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INTRODUCTION



THE SHEER VARIETY OF AMERICANS WHO WENT TO WAR IN France in 1917–1918 to defeat the Germans and “make the world safe for democracy” was striking. A short list includes professional athletes at the peak of their careers. Eddie Rickenbacker was a race car driver selected—in a rare case of the army fitting a man to his calling—to be General Pershing’s chauffeur. Finding that too dull, he transferred to planes and became the greatest American ace of the war, with twenty-six kills. Famous baseball players went, like Christy “Matty” Mathewson of the New York Giants, statistically still one of the top three pitchers to ever play the game. Branch Rickey, president of the St. Louis Cardinals, went, commanding the chemical warfare unit that killed Mathewson (accidentally) and employed other baseball stars, including Ty Cobb, who still holds the record for highest career batting average (.367), and “Gorgeous George” Sisler, whose record of most hits in a single season (257) endured until finally broken by Ichiro in 2004.


Phillies pitcher Grover Cleveland Alexander—still in possession of the record for most wins by a rookie starting pitcher (twenty-five)—served in France in the field artillery and was gassed, shell-shocked, and rendered an alcoholic for the rest of his shortened life. George Halas served in the US Navy during the war, returning home to found the Chicago Bears and coach them for forty seasons. Seventeen-year-old Tommy Hitchcock Jr., one of the best polo players in America (and the model for Tom Buchanan in The Great Gatsby), dropped out of St. Paul’s School to fly planes in the war. Gene Tunney, who twice beat Jack Dempsey and was world heavyweight champion after the war, was a Marine during it and, hardly surprisingly, the US military’s best boxer.


Politicians and the sons of politicians fought. Being a “senator’s son” in 1918 may have made your appearance in the trenches more, not less, likely. All four of former president Theodore Roosevelt’s sons went. Ted Jr., Archie, and Kermit served in the 1st Division; Ted Jr. and Archie were both severely wounded. Quentin, the baby of the family, joined the Air Service and was shot down and killed in the Marne salient at the age of twenty, a loss that hastened the death of his father. Hamilton Fish III, a Harvard All-American football star who would go on to a twenty-five-year career in Congress, chose to serve in the segregated African American 369th Regiment (the Harlem Hellfighters) to make the point that black soldiers were as good as white ones. Henry L. Stimson, who would serve in the cabinets of Hoover, FDR, and Truman and who had already been President Taft’s secretary of war, enlisted “for the duration” at age fifty and served in the field artillery in France.


Herbert Hoover, a forty-year-old Quaker when the war erupted in Europe, ran the US Food Administration during the conflict. To “Hooverize” meant to save food for the hungry Allies in Europe. Franklin Delano Roosevelt, assistant secretary of the navy during the war, insisted on going to France to inspect the 4th Marine Brigade, contracted the flu and pneumonia, and nearly died. Two of FDR’s future Republican opponents—Alf Landon and Wendell Willkie—served in the army during the war, as did Leverett Saltonstall, the future governor and senator from Massachusetts. The thirtieth vice president of the United States, Charles Dawes, went, rising from major to brigadier general in the supply service. Hugo Black served in the 7th Division’s field artillery before returning to a career in the Senate and a seat on the US Supreme Court. Thirty-four-year-old Captain Harry S. Truman, commanding a battery of field artillery in the Missouri National Guard, fought bravely in the Meuse-Argonne.


Everett Dirksen, the Illinois senator known for the saying “A billion here, a billion there, pretty soon you’re talking real money,” flew observation balloons over the Western Front. “Wild Bill” Donovan was wounded three times in the war, then went on to found the Office of Strategic Services (OSS)—forerunner of the CIA—during World War II. New Yorker Fiorello La Guardia left a safe seat in Congress to become a major in the US Army Air Service in France and Italy. Frank Knox, who’d be Alf Landon’s running mate in 1936 and secretary of the navy under FDR, fought in France with the field artillery. Teddy Roosevelt’s secretary of state, Robert Bacon, served as chief of the American military mission at British headquarters on the Western Front. New York City’s thirty-eight-year-old progressive Republican “Boy Mayor,” John Purroy Mitchel, lost his reelection bid to the Tammany machine in 1917, joined the Air Service, went up on a training flight, fell from the cockpit, and plummeted five hundred feet to his death in a Louisiana swamp. Sam Ervin, who chaired the Senate Watergate hearings in 1973, fought in the 1st Division—the storied “Big Red One”—and, like Ted Roosevelt Jr. and thousands of other Americans, was wounded at Soissons in July 1918.


Among the career soldiers, Dwight Eisenhower and Omar Bradley didn’t make it to France. But most of the greats of World War II did, including George C. Marshall, George Patton, Douglas MacArthur, and Mark Clark. James Van Fleet, who would lead the assault on Utah Beach in 1944 and command UN forces in Korea, was a captain commanding a machine-gun battalion in the 6th Division during the Battle of the Meuse-Argonne. Terry de la Mesa Allen and Clarence Huebner, who would overlap as 1st Division commanders in World War II, overlapped on the crowded roads of the Saint-Mihiel salient in 1918. Allen was shot in the face there; Huebner was the most rapidly promoted second lieutenant in 1918, rising to the rank of lieutenant colonel in a few months for conspicuous bravery and effective leadership. Courtney Hodges, whose First Army would bear the brunt of the German attacks at the Battle of the Bulge, commanded an infantry battalion in the 5th Division in 1918.


US airpower in the war suffered from infighting between its chief proponents, Billy Mitchell and Benjamin Foulois; they both served in France, usually at each other’s throat. A young lieutenant named Jimmy Doolittle served on their tumultuous staff. Captain Carl “Tooey” Spaatz, who would command US Strategic Air Forces in Europe in World War II, ran the army’s flying school in World War I. Lieutenant Lemuel Shepherd, who would command the 6th Marine Division at Okinawa, was wounded three times in World War I, twice in Belleau Wood and once in the Meuse-Argonne; John Lejeune, “the Marine’s Marine,” was his commanding officer. Troy Middleton, who would famously hold Bastogne against the Germans in 1945, fought with such distinction with the 4th Division at Château-Thierry and the Meuse-Argonne that he became the youngest colonel in the American Expeditionary Forces at the age of twenty-nine. Major Leslie McNair, who would be killed by friendly fire in July 1944 after organizing a US Army of ninety divisions, proved so indispensable in 1918 that he became the army’s youngest general at the age of thirty-five.


Both Walter Short and Husband Kimmel, the general and admiral who would be overwhelmed by the Japanese sneak attack at Pearl Harbor in 1941, participated in World War I, Short commanding the US Army’s machine-gun school at Chaumont and Kimmel serving aboard the USS New York with the British Grand Fleet at Scapa Flow. Jonathan Wainwright, who would surrender the Philippines to the Japanese in 1941, was a staff officer with the 82nd Division in 1918, helping to locate the Lost Battalion in the Argonne Forest. Walter Bedell Smith, who would be Eisenhower’s chief of staff in World War II, was wounded leading a platoon of the 4th Division during the Second Battle of the Marne. Future admirals (like Kimmel) also cut their teeth in the war. William “Bull” Halsey commanded a destroyer in Ireland, escorting convoys and hunting German U-boats in the Atlantic. Marc Mitscher began work on naval aviation. Lieutenant Commander Harold “Betty” Stark led a flotilla of destroyers twelve thousand miles from Manila to Gibraltar to assist in the blockade of the Central Powers and the submarine war.


Famous professors fought, like the diplomatic historian William L. Langer, who asked to be an interpreter and was assigned to chemical warfare instead. Harvey Cushing Jr., the greatest neurosurgeon of the twentieth century, served in the Medical Corps. The astronomer Edwin Hubble crossed the Atlantic as an infantry officer with a division that never saw combat. In his spare time, he was rumored to have lent his doctoral expertise in curved space and time to help direct long-range artillery fire.


Musician James Reese Europe, the leading composer in the African American music scene in New York, fought and led the band in the Harlem Hellfighters. Writers like Ernest Hemingway, e. e. cummings, Robert Hillyer, and John Dos Passos served as ambulance drivers. Twenty-one-year-old William Faulkner—ever the Anglophile—left a dissolving love affair in Mississippi for Canada and joined the Royal Air Force. He joined too late and was still in flight school in Toronto when the war ended. Poet Joyce Kilmer was shot between the eyes by a German sniper near Château-Thierry. Archibald MacLeish, the Pulitzer Prize–winning poet, drove an ambulance and then joined the field artillery. The novelist John Marquand served, as did the great sportswriter Grantland Rice, who popularized athletes like Bill Tilden, Babe Ruth, Knute Rockne, and Red Grange. Rice coined memorable phrases like the one describing Notre Dame’s Four Horsemen—“They were known as Famine, Pestilence, Destruction, and Death; these are only aliases”—and served in the 37th Division’s field artillery.


Some famous newsmen covered the war and others chose to fight, like Captain Walter Lippmann, who served as an intelligence officer in Pershing’s headquarters and drafted Wilson’s Fourteen Points. Robert McCormick, the publisher of the Chicago Tribune, served as a colonel in the 1st Division’s field artillery. Frederick Palmer, America’s most famous war correspondent, who had covered wars in South Africa, the Philippines, and the Balkans, served as Pershing’s press officer during the war. Harold Ross and Alexander Wolcott wrote for Stars and Stripes and then went home to found the New Yorker.


Movie directors like William Wellman fought, as did artists like Horace Pippin, the greatest African American folk painter. Edward Steichen, the highest-paid photographer in the world, who made portraits of Rodin and J. P. Morgan, supervised the Air Service’s Photographic Section, which carried cameras aloft to photograph German trenches before an assault. Humphrey Bogart served in the US Navy, returning demobilized Americans from France to the United States. Walt Disney arrived in Paris late in the war and drove an ambulance at the front for the Red Cross. Rin Tin Tin was a puppy saved by Corporal Lee Duncan from German trenches near Saint-Mihiel. Buster Keaton went across with the California National Guard and later made a film called The Doughboy, a tribute to the US troops in the war, who called themselves “Doughboys” or “Doughs.” The nickname had circulated since the Mexican-American War seventy years earlier, possibly a corruption of Mexico’s ubiquitous adobe, whose dust clung to the “Doughboys,” or a reference to the sweaty, dusty appearance of the US infantry—like deep-fried doughboys rolled in sugar. Whatever its provenance, “Doughboy” caught on, and it would be the nickname of the American combat infantryman until World War II, when “GI” became the preferred moniker.


Wealthy executives and entrepreneurs went, men like Robert Lowell Moore, who would found the Sheraton hotel chain after the war, and Howard Johnson, who would go on to franchise the HoJo chain, with its twenty-eight flavors of ice cream. Stephen Bechtel, heir to the San Francisco construction business, served in an engineering battalion. Conrad Hilton, who would expand his father’s hotel chain after the war, commanded a labor battalion of the 79th Division. Kingdon Gould, grandson of the billionaire robber baron Jay Gould, served as an interpreter in the 79th Division and saw combat in the Argonne. Jay Hormel served in the 88th Division until his meatpacking expertise earned him a transfer to the supply service, where he saved space on supply ships by boning and freezing meat in the States before shipping it to Europe. Frederick Weyerhaeuser, who would run the family lumber company, flew bombing missions with Major Fiorello La Guardia on the Italian front.


Most of these men survived. Whereas 90 percent of Civil War soldiers served in combat, only 40 percent of the Doughs did. Most Americans served in relatively safe jobs behind the lines, as what the combat troops called “fountain-pen soldiers.” The 117,000 Americans killed in the war were not so fortunate. They were slain in their youth and rendered silent by a history that hasn’t given them their due. Why, exactly? Well, the war ended abruptly, a year sooner than expected, because of the German Empire’s internal collapse. Faced with mounting rebellion against the long war and its misery, the German fleet mutinied on October 30, 1918, and the German people, appearing in the streets, forced Kaiser Wilhelm II’s abdication and the appointment of a socialist government on November 9. The German army, still three million strong and defending positions in France and Belgium behind the Meuse River, decided to ask for an armistice, not because it had been beaten by the British and French—who seemed incapable of beating the Germans in 1918, or arguably ever—but because it was beaten by the Americans, who broke through the eastern bastions of the Hindenburg Line, advanced on both banks of the Meuse, and surrounded the German army in France. Field Marshal Hindenburg, Hitler, and the next generation of German soldiers were quite correct when they said that the German army in 1918 had been “stabbed in the back.” It had been—not by the communists, Jews, and other “November criminals” indicated by Hitler, but rather by a US Army that stabbed the Germans in the gut on one bank of the Meuse while stabbing them in the back on the other.1
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Being a “senator’s son” or any other young man of privilege made your appearance in the trenches more, not less, likely in 1918. Healthy American men felt shame for not serving in France. Here, robber baron Jay Gould’s grandson Kingdon Gould—shown in slouch hat, carrying a bag—arrives with a cohort of recruits at Camp Dix, New Jersey. At the time, young Gould sat on the boards of Western Union and three Gould railroads and was a champion polo player. He’d be cited for bravery twice in the Meuse-Argonne. (National Archives)








The war had nearly ended in German victory in the spring of 1918, when the Germans had shattered both the British and French armies. American troops, entering battle in large numbers for the first time at Belleau Wood and Château-Thierry, stopped the German advance on Paris and commenced the long counterattack that pushed the Germans back to the Meuse. The British, commanded by Field Marshal Douglas Haig, spent much of their dwindling manpower breaching the Hindenburg Line in the late summer of 1918. The French, who had generally renounced the offensive after their army mutinies of 1917, followed the British advance cautiously, in many cases “conquering” ground that the Germans were abandoning to shorten their lines.


