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For my darling Natasha.


Introduction

Today the popular perception of the fighting during World War One – particularly on the Western Front where more than two million British soldiers were killed or wounded – is still one of futility and waste, a case of ‘lions led by donkeys’. In fact, as this portrait of 1917 will show, the truth is much more nuanced: many mistakes were made by senior commanders but, far from all being ‘donkeys’, some made a positive contribution in very difficult circumstances; and the trench warfare on the Western Front was not simply a case of two sides banging their heads unimaginatively against a brick wall, but rather an extraordinarily fertile period of military innovation in terms of weapons, tactics, training, logistics and the treatment of casualties – innovations that ultimately would help the Allies to pierce the German lines and win the war.

Moreover the vast majority of ordinary soldiers never stopped believing in the justice of the cause they were fighting for. The trenches were for many a brutal and inhuman experience. But even combat soldiers – a small proportion of the total number in uniform – spent only a third of their time in the front line, with the remainder spent training, resting and in reserve; and some were even invigorated by the comradeship and excitement of ever-present danger.

All of these themes are covered by my choice of the key dates and events for 1917 – some directly involving my family – that best illustrate the lasting and irrevocable impact the war had on civilians and soldiers across the globe.  I have tried to cover the war from the perspective of all the belligerents: not only those who fought for each side – on the ground, in the air and at sea – but also those who played a vital role on the home front. The result is, I hope, a wonderfully eclectic cast of characters that includes emperors, politicians, generals, volunteer soldiers, journalists, suffragettes, munitions workers, spies, and patriots.

While all the entries concentrate on a single day, they necessarily include information from a broader time span to give the narrative its context. In this way, and by combining a variety of first-hand sources with the most recent scholarship, I have tried to produce a history of a single year of this highly complex and much misunderstood conflict that is modern, vivid and accessible.
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Superficially, at least, the Central Powers were still marginally in the ascendant by the close of 1916. They had overwhelmed Romania – giving them possession of five enemy capitalsfn1 at a time when the Allies held none – fought the British and French to a standstill on the Somme, bled the French Army white at Verdun and made some ground against Italy in the Alps. They had ‘ended the year controlling more European territory than at the beginning, and having survived the Chantilly onslaught’.1

Yet they had also suffered major setbacks, with Austro-German forces conceding a large chunk of territory to Russia during the Brusilov offensive, Turkey losing the key fortress of Erzerum to the same foe, and the epic but inconclusive naval Battle of Jutland ending in strategic defeat for the Imperial German Navy. German forces, moreover, were exhausted from their own huge sacrifices on the Western Front, and their leaders rightly feared that the Allies’ superiority in men and matériel would become even more marked in 1917. This conviction that outright victory was probably beyond them was the reason Germany’s leaders considered a negotiated peace in December 1916; but the idea quickly ran out of steam when the Allies, determined to punish the Central Powers for starting the war, demanded the restoration of Alsace-Lorraine to France and the evacuation of all occupied territories as a starting point for negotiations.

The replacement of Falkenhayn, Chief of the German General Staff, with the dual team of Hindenburg and Ludendorff had, however, given more vigour and cunning to their country’s war strategy. The duo ended the costly German offensives at Verdun, and on the Somme introduced a more elastic defence with a thinner front line and more counter-attack troops and artillery in reserve. 

But by diverting more of Germany’s economic resources to the war effortfn2 the new Generalissimos caused chaos. The country had actually begun the war with an industrial advantage over both Britain and France – chiefly because it led the way in steel production, and in many branches of chemicals and engineering. But shortages of vital raw materials – particularly cotton, camphor, pyrites and saltpetre – meant it could not expand its production at the same rate, and only 8.9 million shells were made in 1915. The following year saw a near fourfold increase to 36 million shells, thanks to the efforts of the KRA (the wartime raw-materials department) that commandeered stockpiles, allocated distribution and, most importantly, oversaw the chemical industry’s production of synthetic substitutes. Much of the good work was undone, however, by the Generalissimos’ introduction of the poorly thought-out and ineptly administered Hindenburg Programme in the summer of 1916. Designed to increase the production of all armaments (but particularly key weapons like artillery pieces, machine-guns and trench mortars that could compensate for the expected shortage of men), it ultimately had the opposite effect by draining the army of a million men, bringing on a major transportation crisis and intensifying the shortage of coal.

