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Memories, thank God, cannot be photographed . . . No, to be honest, even if I had all the material in the world in front of me, notes from the First World War, letters, passports, family photographs, love letters and everything that attaches itself to an eventful life like mussels to a ship’s keel, I still wouldn’t have used it as people would expect here . . . Yes, I love the half-light, but please don’t confuse the half-light with blurriness and anything washed-out.


—George Grosz








PROLOGUE




And now the Torch and Poppy Red


We wear in honor of our dead.


Fear not that ye have died for naught;


We’ll teach the lesson that ye wrought


In Flanders Fields.


—Moina Michael
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Paul Klee, The Comet of Paris, 1918







IN THE EARLY hours of November 11, 1918, the German Kaiser dangles at the end of a long noose strung between two skyscrapers in New York. Confetti flutters through the sunlight and swirls around the lifeless German monarch. Obviously this isn’t Wilhelm II in the flesh but merely his likeness, a larger-than-life cloth puppet complete with moustache and spiked “Pickelhaube” helmet. Long white paper streamers tossed from the upper stories catch on the point and sway majestically, high above the street.


The armistice between the Allies and the German Empire took effect at 5 a.m. Eastern Standard Time. After four years of relentless fighting, the Germans—called “Huns” since the beginning of hostilities—have been brought to their knees. The Great War has been won—at the cost of more than sixteen million lives worldwide. New Yorkers learn the news from the morning papers and take to the streets by the thousands. A sea of people swells below the skyscrapers, decked out in suits and bowler hats, in their best Sunday attire, in olive drab and nurses uniforms. They walk shoulder to shoulder, arm in arm, saluting, embracing. Church bells peal, salutes are fired, marches and fanfares join with millions of laughing, singing, and chanting voices to form a din like crashing surf. Honking their horns, drivers steer through the crowds at walking speed, while those inside wave flags enthusiastically above the cars. The cheering city erupts in a spontaneous festival with hand-painted posters, self-proclaimed tribunes, musical bands and people dancing with abandon in the streets. All work comes to a standstill on this day of victory, which—so they believe—will soon lead to peace throughout the world.


Moina Michael had recently taken a leave of absence from her job as a housemother and instructor at a women’s teaching college in Georgia, and for several weeks has been working for the YWCA. In the buildings of Columbia University in Manhattan, this solidly built woman of almost fifty helps young women and men prepare for overseas service. The most capable among them are to cross the Atlantic to become civilian workers behind the front lines, helping soldiers get needed supplies—or so they think. Two days before the end of the war, Michael happens to get hold of a copy of the Ladies’ Home Journal featuring the war poem “In Flanders Fields” by Canadian lieutenant John McCrae, which begins with the lines: “In Flanders fields the poppies blow/Between the crosses, row on row.” The page in the magazine is ornately decorated with heroic soldier figures hovering, as though ascending to heaven, above a graveyard covered in red poppies. A rapt Michael reads the poem to its conclusion, where McCrae conjures up the image of a dying soldier whose ever-weakening hands pass on the torch of battle to the survivors. The words and images echo inside her, as if the poem were written just for her, as though the voices of the dead were speaking directly to her. She is the one who is meant. She must extend her hand and grasp the sinking torch of peace and liberty. She must become an instrument to keep the faith. She must ensure that the memories of millions of victims never fade. They can’t have fought in vain. Their deaths cannot have been senseless.


Michael is so moved by the poem and the mission she suddenly envisions that she takes a pencil and jots down verses of her own on a yellow envelope. The lines center on the poppy. Swearing a vow in rhyme, she pledges to pass on the lesson from the fields of Flanders to future generations: “Oh! you who sleep in Flanders Fields,/Sleep sweet—to rise anew!/We caught the torch you threw/And holding high, we keep the Faith/With All who died.”


While she’s writing down these words, a group of young men approach her desk. They’ve collected ten dollars as an expression of thanks for her help in furnishing their YMCA quarters. As she accepts the check, everything comes together. Her thoughts cannot remain mere words, no matter how well rhymed. Her poem must become reality. “I shall buy red poppies—twenty-five red poppies,” she tells the dumbfounded men. “I shall always wear red poppies.” She shows them McCrae’s poem and, after a bit of hesitation, recites her own. The men are enthusiastic. They, too, pledge to wear red poppies, and Michael sets off to procure some. But while the great metropolis has all manner of artificial flowers, its selection of the bright red Papaver rhoeas so lauded in verse proves rather deficient. As a result Moina spends the final hours of the war scouring New York for fake poppies. At last she finds some at Wanamaker’s, a gigantic New York department store selling everything from notions to automobiles, and boasting a tea room with much crystal on display. There she buys one large poppy for her desk and two dozen four-petaled blossoms, all made of paper. Back at the YMCA, she pins the latter to the lapels of the young men she thinks will soon be fulfilling their duty in France. Such are the humble beginnings of an amazingly successful symbol. Within a few years, poppies will come to stand throughout the English-speaking world for the memories of those killed in the First World War.