The Germans retreated in 1918 for many reasons. They’d exhausted their assault divisions in five offensives in the spring and summer of 1918; they needed to shorten their defensive perimeter; they needed to buy time to train school-aged recruits in Germany. But the principal reason they retreated was because of American pressure on their “vital pivot,” the narrow zone between French-held Verdun and German-held Sedan. There the German army’s main Western Front supply line had to be squeezed into a dangerously thin space just north of the Meuse-Argonne battlefield. This vital pivot was well known. The great bulge of German-occupied France and Belgium narrowed temptingly above Verdun, and the French, who’d lost the ground in 1914, had launched annual attacks to recover it until 1916, when they gave up attacking because the German defenses in the Meuse-Argonne—the eastern stretch of the Hindenburg Line—were too strong and the French casualties too high. Had the Americans not entered the war and deployed two million troops to France, the Allies would almost certainly have lost. They’d have lacked the will and manpower to drive the Germans back to the Rhine. Germany would have ended the war in possession of Alsace-Lorraine and much of northern France and Belgium. The global balance of power would have tipped heavily in Berlin’s favor.
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The war’s abrupt and surprising end in November 1918 made it possible for the flagging French and British to claim that, after all, they’d won it, and that the American contribution had been marginal. Field Marshal Haig called the war’s successful conclusion in 1918 “a miracle,” as if the hand of Providence had rescued the Allies. But it was the hand of America. Naturally, the proud, scarred Allied governments and militaries couldn’t admit that. America’s war dead, after all, were less than a fifteenth of Russia’s, a tenth of France’s, an eighth of Britain’s, a quarter of Italy’s, and less even than Serbia’s. Total American casualties were just 1/55th of the total Allied loss.


Crediting the Americans with victory would have diminished the achievements of the Allied militaries as well as the doleful culture of remembrance that evolved after the war to honor the massive casualties: forty-one million killed and wounded. It would also have given the United States—already making trouble with its empire-threatening Fourteen Points—too much leverage at the peace conference after the war, for if the Americans had been acknowledged to have won the war, they’d have had to be conceded the right to shape the peace. And so the great charade began—conjuring an Allied victory won by the Allies, not by America. Unfortunately for America, the charade was facilitated by its nebulous president, Woodrow Wilson, who tried to “change the world” at Versailles by substituting a League of Nations and a world army and navy for the instruments of national power that had actually secured the Allied victory.


Wilson wasn’t the man to emphasize America’s role in winning the war, because he was in such a hurry to outlaw war. He was not the man to cement America’s global mastery with new alliances and security arrangements, because he hated those vestiges of the “old diplomacy.” The “new diplomacy” of the League and one-world internationalism was everything to him. Handed this respite by an American president who was fuzzy on strategy to begin with and became fuzzier after a stroke in 1919, the Europeans shaped the postwar order with a revenge program of war guilt, reparations, annexations, and imperial expansion—the very things an increasingly distraught Wilson had vowed to prevent. The US Senate, far more practical than Wilson, tried to anchor the peace in something tangible—rejecting Wilson’s expansive vision of the League—but stalemated on the issue with an intractable White House.


Without presidential leadership, the United States drifted into the Roaring Twenties, forgetting its losses and lessons in the European war. Edward Streeter, who had composed the popular Dere Mable letters during the conflict—the Willie and Joe verse of the First World War—noted the speed of forgetting. It began the moment the troops returned from France in 1919: “And as the hobnailed feet clattered down the gangplanks, the cry arose ‘The war is over. The next duty of every patriot is to forget it.’” Streeter, who’d grown to love the Doughboys as a journalist, resented the speed of forgetting the war and its significance: “The great days of mud and filth and fatigue and laughter and death” were replaced by musings on “the Younger Set, Prohibition, raisin recipes, trans-Atlantic flights, the high cost of remaining alive, Russian vaudeville, hold-ups and the quaint spectacle of extravagant gaiety spending its idle hours enthusiastically censoring itself.”2


American isolationism was the inevitable response to this forgetfulness. Isolation battened also on renewed acrimony in Europe that struck Americans as little different from the acrimony that had ignited World War I. Faced with an incorrigible Europe, Americans looked inward. The Wall Street crash, the Depression, the Nazis, and the Second World War came on in a rush, effectively erasing memories of World War I by shifting attention to World War II and its aftermath.


Then came the historians. The history of 1918, of the “Hundred Days” that carried the Allies to victory in the summer and fall, has been largely interpreted as a British and French victory. From the classics to the newer accounts, the Doughboys are acknowledged but generally assigned marginal importance. It was the British, French, and Italians who won the war (and the two million Russians who had died on the Eastern Front). The Americans merely provided financial and economic aid and a “morale boost” on the battlefield. Other historians have argued that the Germans were defeated by their own bloody offensives in 1918, which left them with little to stem the Allied counteroffensive. And yet such a view neglects the fact that the Germans wouldn’t have launched those offensives if the Americans hadn’t intervened in the war. They’d have dug in even deeper in occupied France and Belgium—where they extracted most of the fuel they consumed in the war—and dared the demoralized, half-defeated French and British armies to attack their trenches and forts and drive them out. It never would have happened, as readers of this book will discover from eavesdropping on real conversations in the headquarters of the British and French commanders and in the war cabinets in Paris and London.


Even after the monstrous casualties the Germans suffered in their 1918 offensives, they would, in all likelihood, have stemmed the Allied counteroffensive if the Americans hadn’t outflanked the Germans at Sedan and severed their line of retreat. American histories have tended to focus on the American Expeditionary Forces (AEF)—as the army sent to France was known—and its campaign in the Meuse-Argonne. British and French histories have tended to focus on their national armies. What’s been lost is the critical synergy that existed between the surging US Army and the crumbling British and French armies. It was generally acknowledged in 1918 that Haig was battling toward the Meuse with “Britain’s last army.” London either lacked or would not give—the War Cabinet always obfuscated the question—the manpower to replace Haig’s casualties. The French, with the highest per capita casualties among the great powers and a modest population, had already scraped the bottom of their demographic barrel. The French soldier, or poilu, had become defeatist and demoralized by 1918.


Simply put, it was American power delivered to the battlefields in France that made it possible for Haig to risk “Britain’s last army”—much of which was killed and wounded in the Hundred Days—and for Pétain to take the offensive with an army that was frankly gun-shy. The synergy of the British and French offensives allied to the American offensive in the Meuse-Argonne ended the war, but not until the Americans surrounded the Germans at Sedan and delivered what British war correspondent Charles Repington called “the matador’s thrust.” Without that thrust, the German army would have stopped the British and French at the Meuse, or even south and west of it. This interpretation may surprise some historians as much as it surprised me. I began my research with standard accounts of 1918 in mind and only changed my thinking as I worked successively through American, British, French, German, and Austrian archives and began to appreciate what a muddy understanding we have of how World War I actually ended.


Sons of Freedom seeks to rescue the Doughboys from this purgatory. Using multiple archives, it meshes American intervention in the war with Allied strategic deliberations, initially without the Americans and then with them. It weaves together the Allied offensives in Flanders, Picardy, and Champagne, and the American battles in the Aisne-Marne salient and the Meuse-Argonne, revealing their crucial teamwork and in particular the American blows that saved Paris, bought time for the British, demoralized the German home and fighting fronts, and then delivered the thrust that killed Hindenburg’s army at Sedan. It re-creates the tension and indeed panic that overtook French and British headquarters in 1918 as the German offensives hit and the Allies saw themselves losing the war—out of men and pleading for American help. It portrays the dilemma of the AEF commander, General John J. Pershing, who was pressured—even by influential Americans—to give US troops to the British and French to use as replacements in their own shattered armies. Pershing insisted on keeping the US Army together, under American command, and taking over an independent sector of the Western Front above Verdun to achieve an American victory that would underscore America’s new role as a global power. His commander in chief, President Wilson, supported Pershing but wavered whenever the German guns neared Paris or Calais in the first half of 1918. For this reason and many others, Pershing aged visibly during the relatively short campaign. The stresses were tremendous, leading to wise and unwise decisions, all described in this book.


The Doughboys, of course, are the heart of the book. These citizen-soldiers, who were drafted, shipped to France, and sent against German artillery and machine guns at a time when Allied armies shrank from such attacks, won World War I. There was nothing elegant about it. They were hastily trained and equipped, their technology lagged, and their tactics were appalling; their operational art was in its infancy, their staff work deficient, and their levels of desertion high, but the hundreds of thousands of Americans who fought did so with courage and selflessness that will awe the reader and, at last, give full voice and credit to the men whom poet Archibald MacLeish called “the silent slain.”
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DOG DAYS


WORLD WAR I BEGAN IN AUGUST 1914 WITH A GERMAN invasion of Belgium and France and an Austro-Hungarian invasion of Serbia and Russia. Britain, which had hesitated to join the war despite its alliance with France and Russia, did, shipping an army to Belgium and France to beat back Germany’s bid for European mastery. “Army,” of course, was a generous overstatement. The British Expeditionary Force (BEF) of 1914 contained only six divisions. The Germans had more than two hundred divisions. Long reliant on the Royal Navy for its security, Britain would need two years to assemble and train the men for just sixty divisions. This fact, combined with French tactical blundering, permitted the Germans to seize and hold the most advantageous ground in Belgium and northern France in 1914 and focus their fire on the armies of Russia and France, inflicting crippling casualties.


The great powers assumed that the war would be short, blasted to a quick finish by new technologies like machine guns, quick-firing artillery, and high-explosive shells, but the opposite occurred. On every front, the fighting bogged down in trench lines. Multimillion-man armies, paralyzed by defensive fire and barbed-wire entanglements, stared at each other across cratered landscapes called “no-man’s-land.” The intervention of hitherto neutral states—Italy and Rumania on the side of the Allies, Turkey and Bulgaria on the side of the Central Powers—did nothing to move the lines. German submarines (“U-boats”) mocked British hopes that a naval blockade would strangle the Central Powers. The U-boats sank Allied ships faster than the Allies could build them and threatened the food supply in Britain. In the spring of 1917, with the World War entering its third year, France dispatched its most famous soldier to tour the United States and advocate for immediate American intervention in the war. Without America, the Allies saw no way to win World War I.


For the Allies, or Entente Powers, the situation was dire. The lines drawn and the fronts created by the German invasion of Belgium and France in 1914 weighed on them as never before. True, the German effort to engulf Paris with five armies arrayed from Strasbourg to Liège had been stopped at the Battle of the Marne in September 1914, but the German invasion’s strategic effects had never been reversed. Retreating from the Marne in 1914, the Germans had settled into prepared positions along the Aisne River and the steep ridges of Picardy and Champagne that enclosed the principal mineral resources, strategic railroads, and industrial zones of Belgium and France. In 1915, France, which had lost a million men in 1914 (300,000 killed), had lost another 1.9 million troops (350,000 killed) trying to push the Germans out of this space. Farther east, where the left-hand armies of the German invasion force had failed (barely) to take Verdun in 1914 and had also receded, the Germans retained and fortified the east bank of the Meuse and, west of the river, the Saint-Mihiel salient, a bulge in the line that projected between the French forts of Verdun and Toul, and cut the main French road and rail communications with the eastern fortress of Verdun. This liability weighed on the French every year. Without Saint-Mihiel, Verdun was always at risk, and if Verdun ever fell, important cities like Nancy and Châlons-sur-Marne would fall too, and the Germans, masters of the Meuse, would be able to resume a broad-front assault on Paris without danger to their left flank.


France had wasted 14,000 men in futile efforts to retake Saint-Mihiel in 1914, 40,000 more in 1915, and then France and Germany had spent the entire year of 1916 fighting for Verdun itself, and France had barely held on, at the cost of 340,000 casualties. The Pyrrhic victory there ripped the heart out of the French army, killing what remained of its best troops and doing nothing to dislodge the Germans from their Saint-Mihiel bridgehead. There they remained, with one foot across the Meuse, awaiting their next chance.1


There would be more chances. Germany had nearly twice the population of France, and the German people, with their galloping birth rate, were young. The French, their birth rate stagnant for a century, were old and unable to absorb casualties on the scale of Verdun. In a war that was increasingly about the ability to find effectives—able-bodied men to fill up the depleted ranks—France had tragically wasted its most robust manpower in the first three years of the war. By the end of 1917, France’s total of dead and wounded would surpass three million. Thereafter, France would rely on frightened boys and wary middle-aged men to replace casualties; these were the least effective effectives. They were certainly not, in the parlance of the Great War, “attacking troops.”2


Britain’s attempt to relieve pressure on the French at Verdun had also misfired. General Douglas Haig’s Somme Offensive, launched in July 1916 with many of those sixty new divisions of volunteers raised after the destruction of the BEF two years earlier, had drowned in a bloodbath. British divisions had been cut to pieces plodding into German artillery and machine-gun fire. The fifty-six-year-old Haig had underestimated the durability of the German defenses and overestimated the impact of the British artillery and assault formations. Britain and France lost another 620,000 men in a battle that lasted four months and gained just six miles of largely worthless ground. Haig had promised victory and a dash to Berlin; instead he crippled the British army, hollowing it out for the duration of the war. Haig’s failure on the Somme, which he would reprise in the mud of Passchendaele in 1917, caused the collapse of Liberal prime minister Herbert Asquith’s government. Asquith’s secretary of state for war, David Lloyd George, took the reins of government but, thanks to a split in his own Liberal Party, was forced to govern in coalition with the Conservatives, who distrusted the wily, silver-tongued “Welsh wizard.”


