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What really happened in 1914?
The 1914 Christmas Truce occupies a unique place in both the history and memory of the First World War. At the time, it was not a fully uniform event but rather a patchwork of localized ceasefires that varied dramatically from one sector of the front to another. In some places, soldiers merely called a short halt to retrieve their dead. In others, men exchanged cigarettes, took photographs, or sang familiar carols across the lines
During the war itself, both British and German military authorities tried to downplay or suppress stories of fraternization, fearing it would undermine discipline and morale. After the war, the Truce received sporadic attention—but it was overshadowed by the larger narratives of sacrifice, national trauma, and the futility of trench warfare.
The event returned strongly to public consciousness at various moments in the twentieth century, especially during the 1960s and 70s, when anti-war movements embraced the Truce as an example of ordinary soldiers resisting militarism. Another major rekindling of interest came in 2014, the centenary of the Truce, when Sainsbury’s released a widely viewed Christmas advertisement created in partnership with the Imperial War Museums. Beautifully produced and emotionally compelling, the advertisement depicted British and German soldiers emerging from trenches, exchanging gifts, and playing a dramatically staged football match. 
The Sainsbury advertisement, perhaps unsurprisingly, contributed to the growing public belief that football was the defining feature of the Truce, rather than one of its more unusual episodes. The advertisement sparked debate among historians, educators, and veterans’ groups about the challenges of balancing commemoration, marketing, and historical accuracy.
This DBQ invites students to navigate precisely this tension. When two teachers—Ms. de Haan and Mr. Anderlecht—submit diverging accounts of the Truce, students must adopt the role of fact-checkers and determine whose account is better supported by the historical record. Through their explorations of provided evidence students will reflect on key aspects of historical reasoning and argumentation: avoiding overclaiming, qualifying conclusions, and evaluating the scope of evidence.
Merry Christmas and thank you for your interest and ongoing support in promoting rich, evidence-based historical thinking. 
Sincerely,



Nathan John Moes
To The Past
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AI-generated content may be incorrect.]Scenario The  social studies teachers at Terry Fox Secondary School in Richmond, BC  are regular contributors to the schools’s student run newspaper through their column “History Matters”.  Recently due to a communication error, two teachers prepared an entry on the 1914 Christmas Truce for the December edition of the paper. Both are provided below:

Ms de Haan: The Christmas Truce
During the Christmas Truce of 1914, soldiers from opposing sides met cautiously in no-man’s-land and gradually relaxed enough to exchange small gifts, shake hands, talk, and sing familiar carols. Men lit makeshift Christmas trees, swapped souvenirs, and in few places, the relaxed atmosphere led to spur-of-the-moment football-type games. The Christmas Truce was a rare moment when ordinary soldiers were able to briefly set aside the war and treat each other with unexpected friendliness and kindness.

Mr. Anderlecht: The Christmas Truce
During the Christmas Truce of 1914, nearly 2/3 of the Western Front famously featured vigorous football matches between British and German soldiers. The cratered earth of no-man’s land, was temporarily transformed into a soccer arena and the only shots that were fired, were with legs and footballs The temporary peace created a rare moment when enemies relaxed, shared kindness, and enjoyed a game that symbolised the unity and goodwill of the season.

	Directions: Your role at the paper is fact-checker, and you decide that before you run them in print, it’d be best to ensure accuracy. Based upon the sources below, which teacher’s work is best supported by the evidence?

Ms. De Haan / Mr. Anderlecht
[Circle One]

	





	Source 1: 
An extraordinary thing happened between us and the Germans yesterday. We are so close in our trenches that we can talk to the Germans, and yesterday we got quite friendly. After a lot of talking and shouting to each other, we arranged that one of our men should go out half way and meet a German and that there was to be no shooting meanwhile. Both men got up at the same time and went out, everyone in the opposing trenches looking out over the tops of them. The men met and shook hands amid cheers from both trenches. Our man gave the German some cigarettes and received in return some chocolate…We had quite a long talk, and then one of their superior officers came long, so they said, ‘Get back’. So back we got, and then they fired very high over our heads just to warn us that they were going on as before, evidently to satisfy their superior officers. They were very sporting, and played the game perfectly. 

Source: Letter from a British lieutenant on the Christmas truce. (1914, December 26). Daily Mail, p. 3.
	






Superior Officers: Higher ranking soldiers
Sporting: Fair/honest



	Source 2: 
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Source: 
Hawkes, S. (2024). WW1: The Christmas truce 1914 — playing soccer. Fine Art America. Soren Hawkes is an artist and tour guide providing battlefield tours of the WWI Western Front. 



	Source 3: 
I grabbed my binoculars and looking cautiously over the parapet saw the incredible sight of our soldiers exchanging cigarettes, schnapps and chocolate with the enemy. Later a Scottish soldier appeared with a football which seemed to come from nowhere and a few minutes later a real football match got underway. The Scots marked their goal mouth with their strange caps and we did the same with ours. It was far from easy to play on the frozen ground, but we continued, keeping rigorously to the rules, despite the fact that it only lasted an hour and that we had no referee.  

Us Germans really roared when a gust of wind revealed that the Scots wore no drawers under their kilts—and hooted and whistled every time they caught an impudent glimpse of one posterior belonging to one of “yesterday’s enemies.”