The enormous significance of this symbol emerged from an extraordinary moment in history, a time when people around the world were celebrating and reflecting and swearing revenge. The poppies point back to the past and forward to the future all at once. On the one hand they are an admonition to confront the most recent chapter of history and never to forget it. In this sense, they are part of a global culture of commemoration, which will ultimately see ceremonies held, monuments erected, and the names of the fallen chiseled in stone at government buildings and military bases. On the other hand, Moina Michael’s idea also looks ahead. For her, the blood that was shed and the masses who sacrificed their lives and health impose a responsibility upon the future. Her naïve hope, born of spontaneous inspiration and her own deep religiosity, is that flowers will blossom on the soldiers’ graves. For her as well as for many of her contemporaries, the end of the war poses the urgent question of how the future will unfold. The armistice conjures visions of a better life, but also unleashes fears. It gives birth to revolutionary ideas, desires, and dreams—but also to nightmares.


In his 1918 The Comet of Paris, the Swiss-born German artist Paul Klee trained his eye on precisely this state of suspension between the past and the future, reality and projection. The watercolor and ink drawing made by the soldier at the Royal Bavarian Aviation School depicts not one, but two comets: the first one green with a long, curved tail and the second in the form of a six-pointed star. Both orbit the head of an acrobat with a pole balancing on an invisible wire high above the Eiffel Tower. It is one of the many Klee works from this time featuring stars above cities, and here as so often elsewhere, the artist was working as an “illustrator of ideas.” In this picture, faraway Paris—the capital not only of Germany’s enemy but also of art itself—is depicted as a modern Bethlehem. Meanwhile, the comet is a cipher for the unexpected, a portent of great events, of profound change, possibly even catastrophe. Comets have always been viewed as such, and the symbolism is especially potent in the fragile, fraught atmosphere of the early twentieth century. The comet stands for the brief illumination of unimagined possibilities on the horizon, for futures yet unknown. The little sister of the comet, the shooting star, invites viewers to make wishes. But a meteorite falling to earth—another closely related celestial phenomenon—provides a terrifying example of destructive power. Not long before, in 1910, the Earth had crossed the paths of the Great Daylight Comet and Halley’s Comet, events that made more fearful earthlings start preparing for the end of the world. These events, together with reports of the Richardton meteorite, which fell in North Dakota on June 30, 1918, may have inspired Klee.


Klee’s high-wire aerialist is suspended halfway between the man-made wonder of the Eiffel Tower and these simultaneously promising and threatening heavenly bodies. He belongs to neither of the two spheres completely and is constantly in danger of losing his balance and falling, as the stars swirl around his head, causing him to appear more intoxicated than exhilarated. His rolling eyes seem to intimate that the lights around his forehead are making him dizzy, increasing the danger that he will plummet to the ground.


With The Comet of Paris, Klee came up with an ironic allegory for life in the year 1918, which teetered between enthusiasm and defeatism, hopes and fears, high-flying visions and cold, hard realities. Anyone inclined to believe that comets were a harbinger of the future could see November 11 as the fulfillment of prophesies. It was a day when old Europe both lay in ruins and celebrated its survival. A day that sparked revolutions, shattered empires, and shook the world order. The events of that November had all the force of a giant meteorite. Rarely had history seemed more undecided, more open to human intervention. Rarely had people felt such an urgent need to transform lessons learned from the past into plans for the future. In turn they conceived new political ideas, new societies, new art and culture, and entirely new ways of thinking. A new man, the man of the twentieth century, born in the flames of war and freed from the shackles of the old order, was proclaimed. Like the proverbial phoenix, Europe—and the entire world—was set to rise from the ashes.


The people depicted on the following pages were all high-wire artists; their subjective views on the events of the time have been reconstructed from how they depicted themselves in their autobiographies, diaries, and correspondence. The truth of this book is the truth of those documents. Sometimes that truth will collide with that found in history books. At times our eyewitnesses are clearly lying. They watched their dreams light up the firmament and were astonished to see them burn out so quickly, cooling off into cosmic rock and smashing into the ground as reality set in. Each of them is inching ahead atop a fine line stretched above the abyss. Some of them, like Moina Michael, succeeded in retaining their balance, while others crashed to earth, as was the case with Kaiser Wilhelm II, for whom, at least in effigy, the thin wire turned into a hangman’s noose.


The events and memories documented by contemporaries also illustrate the almost unbearable tension that charged the days immediately following the First World War. Visions, desires, and dreams did more than inspire those who crossed the great fissure between the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. They also set them at odds with one another. Some plans for the future were diametrically opposed to others. Some—at least according to many of the new preachers of salvation—even ruled others out and could only be realized if their opponents were destroyed. For this reason, instead of bringing about the peace so passionately longed for, the bitter struggle for a better future only brought new violence and claimed millions of new victims.