Lloyd George’s rise triggered a full-blown civil-military feud in London between Haig’s supporters (who insisted as a condition of joining the coalition that Lloyd George retain Haig as army commander) and the new prime minister. For the duration of the war, Haig would try to operate freely—trusting his Conservative backers in Lloyd George’s coalition government to protect him—and Lloyd George would try to reduce Haig’s powers and the troops at his disposal, worrying that any reserves or replacements sent to Haig would be wasted in crude assaults on hardened German positions.3


Haig was, as one analyst put it, “the distilled essence of Britain,” not a genius, but the embodiment of Britain’s normal virtues and defects: calm, unimaginative, and possessed of “a serene faith that all will come right in the end.” Sadly, that determination—“which when beneficial was called tenacity, and when harmful was called obstinacy”—persuaded Haig to launch reckless offensives, men against concrete and steel, merely hoping that things would “come right.” They didn’t. His casualties came in indigestible lumps: 420,000 on the Somme, 300,000 at Passchendaele. By the end of 1917, Haig’s casualties in the war would total two million, threatening Britain, like France, with the exhaustion of its manpower. Lloyd George called Haig’s command “the military Moloch,” a reference to the Canaanite god who consumed his victims with fire. The prime minister had promised “total victory,” but could he get it, with this military leadership, before British manpower ran out?4


Taking in all of this, as well as the deteriorating situations on the war’s other fronts, the Allies convened at Versailles in November 1916 and vowed to win the grueling war the following spring with a flurry of synchronized offensives. Russia agreed to attack the Austro-Hungarians in Galicia and the Turks in the Caucasus; Italy would pierce Austria’s southern border with an offensive across the Isonzo River; and Bulgaria would be crushed by the Greeks, Serbs, and Rumanians, plus a dozen British and French divisions. The Turks would be driven out of Mesopotamia and Palestine by British offensives there. The Germans, the beating heart of the Central Powers, would be knocked out by a massive blow delivered in France by the combined British and French armies. The British, who held one hundred miles of the Western Front—one-fourth of the total—would attack between Bapaume and Vimy, the French from the Somme to the Oise, rupturing the German line in France and driving the Germans all the way back to the Meuse and, if the other Allied offensives succeeded too, maybe even out of the war.


The Allies deemed a big push in early 1917 critical. Russia had already lost five million men in the war. Its living standards were plummeting, and it trembled on the brink of revolution. France also flirted with revolution, with Socialist deputies like Pierre Laval (who would reprise his defeatism during the Vichy regime) and Joseph Caillaux demanding peace at any price. The French army, lacerated by the yearlong Battle of Verdun in 1916, stood on the brink of mutiny. Defeatism and drunkenness coursed through its ranks. General Philippe Pétain called the two conditions an “epidemic” and warned France’s minister of war in February 1917 that “pacifist intrigues and propaganda” threatened to destroy what remained of the army. The shaggy French infantry of the line, called poilus (bearded ones), were increasingly “making apologies for Germany and affirming the impossibility of victory,” said Pétain. A British official in Paris warned that “France is very, very tired,” and “at a psychological moment when discouragement may lead to any sort of acquiescence in any sort of peace rather than continue the war.” Revolution was in the air, he said. “The crust is very thin just now.”5


Marshal Joseph “Papa” Joffre, the avuncular French commander who’d led the French armies until the last hour of Verdun, was kicked upstairs and replaced with a dynamic new man, General Robert Nivelle, who exuded confidence. Nivelle pledged to win the war and silence the grumblers with one last offensive, modeled on new tactics he’d successfully wielded against the Germans at Verdun. He tore up Joffre’s plan from the Versailles Conference and wrote his own, a more ambitious one, for a broader front north and south of the Oise River. While the British delivered their attack between Bapaume and Vimy, Nivelle would freeze the Germans with the attack between the Somme and the Oise and then gore them with a three-army attack between the Oise Canal and Reims that would surge up and over the Chemin des Dames—a twenty-mile-long limestone ridge overlooking the Aisne—into the flank and rear of the German armies fighting the British. According to Nivelle, the Germans would either have to fight a desperate last battle, surrounded on all sides, or retreat out of France. This Nivelle Offensive had to succeed. If it didn’t, the already-demoralized French army might dissolve in anger and hopelessness.















[image: Book Title Page]















While the Allied armies waited for the spring weather that would dry the roads, clear the skies, and permit operations, things began to go wildly wrong. Revolution broke out in Russia in March, fanning more “pacifist intrigues” in the French army and casting real doubt on the new Russian government’s ability to contribute its own offensive to the Allied plan for 1917. On the Western Front, the German commanders, Field Marshal Paul von Hindenburg and his staff chief, General Erich Ludendorff, saw the Nivelle Offensive taking shape and took measures to defeat it. On the critical sixty miles of front facing the looming British and French attacks, the Germans abruptly pulled their lines back fifteen miles and devastated the ground they evacuated, poisoning wells, razing villages, cratering roads, tearing up railways, and blowing up bridges. They did it so efficiently—two weeks of vandalism in March that confirmed their reputation as “Huns”—that neither the French nor British had time to organize a pursuit.


When Nivelle and Haig did finally attack, on April 9, the great offensive, touted by the Allies as a “war winner,” foundered immediately. The British made limited gains and the French, their morale impaired by the Russian Revolution, made none. The roads they’d hastily built across the desert created by the German withdrawal dissolved in April showers, and the troops fell back under withering defensive fire.


Nivelle had assured the poilus that he would mass an unprecedented number of guns to blast them through the German lines with minimal casualties. But the Germans, installed in steel-and-concrete bunkers inside the limestone quarries of the Chemin des Dames, survived the bombardment, then emerged from their shelters to inflict 187,000 more casualties on Nivelle’s attacking troops. The poilus were also victims of “defense in depth,” the new German practice of leaving just a quarter of their troops in the front line to slow the enemy’s attack while the bulk of the defenders sheltered just beyond the effective range of the attacker’s artillery. The poilus might sweep over the thinly manned German front line, but two or three miles farther on, they’d stagger wearily into the main German force: entrenched, rested, their quick-firing artillery and machine guns zeroed in and ready to fire. The Germans called this the “spring-coil defense”—luring the French (or British) deep into a cunningly prepared “battle zone” and then snapping back like a coiled spring to annihilate them with counterattacks.6


Nivelle never even had the chance to slide his “army of maneuver” into the gap created at the Chemin des Dames. There was no gap. The poilus, who’d been assured by Nivelle that their total casualties wouldn’t exceed ten thousand, mutinied in rage and frustration. Since 1914, over a million French soldiers had been killed in battle. Nivelle had told his troops that he had a plan to break the German line and win the war in forty-eight hours. The plan failed wretchedly, and 49 of France’s 113 divisions mutinied. French infantry now refused to go into the line; they occupied train stations so that reserves couldn’t be summoned; they sang the socialist anthem “L’Internationale”; they appointed delegates to negotiate with their officers; and they passed leaflets through the trenches: “We Are Men, Not Beasts,” “Down with the War,” “Death to the Culprits,” the last a reference to politicians and industrialists, or any officer witless enough to order another attack. In the resulting repression, 554 French soldiers were condemned to death, and even the American e. e. cummings, a volunteer ambulance driver (like Ernest Hemingway and John Dos Passos), was arrested by the French and jailed simply for being the friend of a man who’d praised the mutiny in his letters.7


A horrified French government replaced Nivelle with Pétain, but the damage had been done. France’s military fiasco coincided with shortages of food and fuel, a cost of living 80 percent higher than before the war, and a wave of strikes in the war factories. Prime Minister Paul Painlevé’s government fell, the premier declaring that France was “at the end of its resistance.” The US Army’s general staff concurred, noting that, for however much longer the war lasted, the French would be unable to undertake any operations “involving large losses.” Their will was broken. Thirty-six-year-old Captain George C. Marshall, a fast-rising staff officer, grimly noted that “the fiasco and hideous losses had destroyed the aggressive spirit of the French infantry.”8


The timing of Nivelle’s defeat couldn’t have been worse, for it coincided with an accelerating revolution in Russia. Tsar Nicholas II had been ousted in March, and the new Provisional Government in Russia seethed with internal divisions. “The whole of Russia is no more than a vast heap of maggots,” the German chief of staff in the East said with a smile. With Russia teetering, the combat power of its 223 divisions annihilated by repeated German offensives, and a blockade of its most accessible ports, France, Britain, and Italy looked queasily to the future. If Russia fell—and it looked like it would fall—the Germans would be able to transfer most of the seventy-eight German and twenty-five Austrian combat divisions, now on the Eastern Front, to the Western Front, at a moment when the French had exhausted their manpower and the British, who had lost another 160,000 men in their part of the Nivelle Offensive, had nearly exhausted theirs.9


It was against this grim backdrop that France’s most famous soldier, Marshal Joffre, alighted in America in April 1917 to discuss US intervention. For the Allies, the math of the Great War had become bleaker than ever. The Germans already had 150 divisions on the Western Front against 170 French and British divisions. If they could bring west just 60 of the 103 German and Austrian divisions facing Russia, it would be the end for the Allies. With 62 divisions (1.5 million troops) on the Western Front, the British were at maximum strength. Unless they successfully introduced conscription in Canada, Australia, New Zealand, and Ireland, they too would run out of men. And because the Dominions were self-governing and unwilling to implement a draft—they were as sickened by the war as Britain—and because Ireland was restive and unreliable, Britain would shortly run out of troops. The British army’s chief function, the American general staff noted, was a sharply limited and entirely negative one: to gnaw away at German strength and “prevent Germany from collecting a reserve of new men for offensive use in 1918” through bloody “wearing-out battles,” like the one the British began in 1917 at Passchendaele in Flanders to buy time for Pétain to rebuild the French army.10


But if the Germans were able to release a horde of new troops to the Western Front from the Eastern Front, the exhausted British—who were as worn out by Haig’s “wearing-out battles” as the Germans—might not hold. The French war minister’s talking points, prepared for Joffre’s visit to America in April 1917, laid bare the predicament: “English army at maximum strength and weakening; Italian army focused on Italy; Russian army? No one knows what 1917 holds for them. For the French army, 1917 marks the exhaustion of our recruiting resources. In 1917, the French army will fight its last campaign with full power.” And yet even now “full power”—an estimated 1.25 million poilus—was an illusion, a sleight of hand achieved by reducing French divisions from four regiments to three, permitting a spurious “increase” in the French army from 109 to 118 divisions in 1917. This was clearly the end; French planners predicted a decrease of two hundred thousand recruits in 1917 and a further decrease of four hundred thousand in 1918. The war had killed and maimed too many, an average of 3,638 French soldiers every day in the war. The French had begun the war with an army of men in their twenties. Now the only men left were middle-aged or teenagers—the roughly 250,000 French boys who turned eighteen each year. The army eyed them more greedily than ever. By 1918, in other words, the French would have to reduce their number of divisions and essentially give up on the total victory needed to reclaim Alsace-Lorraine, annexed by the Germans in 1871, and all of the additional territory in northern and eastern France occupied by the Germans since 1914.


With sixty-two divisions on the Western Front, the British also planned to reduce, not augment, their strength. Haig would sacrifice another three hundred thousand troops in the mud of Passchendaele in 1917 to gain just two miles—an appalling waste of men. He wanted to seize the Belgian Channel ports to relieve pressure on British shipping and defeat the German U-boats, but he instead defeated himself. The battle was so ineptly conceived and executed that a large percentage of the British deaths were from drowning in mud that Haig’s own shellfire had churned into quicksand. British tactical railways, needed to supply the push, were literally engulfed in rising mud, one general observing his locomotives sinking into the morass. Haig was the unimaginative, authoritarian type who rose to the top in a British army that still valued “men who ride straight at their fences,” without guile or subtlety. Two million Tommies—short for “Tommy Atkins,” the nickname of the British soldier since Wellington—had been killed or wounded on Haig’s watch. The cream of the British army—the smart, young, healthy men who’d volunteered in 1914—had been wasted on the Somme in 1916. Many of those who survived were killed off at Passchendaele, leaving a demoralized rump.11


Thanks to the reckless tactics of Haig, Joffre, and Nivelle, the Entente, which had begun the war with two million more troops than the Central Powers, emerged in 1918 with no advantage at all. Their profligate offensives had leveled the playing field for Germany. None of the good Allied troops could be adequately replaced. British draft requirements for height, weight, and mental fitness dipped as the BEF conscripted the dregs of society to maintain the divisions in Flanders and Picardy. The extent of France’s manpower shortage was glimpsed in the case of twenty-year-old future serial killer Marcel Petiot. Arrested before the war for assault, vandalism, and burglary, Petiot was deemed mentally unfit for the French army in 1917 and 1918—“obsessions, phobias, depression, melancholia”—yet the army drafted him anyway, twice, and sent him into the trenches until he finally shot himself in the foot and earned a diagnosis of insanity. By 1918, “Dr. Satan,” as Petiot would eventually be known, was the sort of recruit the French army was forced to conscript. With nine hundred French soldiers killed every day in the 1,564-day war, the best men had long since been wiped out. Italian losses in 1917 approached seven hundred thousand, and Italy’s sixty-one withered divisions—which lost 250,000 men and three thousand guns in October 1917’s Battle of Caporetto—found themselves checked by just forty-nine mediocre Austrian divisions. Russia alone had manpower reserves—two million men of military age still available—but they’d never be called if the antiwar Bolsheviks, already sharing power in Petrograd, took control of the Russian government and Russia’s 223 divisions really did crack and drop out of the war, as most now assumed that they would.12


