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I Have a Rendezvous with Death


At some disputed barricade


When Spring comes back with rustling shade


And apple blossoms fill the air –


I have a rendezvous with Death


When Spring brings back blue days and fair.


Alan Seeger (1888–1916)
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FOREWORD


THE ARRIVAL OF THE AMERICANS, 1917–18


There has been an avalanche of historical writing published during the centenary of the outbreak of the Great War. And yet there is still one major omission remaining to be filled with respect to every front and every theatre of military operations. In short, the year 1918 is in need of attention.


Surprisingly, we still have no major account as to how the great stalemate of 1914–17 was broken, and why the strategic advantages the Central Powers held in late 1917 vanished a year later. These are still open questions, in part because of the complexity and transnational reach of the war. It is clear that the reasons why one side won are different from the reasons the other side lost, but a measured account of both is still to be written.


Jean-Michel Steg has provided a way forward in his multilevel account of the arrival of the Americans in the last year of the war. First, we see the war from the bottom up. Steg offers a splendid narrative of the taking of Belleau Wood by the US Marines in early June 1918. We see the confusion alongside the courage of the men on both sides and watch at eye level as the US Marine Corps breathes life into a legend which lasts to this day.


Secondly, we see the war from the top down and come to locate nasty encounters like Belleau Wood within the framework of the turning point of the war, separating the stalemate of 1914–17 from the war of movement and endgame of 1918.


Above all, Steg shows us that American entry into the Great War in April 1917 did not end it. What the United States did in 1917 was to prolong the war, at a time when Russia was in revolutionary turmoil and when Britain and France were stretched, almost to the breaking point, both in terms of manpower and financial power.


US help in stabilizing the Allied cause was of even greater significance in 1918. What the United States did was to present to the German army and government in 1918 a terrible prospect for the future. When the March 1918 offensive failed, what they could no longer ignore was the likelihood of facing 3 million more American troops in the very near future. Thus it was not American power on the Western Front in 1918 but the projection of American power into 1919 and 1920 that made the difference to both Allied and German thinking about which side would win and which side would not win the war. For the German high command, that recognition came late, in the summer of 1918, and not one second before. Their monumental arrogance is well known and so is their underestimation of the ability of the United States to project its power overseas. They made the same mistake twenty-five years later.


We see that the anticipation of future massive injections of American troops into the lines mattered to the Allies, too, since the longer the war went on, the more the United States would be able to dictate the terms of the peace. As an ‘associated’ power rather than an Ally, America’s voice was strong but not dominant in 1917. By the autumn of 1918, British and French forces were exhausted, giving to the United States a greater and greater role both in the way the war was fought and in the way the peace would be drafted. For Britain and France, the time for an armistice had arrived in November 1918, before the Americans took over the war; General John J. Pershing, the American commander, thought otherwise and planned a thrust into Germany in late 1918 and early 1919. He was overruled by Marshal Ferdinand Foch, commander of all Allied forces, who thereby preserved a balance among the victorious powers, which lasted (just about) until the Peace Treaty was signed on 28 June 1919. This war among America’s allies about who would frame the peace is one we cannot neglect in our understanding of how and when the war ended.


Once again, Steg’s account provides a fresh account of this crucial period in international history. He shows that the American army did not win the war. The performance of American forces on the field of battle was mixed. The open warfare ordained by the American approach to battle never happened, although American power mattered, especially in set encounters like Belleau Wood, and, even more importantly, in the Meuse–Argonne offensive. The use of tanks was only marginally successful in the muddy and broken terrain of the Western Front, turning Patton’s incipient Tank Corps into fixed artillery. In this way, Steg shows that the Americans were just as perplexed as their allies as to how to adjust their thinking about war to the novel conditions of the Western Front.


We see too that under French command, American forces – including African American forces – performed well in filling gaps in the line. Under American command, African American soldiers were treated like coolies, lest they get ‘uppity’ and be ‘ruined’ before their return to segregated America.