—One—


The Beginning of the End




Whether to right or left, forward or backward, uphill or downhill—you must go on, without asking what lies before or behind you. It shall be hidden; you were allowed to forget it, you had to, in order to fulfill your task!


—Arnold Schönberg, Jacob’s Ladder, 1917
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Paul Nash, We Are Making a New World, 1918







NOVEMBER 7, 1918. The sun has already set over the Belgian landscape as a column of five black government automobiles sets off from the German Supreme Army Command in Spa. Sitting inside the last car is Matthias Erzberger, a corpulent fellow of forty-three years, with metal-rimmed glasses, a carefully trimmed moustache, and hair parted fussily down the middle. The government of the German Reich has dispatched the minister without portfolio with a three-man delegation into enemy territory on a historic mission. His signature will end a war that has lasted over four years and touched nearly the entire globe.


At 9:20 p.m., amid a fine rain, the vehicles cross the German front line near the French town of Trelon. Before the lead row of German trenches, where artillerymen were subjecting French troops to deadly fire just hours before, is no man’s land. The cars crawl forward, feeling their way through the gloom, toward the enemy lines. The lead vehicle is flying a white flag, and a bugler plays calls at regular intervals. The prearranged cease-fire holds. No shots are fired as the German delegation passes through contested territory on their way to the first French trenches, a mere 150 meters away. There Erzberger is given a cool but respectful reception. The French forgo the customary blindfolds for enemy negotiators, and two officers accompany the car to the village of La Chapelle, where French soldiers and civilians rush up and greet the German representatives with applause and cries of “finie la guerre?”


Erzberger’s delegation continues his journey in cars provided by the French. Wherever the moon breaks through the clouds, its pale light falls upon an apocalyptic panorama. Picardy, for four years a major theater of war, has been transformed into a realm of death. Shattered artillery and the wreckage of military vehicles line the streets, rusting away alongside the decomposing carcasses of dead animals. Barbed wire twists its way across the fields. The ground is pockmarked by thousands of explosions, contaminated by tons of live munitions, rendered rancid by the stench of countless bodies and poison gas. Rainwater collects in the trenches and shell craters. All that remains of the forests are broken, charred tree trunks whose jagged silhouettes stand out against the night sky. The column of vehicles passes through villages and towns razed by the retreating German troops. A shaken Erzberger later writes of the village of Chauny: “Not a single house was left standing. There was one ruin next to another. In the moonlight, the remnants extended up into the air. There was no sign of life.”


The route the French leadership has chosen for the German emissary takes him through the most war-ravaged parts of northern France—a landscape that looks as though it has been blasted by a meteor and will be demarcated a “red zone” on later maps. The horrific sight is intended to soften up Erzberger for the armistice negotiations. It’s hoped that the spectacle of fields that experts doubt will ever again be arable will impress upon him how much harm the Germans have done to the French. The civilian Erzberger has likely seen images of the devastation in photographs, newspapers, postcards, and weekly newsreels—publicizing such destruction has been a central element of French war propaganda. Perhaps he’s also familiar with some of the many paintings by contemporary artists depicting this new landscape. Britain’s Paul Nash, for instance, turned his experience into an iconic work with a pallid sun rising over a forest that has been blown to bits. The title of the painting is We Are Making a New World, which can be read equally well as an expression of sarcasm or of hope. Nevertheless, seeing those desolate wastelands with Erzberger’s own eyes, witnessing this terrible legacy of the Great War, was an entirely different experience. “That drive,” Erzberger will write in his memoirs, “shook me more than the one I had taken three weeks earlier, to the deathbed of my son.”


United States Army Captain Harry S. Truman has long ago gotten used to the sight of the landscapes of war. In a letter to his sweetheart, Bess, he describes them:




Trees that were once most beautiful forest trees and stumps with naked branches sticking out making them like ghosts. The ground is simply one mass of shell holes . . . I am sure that this desolate country was cultivated and beautiful like the rest of France and now, why Sahara or Arizona would look like Eden beside it. When the moon rises behind those tree trunks I spoke of a while ago you can imagine that the ghosts of the half-million Frenchmen who were slaughtered here are holding a sorrowful parade over the ruins. It makes you hope that His Satanic Majesty has a particularly hot poker and warm corner for Bill Hohenzollern when his turn comes to be judged and found wanting.