“These would be the benefits of a U.S. intervention in the war,” the French war minister concluded in his secret instructions to Joffre. “Only America holds the solution; U.S. intervention would remedy the certain decrease of French manpower; it would compensate for Russia’s defeat and maintain the military power of the coalition.” The British took the same view; Prime Minister David Lloyd George’s senior policy adviser Maurice Hankey suggested to the War Cabinet after the failure of the 1917 offensives that the Allies could no longer win the war. They could hold—maybe—but they couldn’t defeat the Germans without the Americans, who’d become, before they arrived or even formed into an army, the indispensable “strategical reserve” of the Allies. “We have succeeded in checking the enemy but not in overthrowing him,” Hankey told the War Cabinet. Now only the Americans could defeat the Germans, he bluntly told his colleagues. “America must lead the way,” for “Russia has failed [and] our armies and those of France, good as they are, have proved inadequate. Our resources and those of France are strained. America must bring fresh ideas and increased energy and determination, and supplies of men.” Only the Americans could “deliver the knock-out blow.” Without the United States, the best London and Paris could hope for was “stalemate and an inconclusive and unstable peace.” Washington alone was the “guarantee of final victory.”13


To the beleaguered French, the United States, with its one hundred million citizens, was the indispensable nation, le peuple transatlantique—“the transatlantic people.” America had at least ten million men of military age—twenty-one to thirty—and many more millions if the age range were extended in either direction. The US Navy was growing fast, nearing three million tons. Behind these men and ships stood “factories, shipyards, arsenals, thousands of trained workers, and forests and fields.” US banks had billions of dollars available for war loans. US industry had so much capacity that it could double, triple, or even quadruple Allied war production as needed. Armed intervention would develop and deliver all of these American resources to the Allied side.14


American intervention would also alleviate France’s financial crisis. The French government was guaranteeing American loans not only to itself but to France’s towns and war industries as well, and borrowing from the British too. French purchases of American war matériel had increased from $30 million a month in early 1916 to $58 million a month in early 1917. All of this had to be financed by loans, meaning that French debt service costs in 1917 were $218 million a month, 60 percent of this to the New York banks, the rest to the British. Credit was no less exhausted than manpower in France. The nation’s debt ratio was soaring and the French public had stopped buying war bonds, making costly American loans—short-term, at rates as high as 8 percent—the only recourse. British loans to France were also drying up, as London too was overextended to American banks. America was the only great power with the confidence and reserves to go on lending to the beleaguered Allies, and if America could be persuaded to join the war, the dollars would flow in a low-interest, long-term torrent.15


The celebrity dispatched by the French to secure that maximum American effort in April 1917 was a great bear of a man. Sixty-four-year-old Marshal Joffre had masterminded the “Miracle of the Marne” in 1914, when the French had hurled back the German pincers encircling Paris but had been undone in 1916 by the yearlong bloodbath of Verdun. The stupefying French casualties there had made him finally vulnerable, and he’d been dismissed to assuage the grief and disappointment of the French public. Still, Joffre remained a symbol of French resistance and an international figure. During his weeklong passage to America, he remarked that he was in good spirits because he was leaving bloodstained Europe for “the Land of Optimism.”


There could have been no better emissary to the Land of Optimism than Joffre. When Joffre’s ship anchored in Hampton Roads, Virginia on April 24, after a nervous passage through waters patrolled by German U-boats, he was acclaimed. Admiral Henry Mayo fired a salute, welcomed Joffre, and called the shipboard meeting on the USS Pennsylvania “the greatest honor of my life.”


Joffre landed to be greeted by the US Army chief of staff, General Hugh Scott, and the assistant secretary of the navy, Franklin Delano Roosevelt. They sailed together on the presidential yacht Mayflower to Washington, where the boat was met by Secretary of State Robert Lansing, the commander of the US Atlantic Fleet, Admiral Frank Fletcher, and a British delegation led by Foreign Secretary Arthur Balfour. Balfour, remembered for his line “Nothing matters very much and few things matter at all,” surely recognized that American intervention in World War I mattered a great deal. As the official party drove into the capital city, one hundred thousand Washingtonians lined the streets, including twenty thousand schoolchildren who’d been released early to catch a glimpse of the “Victor of the Marne.” Shouts and cheers in French welled up. “Joffre! Joffre! Vive l’armée française! Bravo la France!”


Groups of Civil War veterans saluted the passing French general, crying, “He’s all right! Hooray for the marshal!” Government agencies, shops, and factories closed to swell the crowd. The New York American captured the exultant tone of the press: “Just as Lafayette symbolized France for millions of Americans before, now Joffre symbolizes France for millions of Americans today.”16


Over the following days, Joffre, joined by former French premier René Viviani, met with American secretary of war Newton Baker, Secretary of State Lansing, and General Scott and officers of the general staff. Meanwhile, Balfour and Joffre’s British counterpart, General George Bridges, gave a presentation at the US Army War College at Washington Barracks “about the most important changes in modern warfare,” nearly all of which—heavy artillery, rolling barrages, tanks, aviation, poison gas, modern assault tactics, and deception—were entirely unknown to the small and inexperienced US Army, which hadn’t seen serious combat since the Spanish-American War of 1898, when none of these things had even been invented. Joffre capped his visit with a meeting at the White House with President Woodrow Wilson and Vice President Thomas Marshall, the latter most famous for his declaration that “what this country needs is a really good five-cent cigar.” He would have had occasion to smoke one with “M’sieu Joe,” who loved American cigars and carried boxes of them back to France in his luggage.17


There was urgent business behind Joffre’s high-profile visit. German submarine attacks and meddling in Mexico had prompted a US declaration of war just before Joffre’s arrival, but up to now the impact was purely symbolic. With the World War in its third year, the US Congress was still stalemated on the vital question of conscription. America in 1917 had only 150,000 troops under arms; to build a true great-power army, capable of intervening against Germany’s army of five million, a draft was needed. But in the Senate, 40 members supported conscription, 38 opposed it, and 18 were “doubtful.” In the House, there were 218 for, 186 against, and 28 undecided. President Wilson needed Joffre to whip up enthusiasm for the war and the draft.


He did. On April 27, Joffre met with the US Army leadership and then emerged to deliver a blockbuster speech widely reported in the press: “After more than one hundred years we are Allies again! I hope to have you soon beside us on the battlefields of Europe.” Meeting with reporters, Joffre asserted that “America and France will fight shoulder to shoulder in defense of liberty.” The effect was electrifying. Unwilling to hear paeans to war from their own leaders, Americans listened raptly to Joffre’s. The next day, the House voted 397–27 for conscription, the Senate 81–8. Interventionist newspapers used the marshal’s visit to insist on the draft: “What does the victory of the Marne prove? It proves that democracy must be armed and that every citizen must serve.” America will “send its flag to France.” With its vote for the draft, “Congress has played the funeral dirge of Germany.”18


Onlookers were astonished by this eruption of war fever in a country that only days before had been pacific and neutral. Joffre’s delegation reported that “in the course of a single week, war sentiment here in America has made remarkable progress.” A “French fury” attended Joffre everywhere he went. In theaters, audiences cheered whenever the word “France” was uttered, and orchestras struck up “La Marseillaise” repeatedly during shows.


After ten days in Washington, Joffre entrained for Chicago on May 4. Chicago was America’s metropolis, the hinge between East and West. Forty percent of American railroads crossed through the Windy City. With three million inhabitants, Chicago was the capital of American agriculture and a hotbed of immigration, and no great American political movement could flourish without the city’s support. Chicago was now in a fighting mood: three hundred thousand Chicagoans turned out to welcome the marshal, shouting, or trying to shout, his name, which came out variously as “Joff, Joaf, Joffrie, Joffer and Joffrey.” At press conferences, Viviani was forced to sound out his name phonetically for the journalists: “Vee-vee-ha-nee.” The Chicago Herald headline of May 5 read: “Joffre Captures Chicago.” The paper published an editorial in French that day, posing stark alternatives; America must choose between la démocratie and l’autocratie; America must “draw its sword to impose the will of the democratic peoples” against Germany. Illinois governor Frank Lowden spoke at the Chicago Club and warned his listeners of what awaited a democracy that didn’t draw its sword: the Germans would “wipe it off the map of the world.”


From Chicago, the French party took the rails to Kansas City. Every station they rattled through was draped with French flags or tricolor bunting. Women could be glimpsed in the fields wearing tricolor smocks or aprons and waving to Joffre’s passing train. The Kansas City Star credited France with “fighting America’s battle” since 1914, standing up for “all free peoples in the struggle to safeguard democracy in the world.”19


A Danish journalist in America tried to make sense of the abrupt shift in US opinion. It was one thing to capture “cosmopolitan places” like New York and Washington, quite another to win the places Joffre was now enrapturing: “the vast West, the enormous fertile plains from the Allegheny to the Rockies, where the real Americans live.” Those “real Americans” lived provincial lives, having nothing to do with Europe and even less to do with world politics. Few of them had ever seen the two great oceans that were America’s first line of defense, and most of them were indifferent to foreign affairs. “The distance from New York to Omaha is as great as the distance from Copenhagen to Rome,” the Danish journalist observed. “This fact alone tells you how unlikely the average American is to leave his home and invade a foreign country.” And yet it was precisely America’s isolation and indifference that constituted its greatest strength, for, the Dane observed, “America fights despite itself: not for special interests, but for Good against Evil.”20


In St. Louis, Joffre’s party filed into the vast hall of the Missouri Athletic Association for a breakfast banquet. The menus on each table featured crossed American and French flags and the injunction: “St. Louis salutes noble France and is ready to aid France in the struggle for justice, right and liberty.” The assembled dignitaries sat beneath a placard hung from the ceiling that advertised 150 years of Franco-American political cooperation:




1776: Lafayette-Washington


1803: Napoleon-Jefferson


1917: Poincaré-Wilson 21





The message was clear: just as George Washington had teamed with Lafayette to secure American independence and Jefferson had arranged the Louisiana Purchase with Napoleon to expand America’s frontiers, Wilson would join French president Raymond Poincaré to slay German militarism and make the world safe for democracy. Joffre’s visit had made intervention seem almost easy—an invincible flood of inspired American brawn would overpower the Germans. But American brawn would need soldiers, weapons, and tactics. In their meetings with French and British officers in the spring of 1917, the leading minds of the US Army had heard about technologies and techniques that few Americans had ever even contemplated in anything other than a newspaper or a book. The United States was now at war with Germany. Within twelve months, its army would be in action in France, expected to proceed with confidence and precision. Would the troops rise to the challenge, muddle through, or fail? All of that remained to be seen.
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“TOO PROUD TO FIGHT”


NONE OF THE EUROPEAN POWERS REALLY UNDERSTOOD THE United States in 1914. America was as dynamic and complex a society as could be found anywhere in the world. A country that had counted just three million inhabitants in 1780 and fifty million in 1880 numbered one hundred million in 1914. A country that had been 60 percent “British” and 35 percent “German” in 1860 had been transformed by twenty million immigrants who’d arrived in the two decades before 1914. A largely Anglo-Saxon, Protestant country had abruptly become a “melting pot,” now 11 percent British, 20 percent German, 30 percent Italian and Hispanic, and 34 percent Slavic. “Just look at the U.S.A. now,” an Austro-Hungarian diplomat marveled in 1917. “Yankees are now a minority; the new majority is America’s first generation of foreign-born immigrants.” The French called Americans the “transatlantic people,” for most Americans hailed from Europe, and many of them quite recently. These were the “hyphenated Americans”—Irish, Italians, Poles, Jews, Ukrainians, and others. The Germans contemptuously called them “half Americans.” They’d inevitably complicate American efforts to intervene in World War I.1


No group would complicate US intervention in the war more than the twenty million German Americans, who read 1,100 German-language newspapers, joined pressure groups like the German-American National Union, and were concentrated in cities and states with political clout and electoral votes. German Americans and Irish Americans were the core of the 2.5 million–strong American Neutrality League, which insisted on “true neutrality,” favoring neither alliance in the war. The Germans loved Germany and the Irish loathed England. They circulated clever antiwar propaganda like The Archives of Reason, a tract discouraging American intervention: “Dig a trench shoulder high in your garden,” the pamphlet enjoined. “Fill it half full of water and get into it. Remain there for two or three days on an empty stomach. Hire a lunatic to shoot at you with revolvers and machine guns at close range. This arrangement is quite equal to a war and will cost you much less.”2


Former president Theodore Roosevelt, who desperately wanted America in the war on the side of the Allies, railed against the “dual allegiance” of German Americans, and he wasn’t entirely wrong. Many memoirs of the war would mention the surprise American soldiers in France felt when they took German prisoners on the Western Front who’d left their American homes to enlist in the kaiser’s army. Captain George C. Marshall, for example, recalled his shock when he called out to a column of German prisoners near Verdun, “Do any of you men speak English?” and one of the passing Germans said, “I do, I’m from Detroit,” and another said, “I’m from Brooklyn and I’ll be glad to get back there.” And there were plenty of German Americans who didn’t put on the uniform but worked hard for the Reich in other ways, like former Pennsylvania governor Samuel Pennypacker. He told a Philadelphia newspaper in 1916 that America must work for a German victory in the war: “If the British win, they will tighten their hold on the seas, where they even now threaten New York and the coasts. The Russians will be in Constantinople and Berlin, and the Japanese will be crossing the Pacific. What good will this do America?”3


That was one way to look at it. Another was to view the war as a convenient way to weaken Germany. Militarily, Berlin was on the verge of conquering Europe. Economically, Germany was America’s chief competitor; its lower wages and superior technology gave it a viable formula for challenging America’s otherwise invincible economies of scale. Most alarming of all, the Germans showed no respect for the Monroe Doctrine and Pan-Americanism. They had inserted military advisers into Mexico and colonists into Brazil, and they were making inroads into Argentina and Chile as well. If they weren’t stopped in Europe, they could be expected to challenge American primacy in Latin America and the Caribbean, where many locals valued the Germans as a check on US hegemony.