The bottom line is that, on the whole, US units operated just like French and British units in 1915–16. They had to undergo a ‘learning curve’, which wound up as a ‘bleeding curve’, especially in the last four months of the war. Then US forces were hit by the Spanish flu – indeed, it is possible that they brought it with them. One of the centres of incubation and dissemination of the mutant virus was the major American army base at Fort Leavenworth in Kansas. Doughboys died by the thousands even before they got their travel orders to sail across the Atlantic, but then millions of men on both sides of the lines joined the long list of victims of this mutant viral infection.


We owe Jean-Michel Steg a vote of gratitude for giving us his insights not only on the last phase of the Great War but also on the way the Great War left its mark on the American way of war. Many of the leading players in the Second World War – MacArthur, Patton, Marshall, Truman – had their baptism of fire in industrial warfare in 1917–18. What they learned informed what they did in their later careers. The long shadow of 1917–18 in France reaches well into the second half of the twentieth century and beyond. Its traces linger still.


Jay Winter









PREFACE


A century on, the First World War continues stubbornly to hold our attention. The media is replete with stories of commemorations, pilgrimages and old or recently discovered first-person accounts. The exceptional persistence of the war’s memory is a reflection of its extraordinary human cost. It seems to have left a sort of after-image in the collective memory of successive generations, testimony to the huge physical and mental toll it inflicted on a vast proportion of the warring countries’ male populations.1


Although organized violence has been part of the documented history of the Western world since at least the Bronze Age, the level of lethality attained in the early twentieth century represented a catastrophic novelty. Two factors explain this unanticipated spike of mass death in combat.


First, the very rapid and extensive technological progress of the late nineteenth century resulted in near exponential growth in the firepower and destructive capacity of weaponry. Next, the advent of the industrial era and the simultaneous expansion of production, infrastructure and restrictive social norms allowed armies of several million men to be assembled and transported to the battlefield, sometimes literally from the other side of the world. Due to the impossibility of recruiting, equipping, transporting and feeding so many men at once, never before had any nation or ethnic group been capable of forming armies on this scale, not even in the Napoleonic Wars of a century earlier.


These fundamental changes required that military doctrine and practice be transformed, a process that proved painful, not just from the point of view of the ethos of military leaders, but also for the bodies of the soldiers under their command. The reason for this was that such adaptation ran directly counter to what had been fundamental aspects of combat since the origin of war itself. Beginning with the Bronze Age, the warrior had to be as visible as possible to his enemy. His appearance had to underscore and amplify his adversary’s perception of his strength and ferocity. The crest of his helmet made him taller; the shape of his armour made him larger; his tunic was a scarlet colour, and so on. Beginning in the late nineteenth century, this tendency was rapidly reversed. Faced with enemy firepower, the foot soldier now had to seek stealth in his appearance – to disappear from enemy view. Richly coloured outfits were replaced with ones that sought to merge the wearer’s silhouette with the ground (khaki), greenery (verdigris) or the sky (horizon blue). This elimination of the combatant from the field of vision was accompanied by the warlord’s disappearance from the battlefield. Alexander charged the Persians at the head of his phalanxes. Henri IV asked his troops to ‘rally around his white plume’, which precisely made him visible to all. Several centuries later, it was still possible for Napoleon to observe the battlefield from a nearby hilltop – sufficiently close to the action to be hit in the heel by a stray bullet at Ratisbonne (1809). Henceforth, warlords would have to learn to lead their battles with the help of telephone calls received hundreds of kilometres away from the fighting.2


For the armies of the First World War, adapting to this new form of armed confrontation would be particularly bloody, especially at the time of their first experience of battle. From this point of view, war truly begins not with a formal declaration of war, but rather from the moment that a nation sends into fire the better part of its concentrated forces. In two earlier books, I attempted to show just how fatal it was for the troops concerned to descend the ‘learning curve’ of modern methods of combat.3 By this expression, I mean the process by which an army adapts to a new conflict at the level of its organization and operation, which have often been shaped by earlier (more or less recent, more or less similar) wars. This forced adaptation gets underway with the first large-scale confrontation with the enemy and has consequences for all involved, from the men of the general staff and officer corps to the rank-and-file soldier. For the French armies, this ‘first time’ took place in late August 1914 during the Battle of the Frontiers. For their British counterparts, it would be repeated on the Somme in July 1916.