Truman, a farmer from Missouri placed in command of an artillery battery, is stationed 150 kilometers east of the ruins of Chauny, which Matthias Erzberger will drive through on the night of November 7, 1918. In the Argonne forests, where Truman has been deployed since the end of September, the final battles are raging between the Allied forces and the German Reich. The French commander in chief, Marshal Ferdinand Foch, has chosen the tree-covered hills in the triangle between France, Germany, and Belgium as the arena for a decisive last offensive. The Siegfried Line, one section of the German Hindenburg Line, fell during the first few days of that assault, and the French army and the American Expeditionary Forces, the largest military contingent the United States has ever sent abroad, is marching with determination eastward toward the Rhine. In his dugout near Verdun, Truman writes: “The outlook I have now is a rather dreary one. There are Frenchmen buried in my front yard and Huns in the back yard and both litter up the landscape as far as you can see. Every time a Boche shell hits in a field over west of here it digs up a piece of someone. It is well I’m not troubled by spooks.”


IN CONTRAST TO the Kaiser, the heir to the throne, Wilhelm von Preussen, doesn’t sport any facial hair. In what might be an attempt to distinguish himself from the towering figure of his father, the skin under the crown prince’s nose is clean-shaven. Compared with the Kaiser’s imperious appearance, including a proud mustache shaped like an eagle diving toward its prey, Wilhelm, even when older, will look a bit boyish, even a bit naked. Still, lack of facial hair does have its advantages. Unlike thousands of German soldiers, among them a certain Adolf Hitler, the man born in Potsdam’s Marble Palace and the oldest son of the Hohenzollern dynasty doesn’t have to shave anything off when the introduction of gas warfare makes wearing gas masks a must—and facial hair a potentially deadly obstruction. At the age of thirty-six, Wilhelm von Preussen heads Army Group German Crown Prince, which at that point still consists of four armies. But that doesn’t mean he’s in command. His father, who hasn’t allowed young Wilhelm much participation in the running of the state, has scrupulously taught him to leave all decisions up to chief of the General Staff, Count Friedrich von der Schulenburg, whom the crown prince often semi-ironically refers to as “my boss.”


By the summer of 1918 the German spring offensive has stalled, the army group is in constant retreat, and in the face of unrelenting enemy attacks, the crown prince has come to doubt that Germany will emerge victorious. He will write: “We had the feeling we were taking the brunt of the enemy’s swirling offensive . . . and could persevere more or less by sacrificing all our strength . . . But for how long?” A bit later, after visiting the First Foot Guards, commanded by his brother Prince Eitel Friedrich, nicknamed Fritz, he finally concedes that Germany’s struggle against the Allied forces has been in vain. The usually cheerful Fritz looks gray and bent with care as the two greet each other. There are only five hundred men left in his regiment, the soldiers’ provisions are miserable, and the gunners have “shot themselves out.” While the German machine guns are able to fend off attacks by American infantry, carried out in mobile columns instead of long rows, that is, in “a fashion not in keeping with war,” they have enormous difficulties dealing with the Allies’ latest military hardware. American tank brigades, for instance, simply overrun the German trenches, which are manned by no more than one soldier every twenty meters, and then fire at the Germans from behind. Unlike Wilhelm and Fritz’s troops, the Americans seem to have inexhaustible reserves of manpower and heavy machinery. Each American attack is accompanied by bombardments even more intense than those at Verdun or the Somme. The brother princes grew up with stories of military heroism, of fields of honor where the fate of whole empires was decided and commanders led their troops brandishing drawn sabers while egret plumes fluttered atop their helmets. Now they find themselves surrounded by the reality of cold logistics and bloodred corpses.


Forced to acknowledge the enemy’s superiority, Wilhelm is feeling more and more helpless. Fatigued and badly equipped with worn-out weapons and dwindling ammunition, his remaining soldiers—the ones who haven’t preferred being captured to being killed—struggle to resist the enemy. But every offensive increases Wilhelm’s sense that there is nothing he can do. “The air quivered with fire,” he will recall. “There were dull sounds of impact, a yelling and rolling that never quit.” By the end of September, the crown prince knows the game is over: “The minds of these men, who had bravely risked their lives a thousandfold for the fatherland, were bewildered by hunger, pain, and deprivation—where now was the line between what they could do and what they were willing to do?”


ALVIN C. YORK only joined the US infantry after a considerable moral struggle. A tall, red-headed, broad-shouldered country boy, York came from Pall Mall, a village in the Tennessee mountains, and was a pious Methodist who took the Bible at its word. For him, the Fifth Commandment—“Thou Shall Not Kill”—was a sacred argument against military service. When York received his draft notice, he was deeply torn between his calling as a Christian and his duty as an American. He repeatedly pored over scripture looking for guidance. He prayed and consulted with his pastor before writing “I don’t want to fight” across his draft card and mailing it back. But this rather terse application for conscientious objector status was rejected, and York ultimately accepted the inevitable, hoping he wouldn’t be assigned to a combat unit. He completed basic training in Camp Gordon, Georgia, and then traveled via New York to Boston, where at 4 a.m. on the morning of May 1, 1918, he shipped out. York, who had never been away from his mountain home, was now crossing the vast Atlantic on his way to fight in faraway Europe. Homesick, seasick, and afraid of German submarines, he found the voyage little short of torture. “It was too much water for me,” he would write in his diary.