Gearing up for a presidential run in 1916, Teddy Roosevelt toured the Latin American republics in 1914 to win them for Pan-Americanism and was received coolly everywhere. In Mexico, Honduras, Argentina, Chile, and Brazil, leading politicians and papers asserted that Pan-Americanism was really just lipstick on the pig of gringo monopolies like Standard Oil (Mexico), the United Fruit Company (Central America), the Chicago Packing Trust (Argentina), and the big railway companies (Brazil.) “The Latin American republics hate Americans,” the Brazilian ambassador declared to a colleague in 1914. “There are only two ways open to us—accept American control or enter into open conflict.” A German victory in World War I might overthrow the Monroe Doctrine and Pan-Americanism, offering new choices to Latin American and Caribbean leaders.4


Political and economic strains compounded the ethnic complications of intervention. In 1914, America was still nursing the wounds of the Civil War. The Republican Party—the Grand Old Party, the Party of Lincoln—remained an eastern and midwestern organization. It had lost its Lincoln-era zeal for Reconstruction, leaving America’s nine million blacks in a state of limbo. Backed by heavy industry, the trusts, and the millionaires, the Republicans were expansionist and imperialist. They’d held power since Lincoln, with only a single Democrat winning the White House between Lincoln’s death in 1865 and Woodrow Wilson’s election in 1912. In 1898, President William McKinley, a typical Ohio-born Republican, had declared war on Spain to ensure that America—not Britain or Germany—secured Madrid’s colonies in Cuba, Puerto Rico, Guam, and the Philippines.


Against this Yankee juggernaut, Democrats extended their base from the South to the new states of the West. Their platform aimed to combat the centralization and corruption of Washington and stop the quest for new colonies. The Great Republic, after all, had been forged in revolt against the British Empire. How could Washington in good conscience “play the imperial game,” as Mark Twain put it? Yet play Americans did, acquiring Alaska from Russia and forcing the French out of Mexico in 1867, going to the brink of war with Britain in 1895 over the border between Venezuela and British Guyana, annexing Hawaii, Guam, the Philippines, and Puerto Rico in 1898 and then taking Cuba under American “protection” and interfering in Colombian internal affairs to create the breakaway state of Panama in 1903, which would give Washington control of the Canal Zone until 1977.


By 1895, the Monroe Doctrine had acquired new meaning. It had initially been risk-averse and defensive, committed to nothing more than excluding the European powers from Latin America and the Caribbean in the interest of freedom and independence. Under successive Republican administrations, the Monroe Doctrine added an offensive mission: American control of the states of Latin America and the Caribbean basin through “dollar diplomacy,” which was foreign policy backed by overwhelming military power and economic pressure. The Democrats were never comfortable with this domineering instinct, which they called “big brother policy.” They’d have traded away the Philippines or given the colony its independence, but they feared the loss of prestige in the world and among American voters. The Republicans embraced imperialism. Teddy Roosevelt’s Big Stick policy made Washington the policeman of the Central American republics and the Caribbean islands, where Marines and warships would be sent whenever instability (or European intervention) threatened. TR dismissed as craven Woodrow Wilson’s payment in 1914 of $25 million in “damages” to Colombia for the American seizure of the Panama Canal Zone. When asked if he’d trade the Philippines for the British Antilles, Teddy Roosevelt answered simply: “We shall have them both.”5


The presidential candidate of the Democrats from 1896 until 1912 was the “Great Commoner,” William Jennings Bryan. His attacks on the Republican-backed gold standard—immortalized in his “Cross of Gold” speech at the Democratic National Convention in Chicago in 1896—began from the premise that gold favored eastern banks and its scarcity drove up the cost of living and left southern and western farmers chronically short of capital and vulnerable to the regular panics that shook the American economy and pitched it into recession. The Democrats were for bimetallism—gold and silver currency—to give their rural constituents easier access to cheap money and to solve the chronic deflation and stagnation that clung to the gold standard.


The Democrats also combated trusts, the vast price-fixing conglomerates run by American billionaire families like the Rockefellers, Fricks, Carnegies, Armours, Fords, and Vanderbilts. The Democrats opposed high tariffs, which had been protecting American industry and agriculture since the Civil War but which increased the cost of living for ordinary consumers. William McKinley’s victory over Bryan in the presidential contest of 1896 represented victory for the eastern, Republican position on gold, tariffs, trusts, and imperialism. Bryan would lose four successive presidential elections to the GOP. He was, as even a sympathetic British journalist remarked, “just a good-natured old idiot with nothing in him but hot gas.” For Democrats, there seemed to be no way to turn the tide.6


With the wounds of the Civil War still raw, America now suffered new divisions: eastern and midwestern Republicans against southern and western Democrats; establishment Republicans, willing to cut deals with Democratic machines like New York’s Tammany Hall, against uncompromising reformers variously called Mugwumps, Liberals, or Silk Stockings. American blacks, demeaned by segregation and discrimination, had begun to seek economic, political, and social equality under the leadership of men like Booker T. Washington and W. E. B. Du Bois. Militant labor unions like Samuel Gompers’s American Federation of Labor agitated for better pay and work conditions. America also had Socialist candidates for the first time and experienced a rift in the Republicans when Teddy Roosevelt bolted the big-business GOP to form the Progressive Party in 1912, dedicated to a fair shake for the little man, clean government, and environmental protection. Roosevelt’s third-party run did far more for the Democrats than Bryan had accomplished in four campaigns. Helped by TR’s bolt, the Democrats, under the former governor of New Jersey and Princeton professor Woodrow Wilson, finally took the White House in 1912.7


Wilson’s secretary of state, a rejuvenated William Jennings Bryan, asserted that the election gave a mandate to America’s “peace vocation.” Bryan pledged that so long as he sat in Wilson’s cabinet, America wouldn’t enter a European war, or any other. “The times are past,” Bryan thundered, “when kings can sacrifice their people in dynastic wars.” The “power of the people,” he argued, “will force governments to pursue peaceful policies.” British commentators were aghast: “He’s an absolutely inefficient man. His ignorance about foreign affairs is quite appalling and shows what a shallow mind he has. The truth is that an orator of his quality is really an actor and how seldom the best actors show any glimmering of brains.”8


This was the befuddled state of America when World War I broke out in August 1914. Before the war, America’s foreign policy had been inconsistent—tough in Asia and the Americas, relaxed and disinterested in Europe. In the Pacific region, American policy was expansive: “Big Stick and Dollar Diplomacy,” as it was known. In 1899 President Theodore Roosevelt’s secretary of state, John Hay, had issued the Open Door Note, which insisted on unfettered international access to China at a time when the European powers and Japan were trying to carve China into colonial enclaves. After 1899, the United States—with its new Pacific bases in Guam, Hawaii, and the Philippines—became the toughest advocate of Chinese sovereignty and territorial integrity. President Roosevelt hosted the peace talks that terminated the Russo-Japanese War in 1905, in large part to dampen Japanese efforts to grab a Chinese hinterland and threaten American access to the Pacific Rim.


During the first years of World War I, Japan, not Germany, was viewed as the number one threat to America. There had been a war scare in 1913, when the California legislature passed a bill banning Japanese American citizenship and landownership. That measure had been so controversial that President Wilson and Secretary of State Bryan had pleaded with the California governor not to sign the legislation, at least not until the brand-new Panama Canal was ready to move American battleships from the Atlantic to the Pacific. As it was, the US Navy had no battleships on the West Coast, just four cruisers against the dozen dreadnoughts of the Japanese war fleet, which loitered five thousand miles from San Francisco while the US Atlantic Fleet, not yet able to traverse the canal, was twelve thousand miles away.9


The world war that exploded in 1914 shifted America’s attention to Europe, but only intensified Washington’s rivalry with Japan in Asia. Japan, whose authoritarian political system resembled Berlin’s far more than London’s, nevertheless intervened on the side of the Entente in 1914 to seize the German colonies in China and Micronesia. Tokyo’s new island chains—the Marshalls, Marianas, and the Carolines—physically separated the Philippines from Hawaii and the Panama Canal. The strategic message was clear: Japan could cut America’s communications with Manila at any time. Moreover, the hostile treaty that Japan forced on China in May 1915 was a total rejection of America’s Open Door policy. Japan occupied one of China’s richest provinces and then declared its intention to direct China’s economy, foreign relations, and internal affairs. The Wilson administration, which had ordered US banks out of China to protest the predatory lending practices of foreign banks there, smoldered at the insult, but with a world war on and Japan opportunistically allied with Britain, France, and Russia, there was little Washington could do. The showdown would have to commence after the war.10


American policy in Europe remained one of isolation and neutrality, rejecting alliances or even ententes with the European powers, which had been US policy since President James Monroe. When war broke out in August 1914, America reacted as if it had been blindsided. No one in Washington understood why this rather typical European crisis—the slaying of an Austrian prince in the Balkans—had exploded into real war. Wilson took the position that America “had neither concern nor interest in a European quarrel” and instructed Americans to be “neutral in thought as well as in deed.” He was on solid ground, as an American journalist affirmed: “What did it matter to Brattleboro, Keokuk, or Walla Walla, already safe for democracy, which European Power held Alsace-Lorraine, Trieste, Belgrade or Przemysl?”11


American attitudes toward the belligerents reflected this strategic apathy. Germans had been among America’s most admired nationalities before the war. There were an estimated twenty million German Americans, and they were respected for their wealth, education, and stature. Many professors at American universities were Germans, and many Americans had studied in Germany before the war. Turning the nation against Germany—casting Berlin as “the enemy of civilization”—would be a hard sell even for a president as eloquent as Wilson. There’d be an outcry from America’s powerful German communities if Wilson pushed too hard. As for Austria-Hungary, America had absorbed millions of its emigrants too, many of whom were glad to be away but were still connected to their old fatherland through family and friends. Far from breaking up the Austro-Hungarian Empire, the Americans—to the extent they even discussed these remote things—hoped to convert it into a Swiss-style federation after the war.


Some Americans viewed the Germans as immensely threatening, all the more so in view of America’s military unpreparedness. General Leonard Wood, the US Army’s chief of staff until 1914, then commander of its Eastern Department, earned the odium of President Wilson for constantly emphasizing the German threat. In Wood’s correspondence with John Strachey, the influential editor of London’s Spectator, the two men agreed that Germany, once finished with Europe, would turn its guns on the United States, the Panama Canal, the Latin American sphere of influence, and the Philippines: “If Germany is not utterly beaten in this war and comes out of it half-beaten it is certain that she will try to recoup herself for her losses by an attack on America.… Germany’s predatory leaders will say ‘we’ve got iron and the Americans have got only gold.’ Then will follow the destruction of the American fleet, the seizure of the Panama Canal and the occupation of the desirable ports of South America. If the Americans object, the coast cities will be held to ransom.” Germany would claim billions of dollars from the US on the grounds that Washington had supplied the Allies with the loans and munitions that had killed so many German troops and prolonged the agonies of the German home front. If the Americans refused to pay, German battleships would bombard America’s coastal cities until Washington coughed up the money.12


Ambivalent about the Central Powers, Americans were largely hostile to the Allies. Though sympathetic to France, which was regarded as America’s oldest ally, having helped secure American independence during the revolution against England, there was little American affection for Britain. Having attacked the US in the Revolutionary War, the War of 1812, and the American Civil War, when Britain backed the Confederate bid for secession, England was widely resented in America and still viewed as America’s “hereditary enemy.” America and Britain had nearly gone to war during the Civil War, when London had considering extending diplomatic recognition to the Confederacy, British officers had served in the Confederate army, and British yards had built armed ships for the Confederacy, inflicting damage on the Union’s merchant fleet so severe that it still hadn’t recovered in 1914. Only in the last year of the war did Britain, realizing that the South would lose, withdraw its support of the Confederacy. What this meant in 1914 was that the British were despised in the North and the South. Southerners still felt the sting of London’s desertion, and Northerners recalled how close the US had come to war with England over its supply of arms and commerce raiders to the rebels.


Meanwhile, the East Coast’s big Irish American communities—one million in New York, five hundred thousand in Boston—despised Britain for its failure to concede home rule to Ireland and its bloody suppression of the Easter Rising in 1916. To the Irish, the status quo in British-ruled Ireland was intolerable. As one American journalist wrote, “The Irish always have a stone in their pockets to throw at you in times of peace.” In times of war, they were even more troublesome, which made the White House and Congress nervous. Irish rioters had seized New York City for three days during the Civil War to protest conscription; more than a thousand New Yorkers had been killed in street fighting before the Irish American rioters were put down by two Pennsylvania regiments rushed to New York from the field at Gettysburg. Who could say the Irish wouldn’t riot again if the US allied with England in this war?13


Editorials in US papers ran solidly against London. New York’s Daily Mail asked why America should go to war to roll back German conquests when the British Empire—already possessing a quarter of the earth’s population and land mass—could settle the matter by divvying up its own surplus territory: “Surely England, which owns more of the earth’s surface than any other nation, will not grudge Germany a few extra square miles.” Public intellectuals campaigned fervently against American involvement in the war. Nicholas Butler, president of Columbia University and a director of the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, wrote a series of articles under the pseudonym “Cosmos” in which he called for an end to empires. The world, Butler argued, must be governed by a “league of nations,” with a league fleet that would combine all of the world’s great navies and use them for peacekeeping. David Jordan, president of Stanford, argued that peace-loving, principled America could pursue no policy other than neutrality and pacifism.14


Russia was another obstacle in the path of American intervention. Ten million emigrants had fled Russia for America—Jews, Poles, Ukrainians, and Russians—and now were opposed to any military support for the empire of secret police, poverty, and pogroms. To them, war in alliance with the tsar, to whom American banks had already advanced $188 million for the purchase of war supplies, was supporting bigotry and autocracy, not democracy. The Italians, French analysts discovered, were as “obnoxious to Americans as the Germans and Austrians” because of their designs on Ottoman and Habsburg territory, ambitions “that seemed as brutal, unscrupulous and obnoxious to America as Russian designs on Constantinople.” If diverse America believed in anything, it was democracy, the principles of manhood suffrage, national self-determination, and the rights of small nations, none of which the Allied powers seemed ready to acknowledge.15


Overall, American sympathy for the Allies was dampened by the realization that none of the Allies really accepted democratic principles. England and France aimed to subjugate German colonies (and their own existing ones) after the war. Italy and Russia also planned to extend their domination of foreign peoples. To the American onlooker, World War I was simply a war of clashing empires, certainly not a crusade for liberty and democracy. Joseph Choate, a former American ambassador to Britain, described the dilemma succinctly: “Our hands are tied and must remain tied.” With New York and Pennsylvania alone containing one-quarter of the population of the US—and much of the immigrant population—it was easy to see why neutrality was essential. As the politicians said, “Votes is votes,” and US involvement in this accursed war wouldn’t win a lot of them. When Fiorello La Guardia ran for Congress from East Harlem during the war, he campaigned in five languages—English, Italian, Croatian, Yiddish, and German—which hinted at the irreconcilable array of political sympathies in that district alone. By 1915, the most popular song in America was “I Didn’t Raise My Boy to Be a Soldier.” Its verses demanded negotiation, not war, and concluded, “It’s time to lay the sword and gun away”:




I didn’t raise my boy to be a soldier


I brought him up to be my darling boy


Who dares to place some musket on his shoulder


To shoot some other mother’s pride and joy.