Source: Interview with Lieutenant Johannes Niemann (1968) British Broadcasting Corporation. Niemann was a German soldier who served with the 133rd Saxon Infantry Regiment

	


parapet: Trench barrier/wall


Schnapps: Type of liquor/alcohol

Rigorously: Carefully

Impudent: Rude
Posterior: Bum




	Source 4: 
Just how widespread the truce was is hard to say. It was certainly not general—there are plenty of accounts of fighting continuing through the Christmas season in some sectors, and others of men fraternizing to the sound of guns firing nearby. One common factor seems to have been that Saxon troops—universally regarded as easygoing—were the most likely to be involved, and to have made the first approaches to their British counterparts….The most detailed estimate, made by Malcolm Brown of Britain’s Imperial War Museums, is that the truce extended along at least two-thirds of British-held trench line that scarred southern Belgium.
Source:  Dash, M. (2011, December 23). The story of the WWI Christmas Truce. Smithsonian Magazine.
	



Fraternizing: Socializing




Scarred: Damaged




	Source 5:
“One officer met a Bavarian, smoked a cigarette, and had a talk with him about halfway between the lines. Then a few men fraternised in the same way, and really today peace has existed. Men have been talking together, and they had a football match with a bully beef tin, and one man went over and cut a German’s hair!”
Source: Anonymous letter from a British soldier. (1914, December 31). The Manchester Guardian, p. 5.
	

Bavarian: German from the region of Bavaria
Fraternized: Socialized

Bully Beef: salted beef
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Assessment Suggestions
The Christmas Truce Mini-DBQ is designed as a learning tool for students, highlighting the necessity of anchoring conclusions or accounts in historical evidence, and ensuring they qualify claims appropriately by considering scope, representativeness, and the limits of what the sources can actually support.

The two fictional teacher accounts—Ms. de Haan and Mr. Anderlecht—both draw on aspects of the Christmas Truce that appear in the evidence, but they differ in accuracy, scope, and how well they reflect the weight of historical sources. 

What makes Ms. de Haan’s account stronger?
We’d hope that students would recognize that of the provided submissions to the school newspaper, Ms. de Haan’s would be the stronger option. Her description emphasizes cautious approaches, gift exchanges, talking, and singing. These acts of fraternization appear in multiple sources (Sources 1, 3, 4, 5).

Her account is also consistent with the breadth of evidence. The majority of the eyewitness accounts describe friendly exchanges, conversations, and brief moments of calm. These are widely supported across the historical record, while she does still note that football games occurred “in a few places”—which aligns with sources 3 & 5.

Ms. de Haan typically also voids exaggeration. Her claims are restrained, and she does not overstate the scale of any single event. However particularly keen students might note that her description which suggests widespread “friendliness and kindness” doesn’t capture the reality that many sectors continued firing (Source 4), so the friendliness was not universal.

What makes Mr. Anderlecht’s account weaker? 
Mr. Anderlecht overstates or exaggerates the scale of specific events, ignoring contradictory evidence. For example, he claims that “nearly 2/3 of the Western Front” had football matches. The historian (Source 4) says two-thirds of the British-held line saw truce, not football. Nowhere does any source suggest football was widespread. Football is mentioned in two of the five DBQ sources, however it is not clear in all cases if a game was actual played, or whether a casual “kickabout” occurred. Source 2 should be noted as being a relatively recent water color by a history enthusiast, and is not a primary account from a soldier. 

Anderlecth also uses somewhat romanticized or dramatized imagery. Describing no-man’s-land as a “soccer arena” and focusing almost entirely on football misrepresents what most soldiers actually experienced. 

While a compelling account, Mr. Anderlecht’s account relies on the most dramatic anecdotes from the sources, treats them as typical, and presents the football match as the defining feature of the Truce—something the sources do not support.


	
	Proficient
	

	Areas of Growth

	Students use several sources to support a clear judgment about which account is better supported; accurately explain that Ms. De Haan’s account matches most sources while Anderlecht exaggerates; distinguish common events (talking, gift exchanges) from rare ones (football); qualify claims appropriately; address representativeness and scope; avoid overstating what the evidence can support.
	Areas of Strength:


















Emerging Response 
I think Mr. Anderlecht is right because the soldiers played soccer together. Source 3 shows that they had a real football match, and the picture in Source 2 also shows it. This proves that soccer was the main thing that happened. The Christmas Truce was a friendly time where both sides played games and stopped fighting.
Developing Response 
I think Ms. De Haan’s account is stronger because many soldiers were friendly and talked or traded things. Source 1 says they met halfway and shook hands, and Source 5 also mentions fraternizing. But there were also football games, like in Source 3, so Mr. Anderlecht is not totally wrong. Still, Ms. De Haan seems a bit more accurate.
Proficient Response (Meets Expectations)
Ms. De Haan’s account is better supported by the evidence because most sources describe friendly exchanges, conversations, and small gestures, not widespread football matches. Sources 1, 4, and 5 all show soldiers talking, shaking hands, or trading cigarettes and chocolate. While Sources 3 and 5 mention football, these are isolated moments.The historian in Source 4 says two-thirds of the British-held line experienced some form of truce, but not that football was common. Mr. Anderlecht exaggerates when he claims that almost the entire Western Front played soccer. De Haan’s account is more cautious and matches what most sources describe.
Why It’s Proficient:
· Uses multiple sources accurately.
· Distinguishes common events vs. rare ones.
· Recognizes exaggeration in Anderlecht’s claim.
· Shows awareness of scope (what happened where and how often).
· Avoids overclaiming.
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