After a stop in England, York reached the French port of Le Havre on the English Channel on May 21. Weapons and gas masks were handed out. “That brought the war a whole heap closer,” he recalled. In July, his unit was deployed on relatively quiet sections of the front so they could accustom themselves to combat conditions. York’s first battle came days after General John J. Pershing launched the St. Mihiel offensive on September 12—a bloody conflict that ended with an American victory of world-historical significance. It was the first time the American Expeditionary Forces had taken independent action; up to that point the American forces in Europe had taken orders from the French. St. Mihiel was thus emblematic of America’s new self-confidence.


In early October, ten days after the launch of Marshal Foch’s Grand Offensive, York’s unit was redeployed to the Argonne. Now he, too, saw the devastated forests, which looked to him “as if a terrible cyclone done swept through them.” York’s life was already hanging by a thread as his unit moved up to the front line in the Argonne. German artillery bombarded the roads, and German planes strafed the marching troops with machine-gun fire. The men spent the day of October 7 near the village of Chatel-Chéhéry lying in “little holes by the roadside,” and York saw his comrades “blown up by the big German shells.” Orderlies ran past with stretchers carrying wounded men who cried out in pain. The road was littered with corpses with open mouths and blank eyes, but no one bothered with them. The constant rain was beginning to fill York’s hole in the ground.


At 3 a.m. on October 8, orders are issued to commence what will be York’s most dangerous mission. At 6 a.m. they are to attack from nearby Hill 223 and take a stretch of rail tracks used by the Germans to get fresh supplies. York and his unit spring into action, don their gas masks, and set off tramping through the rain and the mud. At 6:10 a.m., slightly behind schedule, the attack begins. A trench mortar is supposed to pin the Germans back, but the valley the American soldiers are marching through turns out to be a “death trap” raked by machine-gun fire from concealed positions above, and the first waves of attackers go down “just like the long grass before the mowing machine at home.” Those who manage to survive lie as flat as possible behind every available cover, whether a swell in the ground or sometimes even their fallen comrades. The soldiers can’t lift their heads for all the bullets. When in the face of such concentrated fire it becomes apparent that a frontal attack would be suicide, York’s commanding officer comes up with a new plan. He orders the surviving soldiers from three squads—seventeen men, including York—to crawl back, then push their way through thick underbrush on the left toward the crackling barrels of the machine guns.


A stone’s throw away from those guns, the American soldiers happen upon a clearing where a dozen German soldiers are eating breakfast. They have put down their helmets and guns. Both sides are surprised by the encounter and freeze for a moment, thunderstruck. But the Americans have guns in their hands, while the Germans are sitting in their shirtsleeves chewing their food. What’s more, the latter believe they’re seeing the vanguard of a much larger American force. So they put their hands up to surrender. In the meantime, German machine gunners have spotted the Americans and swiveled their barrels toward the clearing. York watches six of his comrades die: “Corporal Savage was killed. He must have had over a hundred bullets in his body. His clothes were ’most all shot off.” The Germans and the Americans throw themselves on the ground, the US captors seeking shelter among their prisoners. York is lying barely twenty meters from the German machine-gun nest. With bullets flying all around, the hunter from the Tennessee mountains entrusts his fate to his good eye and steady hand. Every time a German sticks his head up from the concealed blind, York shoots him cleanly.


In the end, a German officer jumps from his trench with five soldiers, running at York with fixed bayonets. When they’re a few meters away, York shoots them down one after another with his pistol, starting with the ones in back. “That’s the way we shoot wild turkeys at home,” he writes. “You see we don’t want the front ones to know that we’re getting the back ones, and then they keep on coming until we get them all.”


By this point, York has killed more than twenty German soldiers and is yelling at the rest to give up. A German major offers to get his comrades to surrender. He blows his whistle, and the Germans emerge from their trenches, throw down their weapons, and raise their hands. York has them line up in two rows, ordering the remaining men in his unit to keep them under guard. The group begins marching to the American lines, braving a double danger. There are other German positions nearby, and it’s possible that American troops might mistake the rows of marching German soldiers for a counterattack. But York succeeds in getting everyone, including a few more soldiers he takes prisoner along the way, back alive to where the captive enemy soldiers are counted. There are 132 of them in all, captured almost single-handedly by the former pacifist.