Selling the war in America, in short, seemed impossible. President Wilson’s declaration of neutrality in August 1914 enjoined “every man who really loves America to act and speak in the spirit of true neutrality.” This was as much to keep the peace inside America as to keep America free of foreign entanglements. “The people of the United States are drawn chiefly from the nations now at war,” Wilson said. “It is natural and inevitable that there should be the utmost variety of sympathy.… Some will wish one nation, others another, to succeed in the momentous struggle. It will be easy to excite passion and difficult to allay it.” Wilson pleaded with Americans to avoid “camps of hostile opinion, hot against each other,” for that would weaken America in its duty of “impartial mediation, as the one great nation at peace.” Just as Teddy Roosevelt had brokered an end to the Russo-Japanese War a decade earlier, Wilson hoped to bring all sides to the table in the World War. It would be the highlight of his career. Wilson was so determined to remain neutral that he rejected calls to arm from the “Plattsburg movement,” whose leading minds were former president Roosevelt and former army chief of staff Leonard Wood. General Wood and TR had organized a summer camp in Plattsburg, New York in 1915 for civilians to get military training in case of war. By 1916, the voluntary camps had spread across the country, opposed but tolerated by Wilson, who viewed them as elitist Republican hotbeds that duplicated the work of the National Guard.16


The Germans increasingly viewed Wilson’s neutrality as a sham. They noted that the neutral policy of Secretary of State Bryan was continually undermined by Wilson’s personal envoy to the Entente—Texas-born, fifty-seven-year-old Colonel Edward House, a confidant of the British foreign secretary and a friend of the Allies. Neutral policy went out the window altogether when Bryan resigned in 1915. His office was taken by Robert Lansing and his functions by Colonel House, whose colonel status was an old-time southern honorific, not a military rank. Wilson’s distrust of the orotund Bryan had been so complete that the president had come to rely entirely on House anyway.


John Strachey, editor of London’s Spectator, judged Colonel House in April 1915 “the most influential man in America, in fact, he is ‘It’ in Washington, the President relies entirely on his judgment.” In the public mind, House was “the silent man in the black coat behind the throne who never appears himself but pulls the strings.” The real House—Strachey affirmed—was less a gray eminence than “a man of quiet steady brains who would size up a situation promptly and report on it free from all exaggerations, a man who in Pope’s fine phrase ‘would not be awed by rumor, nor again be grave through pride nor gay through folly.’” House, raised in Houston and educated at Cornell, sidestepped quarrelsome government departments and got things done.17


Edward Martin, editor of Life magazine, called House “Wilson’s indispensable man.” The president was windy and professorial, in love with his own voice, and dismissive of critics. “Wilson has clear ideas and a strong will,” Martin wrote, “but is a green hand at national politics, with almost no political friends, and few close friends. House was the fingers to his political hand. He pointed, he picked, he placed. But always as a helper not a dominator.”18


The problem, immediately detected by the Germans, was that House got his information from the British and was an Anglophile. He’d point, pick, and place more in the interest of the Allies than of neutrality. Wilson compounded the problem. More interested in broad humanity than narrow national interest, he never articulated a hard-nosed strategy in the war, whether to destroy German power, reform Russia, or manage the decline of the British and French empires. “Delphic” was the word most pundits used to describe his policy utterances. “His flowery speeches,” Melville Stone of the Associated Press remarked, “are of such a type that no two men can agree on what they mean.” He began projects—“to fix Russia,” for example, in the midst of its revolution—and then quietly dropped them when the difficulties mounted. Another high-placed critic noted the president’s “clammy self-complacency” and his preference for sanctimony over strategy.19


The British-led blockade of all trade with the Central Powers was hugely controversial. To protect civilians of all nationalities, the great powers in 1909 had clearly defined contraband and set strict limits on what naval powers could blockade and what they couldn’t. The British, however, unilaterally extended the definition of absolute contraband to include food and other critical supplies, effectively walling off the German, Austrian, and Ottoman economies, which, basing themselves on the 1909 agreement, had assumed that, even in the worst case of Britannia ruling the waves, they could be supplied with whatever they needed through neutral “windpipes” like the US, the Netherlands, Denmark, or Sweden. Indeed, the German army’s Schlieffen Plan had originally designated the Netherlands and Belgium as invasion routes into France in 1914, but the Netherlands had been spared at the last minute—and the German army’s logistical problems augmented—to leave Holland as just such a neutral windpipe.20


But the British had sealed off everything, the Central Powers and the neutrals. They risked a major clash with Washington but assumed that the Americans could be talked around to the British point of view. In this gamble, London was aided by American naval weakness. The US had the world’s third-biggest navy, after Britain and Germany, but in 1914 it was in no shape to tangle with the war-ready British. Forced to cannibalize itself by a fiscally prudent Congress (filled with “Little Navy” men who wanted no more than a coast guard), the US Navy had just auctioned two of its cruisers to Greece in order to pay for a new dreadnought battleship. America’s fleet had no aircraft, no submarines, and no ammunition reserves, and it would need to recruit five thousand additional sailors just to operate the ships that it had. The army’s coastal artillery, the last line of defense around American ports, possessed ammunition for only thirty minutes of fire.21


In view of these facts, Wilson chose not to challenge the British naval blockade, despite the insult to American pride, trade, and neutral rights. Wilson traded exclusively with the Allies and waved off legitimate German protests with the explanation that he could do nothing else because Allied warships were blocking access to German and Austrian ports. The Americans did constantly protest against the British “blacklist”—London’s ban on overseas trade by any American violator of the blockade—and war censorship, but they shrank from confronting Britain in the midst of London’s war with an arguably more menacing Germany. An American analyst summarized the situation in 1915. America was not “a unit.” It consisted of three camps: “1. A majority for the Allies; 2. A minority for Germany; 3. A harassed Government trying with too much caution to maintain neutrality and ‘protesting’ only when forced to do so by some injury to the actual interests of a few American citizens, yet keeping silent about matters that seem to most of us far larger, although open to difference of opinion between the majority and minority in America.” The “far larger” matters were German crimes against humanity like the “rape of Belgium” and violations of international law like the brazen attacks on neutrals and civilians and, indeed, the decision to trigger the war in the first place, when Berlin, worried about the shifting military balance, had used the pretext of the assassination of fifty-one-year-old Austrian archduke Franz Ferdinand in Sarajevo to ignite a world war.22


In February 1915, in retaliation for the British blockade of Germany, the Germans designated the waters around Great Britain a war zone. How, the Germans said, could they do otherwise? The war was just getting started and the US had already shipped $300 million worth of weapons and munitions and $240 million worth of food to the Allies. As the Austro-Hungarian ambassador in Washington put it: “The massive increase in war material shipments from the U.S.A. will be one of the decisive factors in the outcome of this war. It is our duty to interrupt or stop these shipments.” Anything transiting through the “war zone” was fair game for German U-boats.23


Three months later, in May 1915, the Germans sank the Cunard passenger liner RMS Lusitania, killing 1,198 aboard, including 128 Americans. Although the ship had been ferrying munitions for the British army along with the martyred passengers, that fact was suppressed, and many expected American intervention then. Henry Lee Higginson, the founder of the Boston Symphony Orchestra, who had links to the music worlds of Berlin and Vienna, could scarcely believe that the Germans had done something so utterly self-defeating. “Of all the untoward acts, I never saw one more calculated to hurt Germany and to do the Allies good than that,” Higginson sputtered. He had reason to be aggrieved. He’d retained German and Austrian musicians and a German music director to make the point that the Germans weren’t barbarians. The slaughter on the high seas suggested that they were. “I never saw our public feel as it did about the Lusitania since the outbreak of our Civil War,” Higginson, who’d lost control of the BSO for refusing to play “The Star-Spangled Banner” before every concert, now conceded. “Germany could not have done anything worse for her cause.” Liners sailing the same route the next day reported the horrors of the sinking to a disbelieving public: wreckage as far as the eye could see, “boats, oars, chairs, bodies in plenty, and some boats picking up the bodies.”24


But President Wilson still hesitated to take the US into such an unpopular and vicious war. Voters east of the Alleghenies, he told a journalist, would support war with Germany, but those west of the mountains wouldn’t. He accepted a German pledge to stop targeting passenger ships and kept the peace. His critics exploded. Strachey deplored those “frigid and pompous Notes,” like the one Wilson wrote to the Germans demanding a halt to the attacks, and his “inhuman indifference” to the German atrocities. There is, Strachey wrote, “something ghastly in the way he declares that one side in this fight is as good as another, and makes no attempt to place Germany under a ban for her crimes against international law, humanity and the comity of nations.”25


Campaigning for the Republicans against Wilson, who was seeking reelection in 1916, Teddy Roosevelt was interrupted by a Wilson supporter at one of his rallies. “Three cheers for Woodrow Wilson,” the man yelled. “Yes,” Roosevelt yelled back. “Cheer for him, and cheer for the murdered babies on the Lusitania!” This affair, TR scoffed in a withering aside, “is going the way of all the rest. Words and words and words—vox et praeterea nihil,” which means, “a voice, and nothing more,” “a threat, not carried out.” Roosevelt excoriated “the professional pacifists, poltroons, and college sissies” gathered around the “peace-at-any-price” president. Elihu Root, who’d led the War and State Departments under Roosevelt, joined the clamor: “If,” Root said in a speech, “the President wishes to know the will of the people, let us cry aloud our desires in this matter of war. Tell him that we want it.”26


The salvaged peace of 1915 was an uneasy one. The Germans were relieved by Wilson’s forbearance but still furious at the rate of American shipments to the Allies. Kaiser Wilhelm II’s advisers remained split between hawks and moderates, the hawks insisting that Wilson was bluffing. Would Americans, they reasoned, deeply divided by the war, hostile to England, and overwhelmingly opposed to intervention, really agree to fight for the right to supply the Allies or to defend passenger liners like the Lusitania that were knowingly sailing into harm’s way? Hadn’t the German consulates in America taken out newspaper ads and placarded the docks to warn Americans not to sail into British waters? Those who had traveled despite the warning had done so at their own risk. In the pause between German submarine campaigns, US trade with the Entente surged again. From New York alone, in December 1915, American firms shipped $3 million worth of military supplies to the Allies every day: shells, cartridges, explosives, rifles, planes, cars, trucks, as well as raw materials like steel, cooper, lead, and industrial lubricants. The Americans almost single-handedly solved Britain’s “shell crisis” early in the war, shipping 70 percent of the shells fired from British guns until new British factories opened in 1916.27


German grievances against America now rained into four barrels that were already brimming over. First, despite being officially neutral, the US was supplying 25 percent of the guns and munitions consumed by the Allies in their battles with the Germans and Austrians. Second, the US financed the Allied war effort; by year-end 1916, American banks had advanced the Allies $12 billion, alleviating a financial burden that might otherwise have crushed the Entente. Third, the US blocked, with its threats of intervention, German efforts to break the British blockade with submarine warfare. To Germany, this was illogical. The Allied navies were literally starving the Central Powers; U-boats were the only weapon that had proven effective against the blockade, yet the Americans threatened intervention unless the Germans discarded submarine warfare. Why did Washington—if it were truly neutral—not force the British to relax their blockade and let America trade with both sides in the war? In 1812, America had declared war on Britain over this very issue: the Royal Navy’s attempts to restrict American trade with Napoleonic France. Why was America not insisting on its neutral rights now? Fourth, the Germans considered America’s submission to the British blockade, trading with the Allies but not the Germans and permitting the British to seize German mail and dispatches from American ships, to be itself a gross violation of neutrality. Much of Wilson’s vacillation on intervention had to do with these same issues. He was as aggrieved as the Germans by British high-handedness and suspected that the British blockade was being used not only to beat Germany but to secure British trade dominance and an expanded empire when the war ended.28


And then there was the fraught question of Mexico. America’s southern neighbor of fifteen million people had been torn by revolution since 1910; this posed a chronic strategic threat to the United States. Whereas the US could and did intervene regularly in places like Haiti and Nicaragua to prop up American economic interests and secure the newly opened Panama Canal, Mexico was too big to fail or even manage. Every one of Mexico’s regular civil wars cost American investors millions of dollars and filled American consulates with refugees, yet it was the one place Washington dared not “send the Marines” on anything more than a token scale. To stabilize Mexico, the US government estimated that at least three hundred thousand troops and years of effort would be needed. No American president would recommend such a course and no American Congress would authorize it, so Mexico loomed, as a diplomat put it in 1913, “as the great incalculable in American policy.” It bordered the US and was dangerously “close to the Canal, but intervention there would involve huge costs and casualties that must be avoided.”29


