey’s birth. As in De Bernières’ 

previous novel, Corelli’s Mandolin, we come to care about the distinctive cast of characters and the land in which they 

live. De Bernières writes with compassion for our milder foibles and scathing bitterness for our tendency towards 

violence and persecution. 

  

 

Sebastian Faulks. Birdsong. 1993. 

 

If there is such a thing as popular literary fiction, Birdsong became part of that category within a few years of its 

publication in 1993. Faulks conveys emotions like love and desire, terror and dread against a backdrop of World War I in 

France. The early part of the novel where Stephen, a young Englishman, goes to France on a business trip and has an 

affair with the wife of his host contrasts strongly with the description of the horrors of trench warfare when Stephen 

returns to France as a British officer six years later. The novel is brought full circle by his granddaughter’s search for 

information about him in an attempt to give meaning to her own life. This book is likely to become a classic in WWI 

literature. 

  

 

Maureen Lang. Whisper on the Wind. 2010. 

 

When the German Imperial Army invades Belgium, an underground newspaper  

surfaces to keep patriotism alive and bring real news to the occupied country. Edward Kirkland will do anything to keep 

it in print - even risk his life. Isa Lassone, a socialite whose family fled Europe at the first rumblings of war, now, two 

years later, returns to rescue Edward - the man she has loved since she was a child. When Edward refuses to leave, so 

does Isa, and soon she is drawn into his dangerous double life. As the Germans close in on the paper, Edward realizes 

he has put everyone at risk . . . including the beautiful, smart, yet obstinate young woman who has worked her way 

into his life - and heart. 

  

 

Margaret MacMillan. Paris 1919. 2002. 

 

Sometimes called the peace to end all peace, the Treaty of Versailles is considered to be a monumental failure, but 

there is no consensus as to why. MacMillan is a professor of history at the University of Toronto and the great-

granddaughter of Lloyd George. Her goal is to figure out the original intent and goals of the diplomats. She focuses on 

the "Big Three": Wilson (United States), Lloyd George (Great Britain), and Clemenceau (France) who dominated the 

critical first six months of the Paris Peace Conference. Although readers may get lost in the minutia of details 

surrounding the peace conference, MacMillan’s analysis of all the factors at work and the insurmountable problems 

facing the diplomats helps to rehabilitate the reputations of the peacemakers. This book will appeal to history lovers 

who want more detail and analysis than usually found in popular history offerings. 

  



 

Charles Todd. A Test of Wills. 1998. 

 

This is a classic English village detective story, set in the aftermath of World War I. The protagonist, Ian Rutledge, has 

returned from the war badly traumatized and has somewhat reluctantly resumed his former career as a Scotland Yard 

detective. He is called in by the police in rural Warwickshire, to investigate the murder of a local grandee, where the 

chief suspect is a highly-decorated war hero. Many other characters, and indeed the whole village, have been 

profoundly affected by the war, and the book presents an interesting and detailed portrait of rural English society in 

1919. The primary characters are classic types without being stereotypes, and the plot moves sedately through 

Rutledge's conversations with witnesses and suspects. Although the crime is brutal, and there is some description of 

trench warfare, it is not a grisly or suspenseful book – more a psychological study of how a good man can be badly 

damaged by terrible wartime experiences. 

  

 

Gene Wilder. My French Whore. 2007. 

 

The actor and screenwriter's first novel set during WWI delicately and elegantly explores a most unusual romance. It's 

almost the end of the war and Paul Peachy, a young railway employee and amateur actor in Milwaukee, realizes his 

marriage is one sided. He enlists and ships out to France. He realizes how out of his depth he is - and never more so 

than when he is captured. Risking everything, Peachy, who as a child of immigrants speaks German - makes the 

reckless decision to impersonate one of the enemy's most famous spies. As the accomplished spy Harry Stroller, Peachy 

has access to a world he could never have known existed - a world of sumptuous living, world weary men, and available 

women. But when one of these women, Annie, a young, beautiful, and wary courtesan, turns out to be more than she 

seems, Peachy's life is transformed forever. 

  

 

Jacqueline Winspear. Maisie Dobbs series. 2003. 

 

Maisie Dobbs, 2003; Birds of a Feather, 2004; Pardonable Lies, 2005; Messenger of Truth, 2006;An Incomplete 

Revenge, 2008; Among the Mad, 2009; The Mapping of Love and Death, 2010. 

 

The actor and screenwriter's first novel set during WWI delicately and elegantly explores a most unusual romance. It's 

almost the end of the war and Paul Peachy, a young railway employee and amateur actor in Milwaukee, realizes his 

marriage is one sided. He enlists and ships out to France. He realizes how out of his depth he is - and never more so 

than when he is captured. Risking everything, Peachy, who as a child of immigrants speaks German - makes the 

reckless decision to impersonate one of the enemy's most famous spies. As the accomplished spy Harry Stroller, Peachy 

has access to a world he could never have known existed - a world of sumptuous living, world weary men, and available 

women. But when one of these women, Annie, a young, beautiful, and wary courtesan, turns out to be more than she 

seems, Peachy's life is transformed forever. 

 