DURING THE FINAL offensives on the western front, which will cost more than a million soldiers their lives, health, or liberty, the wheels of international diplomacy continue to turn, exploring the possibilities of ending the war. This process has been going on for a while. On October 4, the German government sends a telegram to President Woodrow Wilson requesting negotiations for an armistice. It is a tactical maneuver designed to give the more conciliatory American head of state a leading role in the peace process. The hope is to create a counter to the European Allies, particularly France, which insists on punishing its archenemy Germany harshly for aggression. Months before, on January 8, 1918, in a speech to the US Congress, Wilson listed fourteen points formulating America’s war aims and the basis for a future peaceful world order. These included open covenants of peace, freedom of navigation upon the seas, equality of trade conditions, reductions in national armaments, and a final adjustment of all colonial claims. Borders in Europe and the Middle East were to be reestablished with the withdrawal of German troops, and a new territorial order was to be stabilized. A league of nations guaranteeing all its member states’ independence and sovereignty was to be founded. Later Wilson added that Germany would have to adopt a parliamentary system of government, which he understood to mean the Kaiser would have to abdicate his throne. The Fourteen Points initiative, for which the US president would win the 1919 Nobel Peace Prize, was never cleared with America’s European allies. Having paid a price of its own in the Great War, the United States now considered itself entitled not merely to be counted among the world’s great powers but to lead the way.


Wilson had left it up to the Allied military leadership to work out the specifics of the armistice, which is why November 1 found Marshal Foch presenting his own ideas to the representatives of Germany’s major enemies. The armistice, Foch insisted, would have to be tantamount to a capitulation. That was the only way he could accept an end to the war without the final battle to the death he had set his heart on. Otherwise the Germans, by using the protection of the Rhine, could take advantage of a cease-fire to regroup or at the very least put pressure on the negotiations. Landscapes played a central role in Foch’s thinking, though not the ghostly remnants of forests as painted by Nash, but rather what Berlin sociologist Kurt Lewin had recently called “directive landscapes.” Lewin illustrated how the strategies of military conflicts imposed boundaries and directions, zones and corridors, “fronts” and “rears” upon nature, and this was exactly how Foch saw landscapes. In his headquarters, which looked more like the central office of a large company or an engineering firm than a field command, the marshal of France managed space and allocated human and material resources to different areas. Thinking as always in terms of military logistics, Foch demanded that Allied soldiers cross the Rhine so German forces wouldn’t be able to recover. For him war was about advantages in numbers and probabilities. The question: Would the Allies be able to end a strategic and tactical war—that is, a “modern” one—with a modern, logistic peace? His answer: If they didn’t, they would imperil the future they hoped to be able to shape after so many hard-won battles.


By November 4, the Allied representatives agreed to the terms of peace they would seek to dictate. They reflected most of Foch’s ideas and were immediately relayed to Washington. That very day, the German armistice commission’s request to take up negotiations arrived in Paris. Foch issued instructions for how the German delegation was to be received. A few days later, in the night between November 6 and 7, he received a radio telegram telling him the names of the German envoys.


THE 129TH ARTILLERY Regiment, which included Truman’s battery, has been tasked with protecting advancing Allied troops from German fire. In early November he writes to his beloved Bess that in five hours he fired 1,800 shells at the “Huns.” At the start of the offensive, they had to be on their guard. As soon as they began bombarding enemy gunners, they made themselves visible and ran the risk of being shelled or gassed. It was a strange war, one determined by technology, tactics, strategy, ballistics, and logistics, in which they almost never saw the enemy face-to-face. But German resistance had begun to dwindle in late October, as an incident with two downed pilots attests. Truman writes: “[The Germans] don’t seem to have had the energy to come back yet . . . One of their aviators fell right behind my Battery yesterday and sprained his ankle, busted up the machine, and got completely picked by the French and Americans in the neighborhood. They even tried to take their (there were two in the machine) coats. One of our officers I’m ashamed to say, took the boots of the one with the sprained ankle and kept them.” The pilot, Truman adds, managed to save his life by shouting “La Guerre fini” (sic).


Still, the offensive demands the utmost of Truman’s men, who must be constantly ready to follow the rapidly advancing front, with heavy artillery that has to be pushed and pulled through muddy terrain, in part by horses and in part by human muscle power. The night marches take their toll on the men. “Every one of us was almost a nervous wreck and we’d all lost weight until we looked like scarecrows.”


Yet the more tangible German defeat seems, and the longer Truman’s regiment advances against the invisible enemy without suffering major losses, the more the war that the United States entered in April 1917 seems to him to be “a terrific experience.” He has grown accustomed to living in makeshift quarters—as an officer he has access to a stove, a telephone, and a mobile kitchen. At one point he even remarks that he’s gotten so used to sleeping on the ground that after the war he’ll probably have to lie down in the cellar. In the final weeks of the war, with victory on the horizon, the tone of Truman’s letters becomes increasingly upbeat and his thoughts turn ever more to the United States. If he makes it back home, he writes, he’ll be happy to spend the rest of his life trotting behind a mule in a cornfield. He even finds the time to send Bess a couple of dried flowers as a souvenir, accompanied by a few gallant words.