The soldiers of the American Expeditionary Corps in France would know the same fate in early summer 1918. They would in their turn go through the bloody experience that, in the early twentieth century, consisted of advancing over open ground under the enemy’s combined rifle, machine-gun and artillery fire. One might have thought that American military leaders would have drawn upon the experience of their allies to reduce their losses. Quite the contrary: from the first major episodes of fighting in June 1918, American soldiers were to pay a heavy price for their leaders’ apprenticeship in the methods of industrial war. Their tragic fate calls into question the real ability of any army to ‘transfer experience’ to another in 1914–1918, even when the armies in question are allied. Indeed, especially when they are allies, for one seems to learn more from one’s enemies by simple imitation…


Nearly fifteen years ago, I had the opportunity to resume, as best I could, my studies as an historian at Paris’s École des Hautes Études en Sciences Sociales (EHESS). There, I had the good luck to work under the authority, at once scholarly and benevolent, of Stéphane Audoin-Rouzeau and in the company of an energetic and constantly changing group of young doctoral students. I have thus spent fifteen years researching the mortality spikes of this staggeringly violent war. Drawing upon masses of statistics, first-person accounts and artefacts, I have tried to extract information that might help, if not explain, then at least give some meaning to these unprecedented events.


I am of course aware of the fact that there is something unusual about devoting oneself so narrowly to the subject of mass death in combat in the early twentieth century. In particular, I am aware of the macabre nature of the subject and, were I not, the somewhat taken-aback and vaguely reproachful look of some of my interlocutors when I explain the content of my research would suffice to remind me of it. Above all, I know how vast and rich the war’s history is as a subject: one may just as legitimately take an interest in its strategy, tactics, equipment, uniforms, military medicine, justice or music, and doubtless much else besides…The ability to kill other people nevertheless remains central to the subject of combat in wartime. And that has always been the case since men began to recall war. It is enough to read the songs of the Iliad, in which the bards clinically explain to their audience the precise impact of each striking sword blade and lance tip on the bodies of the battling Achaeans and Trojans.4 This is why I occasionally set aside a professional or familial obligation to attend a forensic-medicine seminar or colloquium on the archaeology of communal graves on the battlefields. Despite the obvious risk of giving in, even unintentionally, to a form of voyeurism, it strikes me as difficult, if not impossible, to say much about modern war if one is unwilling to face the fact of its appalling brutality.


Alongside my general reading, seminar discussions and research in libraries and the military archives of various armies, I have been fortunate to work on a subject that lends itself to conducting research on the field of battle itself. Over the course of recent years, I have had an opportunity to travel the length of many First World War battlefields, from Flanders and the Belgian Ardennes to a vast arc of north-eastern France. Once one has already studied the fighting that took place there, visiting sites of combat allows one to compare one’s mental images with the reality on the ground. It is a very rich experience in intellectual terms but also a very powerful emotional one. For visiting the battlefields of the First World War is above all to visit individual and collective graves. There are cemeteries everywhere: small ones and large ones, massive French ossuaries, almost intimate English regimental cemeteries, white wooden French crosses, dismal black German ones, bright British stelae, communal graves, rows of individual gravestones, monuments and commemorative plaques. Everywhere one looks, the traces of death – often the death of very young men – are omnipresent.


Even today, I find it difficult to visit dispassionately the gravestones and communal graves of Rossignol in the Belgian Ardennes, where the French soldiers of the 3rd Colonial Infantry Division lie, or those of Beaumont-Hamel in the Somme, the last resting place for so many soldiers of the Newfoundland Regiment. All volunteers, these young men all died on the same day, a date repeated hundreds of times (22 August 1914 in one case, 1 July 1916 in the other). For the French and British armies, these were to be the bloodiest single days of the entire war. Standing before these communal graves, I have come to understand better how, in the Odyssey, Ulysses can converse with the shades of Achilles and Agamemnon without in the least ‘descending’ into hell. It was enough for him to find the right spot – there where the shades of the dead rise to the surface – dig a shallow pit with the tip of his sword and pour the blood of the ritual sacrifice into it.5


From Ypres to Les Éparges, Beaumont-Hamel to Verdun, Vimy Ridge to the Chemin des Dames and Rossignol, I have often been deeply troubled by my visits to these graves, once soaked in blood, over which wander the souls of the men who died fighting there.