Mexico’s chronic revolutions—there were two in Wilson’s first term alone—gave foreign powers easy access to the country’s contending parties and regions. Mexico could be manipulated by an American rival—such as Britain, Japan, or Germany—to threaten the US and the Panama Canal. Mexican internal chaos—driven by caudillos, warlords with private armies—could also spill over the border into America, as actually happened in March 1916, when Francisco “Pancho” Villa and one hundred guerrillas raided Columbus, New Mexico, and killed twenty-three Americans in reprisal for the Wilson administration’s support of a Villa rival. Wilson had admired Pancho Villa, who seemed like a true democrat interested in fair elections, not the sham ballots that victorious caudillos employed to make themselves presidents for life after dispatching their rivals. But the suspicion lingered that Villa was, as one canny journalist put it, just another greedy warlord who’d “made the rich poor and all the poor, who did not serve in his army, poorer.” Wilson also believed, as the same journalist added, that “although elections might be farces in Indo-American countries, and that was their own business, we had a tutorial right to demand that local constitutional forms be observed.” To end the turmoil, Wilson had thrown his support behind a dictator, Venustiano Carranza, in 1915, hoping that Carranza and his army of fifty thousand would stabilize Mexico and revert to those “constitutional forms.” Carranza was pro-American and inclined to let US oil companies drill and produce freely in Mexico. Villa, who’d recently been an honored guest of General John Pershing’s brigade on the Mexican border, was quietly dumped, prompting his 1916 cross-border raid to humiliate Wilson and grab horses, guns, and ammunition for his renewed struggle with Carranza.30


Thus, while World War I raged in Europe, Wilson ordered Pershing to lead a ten-thousand-man Punitive Expedition into Mexico to find Villa and bring him to justice. President Carranza authorized Wilson’s Punitive Expedition to pursue Villa inside Mexico, but a year passed and the Americans remained, squatting in a sprawling army post in Chihuahua. Moving in cars and wagons along primitive roads, US troops were constrained by strict rules of engagement even as they took fire from elusive guerrillas. Logistics were a nightmare. The 1,200-mile-long Mexican border was 1,000 miles from the nearest American industrial zones and poorly served by railways. Trying to support the expedition from the sea was futile; what ports existed in Mexico were shallow and not linked to Chihuahua anyway. The American troops, nicknamed “Doughboys” for the adobe dust that powdered their sweaty uniforms, were miserable: “The sky was cloudless, the thermometer at 120 and the water not fit to drink. Everything seemed ready to stick or sting us.” To no one’s surprise, Pershing’s expedition failed, and that failure in Mexico compounded America’s doubts about the wisdom of intervention in Europe. So weak was the US regular army that 125,000 National Guardsmen had to be summoned just to pursue Villa. So weak was the National Guard in the poor southern states that the Guard units had to be summoned from the only places where they existed in division strength: New England, New York, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania. It became a massive, costly undertaking that accomplished nothing.31


The whole Mexican expedition—intended to show America’s teeth—proved toothless. Reginald Wright Kauffman wrote a poem about it titled “Mexico.” The last stanza sums up the futility of the campaign, at a time when American attention was pivoting to Europe.




Fifty miles from Carrizal: half-past time to die—


We don’t mind the dying, but we’d like to know the why.


If we weren’t sent here to shoot (and we weren’t, it’s clear),


Tell us, Mr. President, why in Hell we’re here.


What’s the use of bluffing when the Greaser’s got us right?


He’s no kind of talker, but he’s not too proud to fight!





“Not too proud to fight” was a reference to President Wilson’s speech in May 1915 after the Lusitania sinking. The twenty-eighth president had defended continuing neutrality with the words, “There is such a thing as a man being too proud to fight. There is such a thing as a nation being so right that it doesn’t need to convince others by force that it’s right.” The infelicitous phrase became, as a journalist put it, “the byword for a craven weak pacifism.” Teddy Roosevelt had immediately assailed Wilson, calling the president a coward and a weakling: “As for shame, he has none, and if anyone kicks him, he brushes his clothes and utters some lofty sentence.” The presidential campaign of 1916 was hotly contested against this backdrop of stark choices. What to do about the war in Europe and on the seas? What to do about Mexico? What to do about a US economy that was being warped by insatiable overseas demand for American products?32


Wilson was vulnerable in 1916. The Germans had made him seem weak at the time of the Lusitania affair, which was small comfort to the large number of Germans, Irish, and others in the US who’d have reviled him if he’d appeared strong. He was trapped in a quagmire in Mexico. Only his insistence on continuing neutrality in the World War was popular. Most Americans still wanted to keep out of it at all costs. When Wilson promised, “We want no war nor will there be any war,” Americans felt reassured. But could Wilson keep his promise?33


After the intraparty feud of 1912, when the Republican vote had been fatally split between William Howard Taft and Theodore Roosevelt, the Republicans in 1916 nominated fifty-four-year-old Supreme Court justice Charles Evans Hughes, a former law professor and governor of New York, whose conservative and progressive credentials unified the party again. Roosevelt had sought the nomination, but the Republican establishment, furious at Roosevelt for the damage he’d done to Taft four years earlier, had refused to recognize TR’s Progressives except through a compromise candidate, which was Hughes. Roosevelt gamely agreed to campaign for the nominee.


Roosevelt and his protégés—like Massachusetts senator Henry Cabot Lodge—had also been stifled at the Republican convention in Chicago by the GOP’s strong German American faction. They threw their support behind Hughes, expecting him to be pro-German, or at least genuinely neutral. The German American press openly boasted of this, claiming Hughes as “their” candidate. German Americans resented Roosevelt but hated Wilson for shipping munitions to the Allies and crippling German naval strategy with his scolding diplomatic notes.34


Hughes, who would have to tiptoe around this full-throated German support, opened his campaign with a speech accepting the Republican nomination at Carnegie Hall in July 1916. He had to be regarded as a heavy favorite, Wilson having won in 1912 only because Taft and Roosevelt had split the always-dominant Republican vote. Hughes now announced his major themes for the campaign, attacking Wilson for his lack of results in Mexico and his weak-kneed diplomacy in the World War. The Lusitania had been sunk because of American weakness. The Germans had brazenly threatened the attack, buying ad space in New York papers to warn Americans not to sail to Europe. Wilson had stood by passively while the tragedy unfolded and the Germans “destroyed American lives.” Hughes insisted that he’d have warned the Germans not to sink the liner. Wilson, “the talker in chief,” had never been firm or menacing enough. Hughes called for “unflinching maintenance of all American rights on land and sea.”35


This was a delicate way of saying that the Republicans would stand up not only to the Germans but to the British and their aggressive blockade and war censorship too. The British tightly controlled information, permitting only staff reports and the heavily censored accounts of just a dozen accredited correspondents. “It is too horrible, too muddy,” Britain’s secretary of state for war explained to an American journalist. “There is nothing for you to write about, nothing cheerful to report.” And so journalists, eager to describe the reality of the war to an American public that might soon be in it, were left, as reporter Frederick Palmer put it, “sitting on the steps of the War Office watching the buses pass.”36


This was not a minor nuisance; war information was critical so that citizens could make sense of the war and brace themselves for its ghastly realities. When Palmer gave a talk on the nature of the war in Toronto in 1916—describing the conversion of a “fresh battalion, surcharged with war spirit” to “blood-stained, mud-stained shadows of men wondering how it was they were still alive”—women actually fainted, and many had to be helped up the aisles and out of the hall. “War fever,” such as would strike America in 1917, arose in places where the realities of war were hidden. Wilson had tolerated this blockade of information as passively as the blockade on shipping. Though a professor himself, a graduate of Brown University and Columbia Law School, Hughes delighted in mocking Wilson’s professorial side. The president’s frequent diplomatic notes were filled with “brave words,” but “it is not words, but the strength and resolution behind the words that counts.” Wilson had been “too much disposed to be content with discussion.”37


Mexico, Hughes alleged, had degenerated into “a confused chapter of blunders” on Wilson’s watch. There, the US Army had revealed nothing but weakness. “Preparedness” was a Teddy Roosevelt mantra, and Hughes repeated it here for the old lion’s benefit. “We are shockingly unprepared. All of our available regular troops are on the Mexican border or in Mexico; we’ve needed to call the National Guard and summon all movable military forces just to prevent bandit incursions.” Hughes demanded “adequate national defense.” The regular US army was too small; “we need to build a bigger army and not be afraid of it.” This was an era when politicians of both parties feared big armies for their cost as well as the threat they might pose to democratic institutions. But Hughes declared that antimilitarism was no longer tenable. “With a population of 100 million, we need to be surer of ourselves.… National isolation is no longer possible.”38


Hughes was swimming against the tide. Wilson, after all, had been trying since the war erupted to increase US defense spending, arguing in 1915 that “if our citizens are ever to fight effectively upon a sudden summons they must know how modern fighting is done.” But even his modest proposals—to add ten new infantry regiments and four artillery regiments and to offer a two-month training exercise to 133,000 men a year—had been rebuffed by Congress. His naval requests—ten new battleships, sixteen cruisers, fifty destroyers, and “a great merchant marine”—had been trimmed, the Washington Post opining that raising American taxes to pay for a bigger military was a nonstarter everywhere: “Taxpayers have already been assessed more than a generation’s share.” This generation of Americans had already paid for the Panama Canal and subsidized the Republican tariff to the tune of $100 million. Asking them to dedicate “huge additional sums to pay for the military” simply wouldn’t fly in an American system that still prided itself on fairness and balanced budgets. As the British embassy noted, “Republicans attack Wilson for his ‘lack of patriotism,’” but “the immense majority of Americans are absolutely determined to keep out of the war as long as possible.”39


A curiosity of the campaign was that German Americans overwhelmingly supported Hughes—who’d lived for two years in Germany as a young man and had explored the country on a bicycle—despite the fact that, as the British ambassador put it, “nothing in Hughes’ utterances shows that he is for or against either of the belligerents.” That’s how unpopular the war was in America. Neither candidate dared take a stand for either of the European alliances. The British embassy judged Mexico a bigger issue than the European war in the presidential race and concluded that either candidate would serve British interests, for “both candidates will follow U.S. interest without ‘racial sympathy.’” Neither pro-German nor pro-Entente factions would prevail. William Jennings Bryan, who’d served in Wilson’s cabinet until he resigned in 1915 to protest the president’s tilt toward the Allies, now campaigned effectively for Wilson as the candidate of peace; so did industrialist Henry Ford, whose well-funded peace movement endorsed Wilson.40


The usually reliable Teddy Roosevelt became a poisoned chalice for Hughes. His speeches spoke of “German caste militarism” and “international barbarity” that threatened America’s “national honor and vital interest.” German depredations, like taking workers from conquered countries and using them as “state slaves,” were as wicked as any since the Thirty Years’ War, said Roosevelt. TR breathed national pride and indignation at every meeting. He called Wilson “the infernal skunk in the White House” who treated “elocution as a substitute for action,” who “dwelled in the realm of shadow and shame,” who pursued “national emasculation” and wished to “Chinafy the country and reduce us to the impotence of Spain.” At a rally in Lewiston, Maine, in August 1916, TR thundered that “Wilson has lacked the courage to lead this nation in the path of high duty.” Yet few besides Roosevelt actually wanted to take up the high duty of saving Europe.41


The American economy was also an issue in the campaign but not one that Hughes, with his ties to Republican financial and industrial elites, could properly exploit. What eventually changed the American attitude toward the war, according to the French, who studied the American scene closely, was less the “rape of Belgium” or German submarine attacks than the severe economic disturbance that the war brought to America’s shores and interior. Shipping $20 billion worth of goods to the Allies during the war, America’s trade surplus increased fivefold: from a $475 million prewar annual average (1910–1914) to a $2.6 billion average (1915–1922). This was too much of a good thing. Exporting billions to the Allies and importing little in return, America suffered a crisis of raw materials; by 1916, all of the Allies—the Russians, British, French, and Italians—were ordering textiles, steel, copper, munitions, and food from America; the prices of those raw materials surged. American small businesses could no longer even afford them, concentrating the war business increasingly in the hands of the big producers. The prices of cotton and copper tripled; the price of steel doubled; wages for skilled workers shot up to twelve dollars a day. Only the conglomerates could afford these prices, but even they were beginning to quail.42


In late 1916, the US actually weighed a ban on the export of food and munitions to Europe. The prices of bread and sugar in America had risen tenfold since 1914. Costs were so high that the exports were decreasingly profitable, and they were running up the cost of living in America at a time when new taxes to pay for national defense—a personal income tax, a luxury tax, and an 8 percent tax on all train tickets—were already causing hardship. American food was being sent to Europe in such quantities that Americans were being asked to reduce their consumption of wheat, meat, and sugar. Loans to Britain—$400 million by J. P. Morgan alone—might become a shattering liability if the Allies lost, but also if they won, Wilson’s treasury secretary fearing that the British might be spending those loans on building up their navy and colonies to oppose American interests after the war. Coal was being exported so rapidly that Americans had to go a day or two every week without heat or light, and America’s war factories occasionally had to suspend operations. Freighters loaded with ammo and other supplies for the Allies swung idly at anchor for a week or more as they too awaited coal deliveries. The Federal Reserve Board actually urged a ban on war loans to the Allies, reasoning that only an embargo on American credit would stop the punishing exports of food and raw materials.43