Hindenburg and Ludendorff’s strategy for 1917, meanwhile, was essentially defensive on all land fronts. They refused, for example, to send extra divisions so that Austria could launch a fresh attack on the Trentino front in the spring; and they anticipated a new Allied offensive on the Western Front by withdrawing in February to a new 300-mile-long pre-prepared defensive position known as the Hindenburg Line. It not only restored the tactical advantages they had lost at the Somme, but also shortened the line by thirty miles, thus releasing ten divisions. When combined with unit reorganizations – in effect reducing the size of a division, but not its area of operations – and an early call-up of the 1897 class of conscripts, this enabled the creation of a 1.3 million-strong strategic reserve. In a sign of desperation, however, the German leadership pinned their remaining hopes of winning the war on a resumption of unrestricted submarine warfare. Knowing it would almost certainly lead to war with the United States, they gambled on their U-boats bringing Britain to its knees before American forces could tip the balance. 

The Allied strategy, by contrast, was more of the same. At a Chantilly conference in mid-November 1916, it was unanimously agreed ‘that the Western theatre is the main one, and that the resources employed in the other theatres should be reduced to the smallest possible’ (a signal victory for Joffre and Haig); ‘that all the Allies will press the Enemy throughout the winter’, weather permitting; that ‘if one of the Allies is attacked, the others will at once take the offensive to relieve the pressure’, and with this in mind were ‘to complete their offensive preparations early next year’; and that if the ‘Enemy leaves the initiative to the Allies, the date of the general offensive will be settled later’.2 In a separate conference with his army commanders on 18 November, Haig explained the thinking behind this strategy as the need to avoid another surprise like Verdun, while at the same time preventing the enemy ‘from recovering from his demoralised condition by methodical pressure’.3

Not all the Allies, however, were either willing or able to apply this pressure. The reputation and confidence of the Italian Commander-in-Chief, Luigi Cadorna, had been severely shaken by the Austrian Strafexpedition and, though his army would grow to 2.2 million in 1917, he was fearful of another Austrian attack and loth to take the initiative. When it was proposed by Lloyd George at a conference in Rome on 2 January 1917 that the other Allies would supply heavy artillery for an Italian offensive towards Trieste, Cadorna also demanded four Anglo-French corps, and the right to use them to defend the Trentino if Austria attacked first. In any event he would not move until 1 May.4

The Russians hoped to resume the offensive in Brusilov’s sector, but their army was still reeling from the huge number of men it had lost in 1916 and its logistical organization was beginning to disintegrate. At a further inter-Allied conference at Petrogradfn3 in February they declared they had fewer reserves than a year earlier and would also not be ready to attack until May.5

Even the British and French leaders – following the fall of Asquith and Joffre in December 1916 – were far from united in their support for the Chantilly strategy. Lloyd George was unconvinced by British generalship on the Western Front, and had long supported attacks on other fronts like Salonika, Mesopotamia and Egypt to keep up the pressure on Turkey and divert German attention from France and Flanders. But he was overruled at Chantilly – ‘crushed’ in Haig’s words6 – and then charmed into compliance by the new French Commander-in-Chief, Nivelle, after they had met first at the Rome conference and then again in London where the French general, at Lloyd George’s invitation, addressed the British War Cabinet. All were impressed by Nivelle’s ‘vigour, strength and energy’, and relieved that his plan of attack did not require a major British effort.7 The war, he told them, could be won by a single deadly blow; and it would be delivered not on the Somme, as Joffre and Haig had agreed at Chantilly, but instead against the ‘shoulders’ of the great German salient in a mirror image of the September 1915 offensive: a preliminary Franco-British attack near Arras, followed by the main effort by the French along the Chemin des Dames in Champagne.8 

Despite the fact that Nivelle’s plan met none of his objectives – which were principally to reinforce fronts outside Europe – Lloyd George gave it his blessing: partly because it promised a reduction in British casualties, but chiefly because he believed that, unlike Haig, the new French Commander-in-Chief knew what he was doing. ‘Nivelle,’ he wrote, ‘has proved himself to be a Man at Verdun, & when you get a Man who has proved himself why, you back the Man!’9

To underline this faith in Nivelle on the one hand and his lack of confidence in Haig on the other, Lloyd George agreed to place his British field marshalfn4 under the command of the less senior French general for the duration of the offensive. Haig never forgot or forgave this humiliation, telling King George V: ‘It is indeed a calamity for the country to have such a man at the head of affairs in this time of great crisis.’10 

With relations between the British premier and his senior commander close to breaking point at the start of the year, it did not augur well for the Allies’ chances of ending the war in 1917.