It was with this same sombre and burdensome feeling that I stood before the stelae of the young American soldiers in Belleau Wood, at the border of Champagne and the Paris Basin, young men who had come to fight and die in France in the spring of 1918.









INTRODUCTION



‘LAFAYETTE, WE ARE HERE!’



Between June 1917 and early 1919, a wave of more than 2 million young American soldiers – many of them volunteers, most enthusiastic – debarked in the French ports of the Atlantic coast, from Brest to Bordeaux and including Nantes, Rochefort, Saint-Nazaire and La Rochelle. Inspired above all by gratitude for France’s contribution 150 years earlier to the American colonies’ struggle for independence, many Americans today believe that their number, equipment and energy rapidly turned the war in the Allies’ favour. These soldiers came to participate in a bloody conflict that had been bogged down since the winter of 1914 and in which the most recent developments suggested that the German army – rid of its Russian adversary since the summer of 1918 – might ultimately emerge victorious. Others, however, play down the impact of the American intervention, which took place quite late in the war and, at least until the summer of 1918, had contributed relatively few troops to the front.


As is often the case, the reality of the situation demands a more nuanced approach.


First, one must take into account the fact that there was nothing inevitable about the massive participation of American troops in the First World War, which was far from automatic, much less immediate.


At the start of hostilities in August 1914, the American government had taken a clear stance in favour of neutrality, and in this was overwhelmingly supported by public opinion. Over the course of the following two and a half years, there was little change in this position or in the feeling in the country. It was only after a number of major strategic miscalculations by the Germans that President Woodrow Wilson, freshly re-elected in November 1916, became convinced of the interest and need for the United States to enter the conflict. In a very short span of time, he convinced a still very divided Congress to declare war on Germany. This was accompanied by a reversal of American public opinion, with a majority (but not all) supporting a policy of active assistance for the Allied powers. For the latter, it was none too soon.


Beginning in late 1916, following the battles of Verdun and the Somme, the German general staff (now under leadership of the two-man team of General Erich Ludendorff and General Paul von Hindenburg) began to doubt the Second Reich’s prospects of victory. The conflict’s transformation into a war of materiel (Materialschlacht), particularly with the Battle of the Somme (July–November 1916), put Wilhelmine Germany in a position of inferiority. It was of course spared the devastation directly associated with fighting and territorial invasion. But its war economy faced ever greater difficulties in operating in the situation of autarchy forced upon it by the Allied blockade, the product of British naval superiority. And as time passed and the conflict wore on, the ranks of experienced German soldiers thinned while the German general staff lacked the demographic reserves available to the British and French thanks to their respective colonial empires. It was precisely this feeling that the conflict’s predictable evolution did not favour them that, after much procrastination, pushed German leaders in early 1917 to opt for the resumption of all-out submarine warfare at the risk of dragging the United States into the conflict on the Allied side. In their view, the United States was hardly more inclined to enter the war in 1917 – or for that matter materially capable of doing so – than it had been in August 1914. Despite being more well disposed to the democratic regimes of Britain and France than to the Central Powers, the overwhelming majority of the American public opinion favoured neutrality in 1914. This was to remain the case even after an American ocean liner, the USS Lusitania, was torpedoed within sight of the Irish coast in May 1915, resulting in the death of 128 Americans (out of a total of 1,198 dead). Though it caused a media sensation, this unilateral act of war nevertheless failed to force the United States into the conflict.