And yet, with European demand and prices so high, war exports soaked up everything in America. What industrialist could resist margins like these? Remington, which shipped rifle cartridges and shrapnel fuses to the French army, earned $1.8 million in pure profit on every shipment of one hundred million cartridges and $2 million of profit on every ten million shrapnel fuses, which the plant made for a nickel each and sold for a quarter. Remington took a French order for a billion cartridges in June 1915 that netted the company a profit of $20 million in a single transaction. British observers were struck by the avidity with which the Americans got into the arms business. Until 1914, there’d been no American arms industry. What weapons had been needed by the little US Army had been manufactured in small quantities in government arsenals. In a few short months, American ingenuity had triggered an explosion in production. New factories were built, a labor force trained, machines and tools designed, scarce raw materials stockpiled, and production begun to exacting specifications.44


With raw materials focused on weapons production, nothing was left for the domestic market: no rails, no girders, no agricultural machinery, no copper for power plants. “The internal development of America has been halted for the profit of a handful of Eastern bankers and producers,” one analyst wrote. He concluded that “the U.S. has nothing to gain from the continuation of this war.” The conflict was a “disaster, that must end fast, to return the U.S. economy to a normal footing and to save European markets—critical to U.S. exports—that are headed to ruin.”45


American farmers, meanwhile, left their fields and headed to town to find factory work, causing a plunge in US food production at the very moment when more food was needed to feed America and the Allies. In 1915, American farmers had produced twenty-eight million tons of wheat; that number plunged to twelve million tons in 1916, driving the price of wheat from one dollar to fourteen dollars a bushel in a single year. Wool for military uniforms disappeared into the holds of Europe-bound ships, forcing the Wilson administration to intervene and purchase a $25 million stockpile just in case America did go to war.46


German Americans exploited hardships like these to try to stop US trade with the Allies. In 1916, before the election, German American groups sought an embargo on exports of wheat and flour “to protect the American bread consumer.” Hughes as president would have come under severe pressure from German Americans to stop bank loans and food and munitions sales to the Allies. German American votes would have been decisive in a Hughes victory. They nearly were. As the editor of a Minneapolis paper put it in November 1916, German American lobbyists would have argued that they’d been “sufficiently powerful to defeat Mr. Wilson,” and a President Hughes, “threatened with their disfavor,” would “have been in no position seriously to oppose them against the desire of a subservient Congress alive to the demonstrated might of the German-American vote.”47


Americans were feeling this economic pinch when Wilson sent his Peace Note to all of the belligerent capitals in December 1916. The US president decried the “disturbing effects” of the World War and demanded that the European powers state their war aims clearly and meet to negotiate a peace and stop the brutal “slow attrition.” America needed peace and would impose peace on Europe by peaceful means, or by military intervention if necessary, “lest the situation of neutral nations, now exceedingly hard to endure, be rendered altogether intolerable.” French military intelligence summarized the note thus: “The U.S. may have to intervene to end the deep internal disturbances caused by the war and to restore normal living conditions.” Germany’s resumption of unrestricted submarine warfare in February 1917—sharpening America’s transport crisis by sinking more scarce hulls—would trigger US intervention, but the logic of intervention as a way of stabilizing the American economy was already in place during the presidential campaign of 1916.48


In his run against Wilson, Hughes—beholden to the Republican Party’s big-business and banking interests—didn’t dare analyze America’s predicament in the way the French did. He merely pointed out that the boom in the parts of America that mattered most to him and his backers was owed entirely to “the unhealthy stimulus of the European war” and thus was “built on sand.” In a speech in Springfield, Missouri, in October 1916, Hughes warned that the “fabulous” export boom wouldn’t last; when the millions of Europeans in uniform returned to work, the “happy dreams” and “intoxicated fancy” of the Wilson years would dissolve and American exports would “fall tremendously.” The New York Times reported the speech under a man-bites-dog headline: “Hughes Assails Prosperity of War.”49


Hughes ultimately failed to make a solid case for Wilson’s removal. The president won reelection, chiefly on his isolationist slogans: “America First” and “He Kept Us Out of War.” German American support for the Republican candidate backfired, one newspaper editor calling vocal German support for Hughes “the strongest factor in accomplishing his defeat.” Voters who would normally have selected the Republican challenger voted for the Democrat to thwart the German lobby. In Minnesota, an overwhelmingly Republican state where German Americans always voted Democratic, they voted this time for the Republican, and yet Hughes carried the state by fewer than four hundred votes, proof that legions of Minnesota Republicans had voted for Wilson to deny Hughes. The GOP had deployed Teddy Roosevelt, known for his hostility to German Americans, to allay fears of Hughes’s alleged “pro-Germanism,” but it hadn’t been enough. An analyst concluded that voters, especially in the West, where TR was popular, “fully realized that a ballot for Mr. Hughes was a ballot in favor of German-American propaganda, which they despised.”50


Woodrow Wilson’s reelection had strategic consequences for Berlin. An emboldened American president now took a cautious step away from isolation and toward belligerency: “We are provincials no longer,” Wilson declaimed at his second inauguration. The world might have to be “made safe for democracy,” a presidential doctrine aimed squarely at the Central Powers. Would the Germans feel compelled to negotiate, or would they renew the submarine war to sever the transatlantic connection? The first phase of German unrestricted submarine warfare—designed to stop American exports to the Allies—had nearly provoked war over the Lusitania in 1915 and again in March 1916, when a German U-boat had sunk the passenger ship Sussex with several Americans aboard. To forestall US intervention in the war, Kaiser Wilhelm II had suspended the unrestricted submarine campaign.51
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At this fateful meeting at German army headquarters in Silesia in January 1917, Hindenburg (left) and Ludendorff (right) persuaded Kaiser Wilhelm II (center) to resume unrestricted submarine warfare against American shipping bound for Europe, even at the risk of American intervention. “We have our hands full with England in this war,” a German diplomat warned. “We will never exhaust America.” The German generals ignored the warning. They planned to defeat the faltering Allies before American troops arrived in France. (National Archives)







On January 9, 1917, the kaiser chaired a momentous meeting at German Great Headquarters in Silesia with his chancellor and military chiefs. They discussed Wilson’s reelection and whether to unleash a new campaign of submarine warfare. Under pressure from the generals and admirals, Chancellor Theobald von Bethmann Hollweg caved with the memorable words, “Your Majesty, I cannot counsel you to oppose the vote of your military advisers.” Bethmann glimpsed the certainty of American intervention in the war if the attacks resumed, but the kaiser’s military advisers insisted that Europe-bound American shipping had to be attacked to cut off food and arms for the Allies.


The German military advisers were their usual overweening selves. They ignored warnings from their own diplomats in America, one of whom wrote: “Our government still doesn’t fully grasp the American situation. We have our hands full with England in this war. We will never exhaust America.” The chiefs of the German army didn’t care. They were confident that they could win before the Americans could become a decisive military factor. Sixty-nine-year-old field marshal Paul von Hindenburg inquired how the Americans—if they did react to the submarine campaign with a declaration of war—would even reach Europe if German U-boats blocked their passage. Admiral Henning von Holtzendorff swore on his “word of honor” that “not one American would land on the Continent.” Hindenburg’s deputy, fifty-one-year-old general Erich Ludendorff, assured the kaiser that even if they did, the Americans would never be a factor in the war. Their army was too small and inexperienced and would take too long to expand and deploy. The German leadership agreed to resume unrestricted submarine warfare against all ships, belligerent and neutral, that approached Allied ports.52


Wilson, still pursuing his vision of a “peace without victory” in Europe that would satisfy all sides, read to Congress in January 1917 a declaration stating the conditions under which the war might end. These would become the Fourteen Points. Wilson’s attempts to end the war through mediation having failed, he now stipulated America’s aims in the conflict. Generally, Wilson was for “peace without victory and peace between equals, recognizing the rights of all, including the weak.” Specifically, he was for decolonization, freedom of the seas, free trade, limited armaments, no annexations, open diplomacy, a League of Nations, and an international police force to prevent conflicts. The French and British (privately) judged Wilson’s conditions “chimerical,” but they were diplomatically vague on the matter. German ambassador Johann Heinrich von Bernstorff’s reply, after a week’s reflection in Berlin, was most notable for the insolent irony of its preamble. Berlin would accept only a peace with victory: retention of Alsace-Lorraine, control of Belgium, annexations in Poland and Ukraine, and the return of all of the German colonies lost in the war to predators like Japan and England.53


Apprised of the new German submarine campaign, Wilson finally broke diplomatic relations with Berlin in a speech to Congress on February 3. Yet the president refused to take military action without congressional approval. “I have called the Congress into extraordinary session,” he said, “because there are serious, very serious, choices of policy to be made, and made immediately, which it was neither right nor constitutionally permissible that I should assume the responsibility of making.” Wilson recommended the immediate extension of new credits to the Allies and a US Army of at least five hundred thousand men chosen by a draft. The German government, Wilson asserted, had “put aside all restraints of law and humanity,” making “neutrality no longer feasible or desirable where the peace of the world is at stake and the freedom of its peoples.” These were not the phrases of a presidential speechwriter. Wilson wrote his own speeches on a typewriter, and he was the first chief executive since John Adams to appear in person before Congress, infusing, as one journalist put it, “dry state documents with human interest.”54


With the Germans sinking a half-million tons of British shipping every month and with just six weeks’ supply of grain in their silos, the British deplored Wilson’s appeal to Congress for war powers: “And so he is not going to fight after all!” Prime Minister David Lloyd George spat. “He is awaiting another insult before he actually draws the sword.” Increasingly frantic about the effects of the British blockade—many Germans by 1917 were subsisting on turnips and bread made of grass and sawdust—Berlin turned a deaf ear to the rumblings on Capitol Hill. On February 6, the Germans sank without warning the US-flagged merchant vessel Housatonic, then the Lyman M. Law ten days later.55


Worse was still to come. On January 16, 1917, German foreign secretary Arthur Zimmerman had sent a coded message to Ambassador Bernstorff in Washington. Zimmerman’s telegram, which Bernstorff was instructed to forward to the German minister in Mexico City, was a German offer of alliance to Mexico. The Germans would provide “generous financial and diplomatic support” for Mexico to reconquer the territory in Texas, New Mexico, and Arizona that Mexico had lost to the United States seventy years earlier. Having broken the German diplomatic codes, British naval intelligence presented the text of the Zimmerman telegram to the US ambassador in London on February 24. Two days later, Wilson divulged the plot to Congress. Again, he stressed the need for bipartisan unity and congressional consent in matters of war “so that neither counsel nor action shall run at cross-purposes between us.”


In this way, the separate Mexican and European issues that had infused the presidential campaign of 1916 were merged by the remarkably tactless German government. Wilson had never wanted war, but he was all but forced into it. Moviegoers in America now ignored the notice run before every film—“The President has called for strict neutrality; please do not hiss”—and lustily hissed Germany. “Drummers,” the traveling salesmen who gave rural Americans their war news, doubled down in their condemnation of the kaiser, summarized thus by a seventeen-year-old boy from West Texas: “We all felt that the Kaiser was going to invade America.… Then we’d hear how they were riling up the Mexicans so they’d want to fight us. I thought I better go over there and fight so I wouldn’t be no slave to any foreign country.”56


On March 18, three more American ships were sunk by German U-boats. On March 20, Wilson’s cabinet voted unanimously for war. At a joint session of Congress on April 2, 1917, just a few short months after his reelection on a peace platform, Wilson requested a declaration of war on Germany. The attacks on American shipping and the German attempt “to stir up enemies against us at our very doors” had to be answered with force. Wilson predicted “many months of fiery trial and sacrifice” as America came to grips with “the most terrible and disastrous of all wars.” The president contended that “civilization itself [was] in the balance” and that certain rights were “more precious than peace,” chief among them “democracy—the right of those who submit to authority to have a voice in their own governments.” Before the first American soldier had even deployed, Wilson was already reaching for the League of Nations and a new world order after the war. He was an ideologue and a political scientist who thought in terms of perfectible systems, not flawed humans. Small nations, he pledged, would be protected from the strong. Democracy would be strengthened “by a universal dominion of right by such a concert of free peoples as shall bring peace and safety to all nations and make the world itself at last free.” Wilson demanded an all-out effort: “To such a task we can dedicate our lives and our fortunes, everything that we are and everything that we have.” He left the capitol to stormy applause, returning in silence to the White House, where he lay his head on the table in the Cabinet Room and wept. “My message today was a message of death for our young men,” he groaned to his chief of staff. On Capitol Hill, the Senate voted 82–6 for war, the House 373–50.57


To the last, Wilson was careful not to ally too closely with the European powers. Rather than join the Entente, America would fight as an “associated power.” The president hoped that this distinction would leave him a free hand after the war to assert American principles and shape the peace. Nevertheless, opponents blasted the president for embarking America on a savage war that would embroil the US in world affairs, now and forever. “Upon the passage of this resolution we will have joined Europe in the great catastrophe and taken America into entanglements that will not end with this war,” progressive Republican George Norris of Nebraska told the House. Those entanglements, he predicted, “will live on and bring their evil influences upon many generations yet unborn.” Democrats saw Republican industrial and financial interests at work, what Norris called the “command of gold,” men determined to go to war and “put the dollar sign on the American flag” at any price, indeed the higher the price the better. Republican senator Warren G. Harding, an ally of big business, voted for the war but damned Wilson’s idealism: “I want especially to say that I am not voting for war in the name of democracy,” Harding declaimed. “It is none of our business what type of government any nation on this earth may choose to have. I am voting for war tonight for the maintenance of just American rights.” There were still many in America who, like Harding and Norris, preferred realism or isolation to engagement. Wilson was not one of them. The war, he believed, was a vehicle for a new world order—“not a balance of power,” as he put it, “but a community of power, not organized rivalries, but an organized common peace.” On April 6, President Wilson signed the resolution, and America was at war with Germany.58
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