17 January 1917: ‘D’you want to bring America into the war?’ 
– Intercepting the Zimmermann Telegram 



At 10.30 a.m. Rear Admiral William ‘Blinker’ Hall, the forty-six-year-old hook-nosed and balding Director of the Naval Intelligence Division,fn1 was working through the usual ‘morning docket of papers’ in his office in the Old Admiralty building in Whitehall when one of his star codebreakers, an Old Etonian and former RNAS pilot called Nigel de Grey, entered the room. ‘D.I.D.,’ said de Grey, scarcely able to conceal his excitement, ‘d’you want to bring America into the war?’


‘Yes, my boy,’ replied Hall. ‘Why?’


De Grey explained: ‘I’ve got something here which – well, it’s a rather astonishing message which might do the trick if we can use it. It isn’t very clear, I’m afraid, but I’m sure I’ve got most of the important points right. It’s from the German Foreign Office to [Johann Heinrich von] Bernstorff [the German ambassador in Washington].’


De Grey then handed to Hall the partially decoded message that he and the other cryptanalysts had translated from German – which the director did not read – into English. The key parts read: 


16th Jan. 1917


Most secret for Your Excellency’s exclusive personal information and to be handed on to the Imperial Minister in (?Mexico) … 


We propose to begin on the 1st of February unrestricted submarine warfare. In doing so however we shall endeavour to keep America neutral.


(?? If we should) not (succeed in so doing) we propose to (?Mexico) an alliance upon the following basis. (joint) conduct of the war. (joint) conclusion of peace.


Your Excellency should (for the present) inform the President secretly (that we expect) war with the U.S.A. (possibly) (A sentence in which Japan is mentioned) and at the same time to negotiate between us & Japan.


(…  please tell the President) that  …  our submarines  …  will compel England to peace in a few months.1


Though much of the original telegram from Arthur Zimmermann, the German Foreign Secretary, to Bernstorff had yet to be deciphered, the fragment laid before Hall on 17 January contained enough bombshells to justify de Grey’s excitement. They included the imminence of unrestricted submarine warfare; the possibility of a German–Mexican alliance against the United States; and evidence of Germany’s intention to lure Japan away from the Allies.2


Hall knew that his standing orders required him to share such explosive material with the Admiralty and the Foreign Office so that the government could respond appropriately.3 But this ‘duty’ was outweighed, in his mind, by the pressing need to protect his sources, in this case the fact that his cryptanalysts in Room 40 were routinely intercepting and reading diplomatic cables from both neutral and enemy states. They had discovered the top-secret Zimmermann telegram embedded in diplomatic traffic between the American Embassy in Berlin and the State Department in Washington (a favour the Americans had earlier granted Germany without imagining that it could be used against them). 


As all this was bound to come out if the United States was told the true story of how Hall had come by his intelligence – causing not only a major diplomatic row but also the changing of the State Department’s codes – he chose not to inform his government (which was also unaware of his illegal activities) or the Americans until he had found a separate copy of the telegram and his staff had completed the decoding.4 ‘This,’ he told de Grey, ‘is a case where standing orders must be suspended. All copies of this message, both those in cipher and your own transcripts, are to be brought straight to me. Nothing is to be put on the files. This may be a very big thing, possibly the biggest thing of the war. For the present not a soul outside this room is to be told anything at all.’5 


Hall knew from the partial decrypt that Bernstorff would forward a copy of the telegram to his counterpart in Mexico City, Heinrich von Eckardt. He also knew from experience that Bernstorff would use a more vulnerable code to communicate with Eckardt, because the latter did not have access to the German Foreign Office’s most sophisticated codebook (0075). All he needed to do, therefore, was get a copy of Bernstorff’s telegram to Eckardt and his staff would be able to crack it in its entirety. He would then be in a position to share it with the Americans without admitting that he was reading their cables. ‘In short,’ wrote historian Thomas Boghardt, ‘this ruse would enable him to conceal British eavesdropping operations from the Americans as well as afford Room 40 continued access to U.S. diplomatic messages.’6 


If, on the other hand, the US responded to Germany’s public declaration of unrestricted submarine warfare by joining the Allies, Hall would never need to make the telegram public. Of course this second scenario ran the risk that Germany’s scheme to encourage Mexico to attack the United States might bear fruit; yet Hall felt it was a gamble worth taking.