Another reason for German optimism in this regard was that, in early 1917, a US army capable of fighting on the European front was no closer to being a reality than it had been in 1914. At the time, the United States lacked the rank-and-file soldiers, officers, equipment, weapons, means of transport, general staff, administrative organization and doctrine (both tactical and strategic) necessary to organize an army of several million men that would be capable of conducting modern warfare several thousand kilometres from its bases against a powerful and experienced adversary. In early 1917, Germany’s leaders were thus convinced of US military unpreparedness. They believed they had ample time to break the French and the British – now potentially cut off from strategic supplies from the Americas – before American troops could intervene in Europe in any significant way. And indeed, though the first (slim) contingents of American soldiers began to debark in France in the summer of 1917, it was only to spend many months in the training camps that the French and British armies had opened for them. In June 1917, Pershing himself arrived in France and was warmly welcomed in Paris by an enthusiastic crowd. On 4 July 1917 – American Independence Day – he travelled with his general staff to the Picpus Cemetery, where the Marquis de Lafayette lies buried. It was there that the famous expression was first heard: ‘Lafayette, we are here!’6


Yet in reality it was only in the late spring of 1918 that American units first began to participate significantly in direct engagements against the Germans. And it was only from July – and, above all, August – that the US army was to make a major, indeed decisive contribution to the fighting in the Argonne in the last hundred days of the conflict.


It nevertheless remains the case that, beginning in early 1918, the massive and now visible arrival of US troops in France had an important impact on the morale of Allied troops and civilian populations alike. And this at a time when the exhaustion of three and a half years of unprecedentedly brutal war had begun to undermine the morale of both. By contrast, and despite their low opinion of the American soldier’s fighting capacity, the inexorable influx of ‘doughboys’ into French ports that summer discouraged German leaders, who were already worried about their weakening demography in the aftermath of the failed offensives of spring 1918.7 (It is true that, at the same time, the demographic deterioration of the German age cohorts available for mobilization had begun to make itself keenly felt…)


In eighteen months, American society and the American economy showed an impressive capacity to adapt to the needs generated by the country’s entry into the war.


First and foremost was the need to mobilize men. A census was conducted of the male population and conscription established, resulting in the enlistment of 2.8 million men on top of the 2 million who had already volunteered, making a total of 4.8 million men in uniform.8


Next, there was the need to mobilize the economy at the national level, an unprecedented step for a country as decentralized and distrustful of social and economic regulation as was the United States at that time. In July 1917, for example, the War Industries Board was created to supervise the industrial system and define production priorities, as was the National War Labor Board, which oversaw wartime relations between workers and employers.


Finally, minds were mobilized, among other things via the creation of a Committee on Public Information to disseminate pro-war propaganda.9 Alongside the use of the usual exhortations of intellectuals, artists and scholars, the committee went beyond European practices by securing the enthusiastic participation of the stars of new popular arts such as cinema. For the first time, silent-film stars such as Mary Pickford, Douglas Fairbanks Jr and Charlie Chaplin addressed immense crowds to encourage them to enlist or buy Treasury bonds.


In fact, the question of whether or not to become involved in the conflict – like that of how to organize the war effort once the country was involved – were matters of intense debate in the United States. A century on, the relevance of these debates continues to strike the contemporary observer. The proper role of the federal state in organizing the economic and social spheres thus became a burning question. It was at this time that the first, as yet provisional steps were taken towards the interventionist policy that would twenty years later become Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s New Deal.


Above all, this would oblige American society as a whole to consider the role of the United States in the world and the conflicts it would have to face. It would also call into question the country’s very nature, requiring it to define relations between its original, white Protestant settlers and the immigrants who began arriving in the mid-nineteenth century. In both cases, the debate was intense and has obviously yet to be exhausted.


In this critical moment of the war, however, it was mainly the French and British armies that absorbed and finally repelled the desperate and ferocious onslaught of the Kaiser’s armies at the time of Germany’s last major offensive in the spring of 1918. The few hundred thousand troops who had arrived in Europe by this time were nearly all still in training in Great Britain or France, either behind the lines or along quiet stretches of the front. So urgent had the situation become, however, that Pershing agreed to place his troops at the disposal of the Allied command – that is, of Foch. Elements of the US 1st, 2nd and 3rd Infantry Divisions (and the US Marine regiments attached to them) thus participated in combat from early June 1918. The 2nd, in particular, actively confronted the leading edge of the German advance at Château-Thierry and Belleau Wood, where it faced the army of Prince Rupprecht of Bavaria. The inexperienced soldiers who went into battle there did so with extreme courage and very heavy casualties. They contributed to repelling the last phase of the final German offensive, known in France as the Second Battle of the Marne.
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