Truman’s letters from the final days of fighting are reminiscent of Charlie Chaplin’s film about the Great War, Shoulder Arms, which premiered on Broadway on October 20, 1918. The movie, which was commissioned as part of a drive to solicit war donations, has the small man with the funny moustache clowning around in what appear to be the same trenches in northern France where Truman spends the last weeks of the conflict. By the end of the film, the hero succeeds in freeing a pretty girl from German captivity. Along the way, he encounters the Kaiser himself, takes him prisoner, and marches him off at gunpoint. The Tramp ending the Great War—a “terrific experience.”


LATE IN THE afternoon on November 7, Marshal Foch climbs aboard a special train in Senlis, northeast of Paris, accompanied by his chief of staff, General Maxime Weygand, three general staff officers, and representatives of the British fleet under Admiral Rosslyn Wemyss. It’s a short trip, with the train stopping in a forest clearing just beyond the town of Compiègne. What follows is a long night of waiting. The other train, which Erzberger and his delegation boarded after midnight at the ruined station in Tergnier, doesn’t arrive until the next morning at 7 a.m.


Two hours later, at 9 a.m. on November 8, an icy atmosphere reigns at the initial meeting in a carriage of Foch’s special train that has been repurposed as an office. The German delegation enters first, taking their designated seats at the negotiating table. The French group follows, led by Foch, whom Erzberger describes as a “small man with hard, energetic features, which immediately made it clear that he was a man accustomed to issuing commands.” In lieu of handshakes, the two sides greet each other with military salutes or, in the case of the civilians, cursory bows. The delegations introduce themselves, and Erzberger, Alfred von Oberndorff, Detlof von Winterfeldt, and Ernst Vanselow are requested to present their authorization to carry out negotiations on Germany’s behalf.


Foch opens the proceedings with feigned ignorance. “What brings you gentlemen here?” he asks. “What do you wish from me?” Erzberger answers that his delegation would like to hear what the Allies would propose to reach an armistice, to which Foch replies drily that he has no proposals to make. Oberndorff responds, saying that now is not the time to quarrel over the word “proposal,” adding that if it suits Foch better, the Germans would like to know what conditions the Allies would set for an armistice. Foch insists that he has no conditions to set, whereupon Erzberger reads out the final note from Wilson explicitly authorizing Foch to do precisely that. Finally the marshal lays his cards on the table, saying that he is only authorized to reveal the conditions if the German side first officially asks for an armistice—i.e., sues for peace. Under no circumstances does he want to spare the Germans this humiliation.


Erzberger and Oberndorff formally declare that they are in fact asking for an armistice in the name of the German Reich. Only then is Weygand allowed to read out the most important sections of the Allies’ decision of November 4. “Marshal Foch sat there at the table with stony calm,” Erzberger will write. Britain’s representative, Wemyss, tries to look similarly indifferent, but he betrays his inner turmoil by constantly playing with his monocle and his large, horn-rimmed glasses.


The members of the German delegation listen to the terms being read out with pale, solemn faces, as Weygand will later remember, while tears run down the cheeks of the young navy captain Vanselow. In return for a cease-fire, they are told, the Allies demand not just the immediate withdrawal of German troops from all occupied parts of Belgium, France, Luxembourg and Alsace and Lorraine. They also want a French occupation (at Foch’s insistence) of the left bank of the Rhine and the establishment of demilitarized zones around Mainz, Koblenz, and Cologne. Furthermore, they stipulate that Germany hand over most of its weaponry, aircraft, warships and trains, and that the peace treaty the Reich concluded with defeated Russia in 1917 be annulled.


“A heartbreaking moment,” Weygand will recall. After the conditions are read out, General von Winterfeldt tries to get the other side to soften its stance. The Allies could at least extend the deadline for signing the agreement so that he could consult with his government, and they could surely agree to a temporary cease-fire while the German side evaluated the terms. Foch refuses on both counts and issues an ultimatum. Germany has until 11 a.m. on November 11 to sign the armistice agreement, after which, and only after which, a cease-fire would be declared. That same day, Foch sends orders by telegram to all of his field commanders instructing them to keep up the intensity of their offensives. The idea is to achieve “decisive results” while the cease-fire negotiations are still in progress. There is nothing to negotiate, he stresses to Erzberger. The Germans can take the offer as it stands or leave it. The only concession he makes is to allow “private” conversations between ranking members of both delegations. Erzberger hopes that he can at least persuade the Allies to make concessions regarding deadlines and the amount of military hardware Germany will be required to hand over with the argument that he’s trying to prevent mass starvation and a complete breakdown of social order in the Reich.