Arthur Zimmermann, the author of the telegram, had been Germany’s Foreign Secretary only since the resignation of the moderate Gottlieb von Jagow in November 1916. Bright and articulate, the son of an East Prussian innkeeper, Zimmermann had done well in the less prestigious consular service of the Foreign Office before transferring to the diplomatic section where his middle-class origins probably prevented his earlier promotion to the top job. ‘One should never,’ remarked the Kaiser in 1912, ‘make the scullion chef.’7


War broke down these social barriers, and by late 1916 the hard-working, jovial and unpretentious Zimmermann was the obvious choice to replace Jagow. He took charge in the Wilhelmstrasse at a time when the debate over the use of unrestricted submarine warfare was entering its final phase. In favour of using this ‘miracle weapon’ – certain, said its supporters, to bring Britain to its knees in a matter of months – were the naval and army chiefs; more cautious were Bethmann, the Chancellor, and some of the Foreign Office’s senior diplomats, including Bernstorff. At first Zimmermann opposed a policy he knew would provoke America. But when the military leaders won the Kaiser’s support at a conference in Pless on 9 January 1917 – threatening to have Bethmann replaced if he did not acquiesce – Zimmermann bowed to the inevitable.8


It was during the Foreign Office’s frantic attempts to prepare its embassies for the announcement of unrestricted submarine warfare on 1 February that a member of Zimmermann’s staff – Hans Arthur von Kemnitz – reminded his chief of an earlier offer from Mexico for an alliance against the United States. ‘I suggested,’ he wrote later, ‘that we now accept this proposal in principle, and simultaneously tell the Mexicans that this offer would be significantly more valuable if they succeeded, in view of their 10-years-old, intimate relations with Japan, to interest the latter in this issue.’ Though Kemnitz did not hold out much hope that this initiative would succeed, he still felt it was his ‘duty to leave no stone unturned in order to ameliorate our desperate military situation through diplomatic means’. Zimmermann agreed and Kemnitz was told to draft the telegram.9


The final draft, with minor amendments by senior officials, was authorized by Zimmermann on 13 January. It read:


Berlin, 13 January 1917.


Minister von Eckardt


Mexico


Most secret. Decipher yourself.


We intend to begin on the first of February unrestricted submarine warfare. We shall endeavour to keep America neutral.


In the event of this not succeeding, we propose to Mexico an alliance on the following basis: Conduct war jointly. Conclude peace jointly. Substantial financial support and consent on our part for Mexico to reconquer lost territory in Texas, New Mexico, Arizona. The settlement in detail is left to your Excellency.


Your Excellency will present to the President [of Mexico, Venustiano Carranza] the above most secretly as soon as the outbreak of war with the United States is certain, and add the suggestion that he should, on his own initiative, invite Japan to immediate adherence, and at the same time mediate between Japan and ourselves.


Please call the President’s attention to the fact that ruthless employment of our submarines now offers the prospect of compelling England in a few months to make peace.10


The telegram was given oral clearance by Ludendorff, but not by Chancellor Bethmann who heard of its contents only after it had been despatched on 16 January as part of a much longer top-secret telegram to Bernstorff. Before the war such telegrams would have been sent via Germany’s transatlantic submarine cables. But after the Royal Navy severed these cables in 1914, other means were required. They included sending encrypted messages in the diplomatic traffic of friendly neutral powers like Sweden and, in this instance, the United States. The right to piggyback on American diplomatic cables – from Berlin to Washington, via Copenhagen and London – had been granted to the Germans by Woodrow Wilson in late 1914 as a way of ensuring a reliable means of communication between the two governments. ‘Trusting in the Germans’ good faith,’ wrote Thomas Boghardt, ‘the Americans accepted numerous encrypted messages without being knowledgeable of their actual content.’11


The American ambassador to Berlin, James Gerard, duly sent off the Zimmermann Telegram as part of his own lengthy message to the State Department on 16 January. A day later the gist of the message was in the hands of ‘Blinker’ Hall, the chief of British naval intelligence, who decided to wait on events.





13 February 1917: ‘A haggard look came into her eyes’ 
– The arrest of a dancer 



Police Commissioner Albert Priolet knocked loudly on the door of Room 131 in the Elysée Palace Hotel in Paris. The door was opened by a tall, handsome woman wearing an expensive lace-trimmed dressing gown. Are you Madame Zelle-MacLeod, otherwise known as the dancer Mata Hari? asked Priolet. When the women said yes, he explained that he had a warrant for her arrest on charges of attempted espionage, complicity and passing intelligence to the enemy.1


While a shaken Mata Hari got dressed, Priolet and his five subordinates ransacked the room, looking for incriminating evidence. They found nothing, though a number of documents – including her Dutch passport, a travel permit to Vittel in the War Zone and some money – were carefully placed in sealed bags. Mata Hari was then taken to the Palace of Justice where she was interrogated by the Third Council of War’s investigating magistrate Pierre Bouchardon. Did she understand the charges against her? Yes, she replied, but there had been a mistake. ‘I am innocent. Someone is playing with me – French counter-espionage, since I am in its service, and I have only acted on instructions.’2
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