At the end of the meeting, a Captain von Helldorf is sent with the list of Allied demands back to the German headquarters in Spa. The private conversations begin that afternoon and last two days, while the hours set by the ultimatum tick away. At 9 p.m. on the evening of November 10, fourteen hours before the deadline, encoded telegraphic orders from the Reich chancellor reach the forest clearing. They authorize Erzberger to accept all Allied conditions. Nonetheless, the German delegation seems to have convinced the other side on at least a few isolated issues. They succeed in getting the Allies to agree to a final round of negotiations. Between 2 and 5 a.m. on November 11, six hours before the ultimatum expires, a few last changes to the settlement are agreed to. They don’t actually soften the final document, but neither are they merely cosmetic. Germany will have to hand over only 1,700 airplanes instead of 2,000, and only 25,000 machine guns instead of 30,000. Germany needs the guns, Erzberger proposes, to keep revolutionary forces at bay—an argument that Foch scoffs at. The demilitarized zone on the right bank of the Rhine is also reduced from forty to ten kilometers, and German troops will have thirty-one days and not twenty-five to withdraw from the river’s left bank. In response to the threat of starvation in Germany, the Allies promise that for the duration of the cease-fire, initially set at thirty-six days, they will keep their adversary supplied with food.


At 5:20 a.m. on November 11, 1918, shortly before the pale, late-autumn morning has broken, the two sides put their signatures to the final page of the armistice. The ultimate version with all of the last-minute changes is still being drawn up. After screwing the top back on his fountain pen, Erzberger points out that some of the provisions of the agreement he has just signed will be nearly impossible to put into practice. He concludes with the pathetic declaration: “A people of 70,000,000 suffers but does not die.” Foch’s only comment is a dry “très bien!” The two delegations then go their separate ways, again without handshakes.


TOLD LIKE THIS, the end of the Great War seems almost like a chamber play, as if in the autumn of 1918 world history had been shrunk to pocket size and concentrated on a handful of actors and settings in the small area between Paris, Spa, and Strasbourg, which at that point was still a German city. In reality, of course, the great global war didn’t fit quite so neatly inside a single train carriage.


Between 1914 and 1918, the European contest of strength between the Entente powers of France, Great Britain, and Russia, and the Triple Alliance of the German Reich, the Austro-Hungarian Empire, and (until 1915) Italy, had grown into a global confrontation. It was fought out not just in Europe, but in the Middle East, Africa, East Asia, and on the world’s oceans. Seventy million soldiers from five continents fought in the war, and the ten million who lost their lives weren’t all Europeans. Eight hundred thousand Turks, 116,000 Americans, 74,000 Indians, 65,000 Canadians, 62,000 Australians, 26,000 Algerians, 20,000 Africans from German East Africa (Tanzania), 18,000 New Zealanders, 12,000 Indochinese, 10,000 Africans from German Southwest Africa (Namibia), 9,000 South Africans, and 415 Japanese also died in the Great War.


From the perspective of the actors whose voices have thus far been heard in this book, the caesura of November 1918 was an all-too-clear divide between war and peace. But in fact the machinery of war, once it had reached running temperature, could not be halted by a single document. The signatures at Compiègne sealed only one of four cease-fire agreements in 1918 between various warring parties. And these were but a first step in establishing the peace. It would take a series of further agreements, the last of which was signed in 1923, for the war to finally end; until then military actions and confrontations continued in a number of places. On the western front, the cease-fire was followed by Allied troops advancing to the Rhine and occupying not just its left but its right bank in 1923. Hungary and Romania continued to do battle in the Balkans. On the Baltic coast, Latvia fought for its independence from the newly formed Soviet Union. And if that weren’t bad enough, huge numbers of people died in a global epidemic of the Spanish flu, which cost more lives than all the battles in all the theaters of war combined.


Over the course of this period new wars would break out between Ireland and England, Poland and Lithuania, Turkey and the Armenian Republic, and Turkey and Greece. In Eastern Europe and Asia, moreover, the Russian Revolution unleashed a bloody civil war between supporters and enemies of the Bolsheviks, which would last until 1922.


MARINA YURLOVA CAME from a family of Cossacks and grew up in a village in the Caucasus Mountains. At the age of only fourteen, she cut her hair and disguised herself as a man to fight by her father’s side in the tsar’s army. By age seventeen, she was lying in a hospital bed in Baku. She had been shelled while driving an army truck, and all she remembered afterward were fragmentary scenes of detonations, shrapnel and screams. She spent months in the hospital in a semicoma. Her physical injuries soon healed, but the psychological aftereffects of the explosion refused to subside. Her entire body trembled, her head twitched uncontrollably from side to side, and when she opened her mouth, all that came out was unintelligible stammering. She kept reliving the devastating images of the moment that could have been her final one, when she could have gone from being a warrior to a casualty of war.
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