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“THE HISTORY of the Victorian Age,” writes Lytton Strachey in his Preface to Eminent Victorians, “will never be written: we know too much about it.” That paradoxical and somewhat arresting statement serves as Strachey’s excuse for selecting four lives to depict an entire age of British history, but it applies to any subject on which mountains of material have been written.

The First World War, often referred to as the Great War, certainly falls into that category. Too much is known about that vast conflict to permit one book to cover the entire war in anything but a textbook fashion. The “explorer of the past,” to continue with Strachey, “will row out over that great ocean of material, and lower down into it... a little bucket, which will bring up to the light of day some characteristic specimen.”

With that idea in mind, I have not attempted to write a comprehensive story of the Great War. Instead I have focused on the American Expeditionary Force (AEF), commanded by General John J. Pershing. In describing the inception of the AEF in early 1917 and its subsequent development and employment until the war’s end in late 1918, I have not attempted to give a rounded picture of the whole war, which includes the actions of many nations on many fronts. Nevertheless, the story of the AEF and how it fit into the general scheme of the war is worth a study in itself.

The saga of the AEF is not, on the whole, a cheery one. The overseas experiences of the American troops—“doughboys”—bore little relationship to the rousing patriotic songs such as George M. Cohan’s “Over There,” or to the parades and banners. It entailed arduous duties, performed in the wet, the cold, sometimes the heat, with death always lurking, mostly in the front line infantry battalions but elsewhere as well. There was heroism, but there was also cowardice. At first there was ignorance of the job to be done—“innocence” might be a better word. Yet the end result was inspiring. A great many people pulled together to attain a great accomplishment.

In a way, the story of the AEF in the Great War is part of my background, perhaps something I needed to put on paper in order to work it out of my system. I was born in an Army family slightly less than four years after the last gun was fired in the Meuse-Argonne; my first vivid memories are those of trudging over the battlefields with my father, Major Dwight D. Eisenhower, and my mother. During 1928 and 1929 my father was a member of General Pershing’s American Battle Monuments Commission, with offices in Paris. One of his tasks was to draft the official Guide to the American Battlefields in France. The end result was a remarkable book; it remains today the best available guide for the student of the war to follow. The final edition was not published until 1938, and I have no idea what proportion of my father’s original words survived. I also have no idea of how the study of the terrain in northern France helped him in later campaigns across the same territory fifteen years later. But I know that accompanying him on his many tours around the territory made a lasting impression on me. At age six, I was even privileged to shake the hand of the Great Man himself, John J. Pershing!

It is not surprising that, as a youngster, I viewed the Great War in a romantic fashion. Heroic charges, reduction of fearsome enemy machine gun nests, the roar of artillery, the exploits of the air aces—those were my boyhood fantasies, based on true stories but far from the grim truth.

Others have viewed the AEF and its role in the Great War much differently. Some have thought it unnecessary; others have succumbed to excessive disillusionment over the disparity between the patriotic mouthings of our propagandists and the grisly facts of the Argonne or of Château Thierry. The latter views, when carried to the extreme, are no more right nor wrong than my childhood concepts. They are just viewed from different angles, both extreme.

The purpose of this book, therefore, is to strike a balance, to examine how the AEF came about, to describe the gargantuan efforts needed to create it, supply it, train it, and fight it, and in so doing to show how the modern American Army was born. Since many of my sources are personal memoirs written by survivors, I have not dwelt at length on the immense tragedies felt by so many families. Nevertheless, it is my hope that this single, modest volume will provide some perspective on one of the truly pivotal events in American history.

JOHN S. D. EISENHOWER
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CREATING THE AEF




PROLOGUE
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AT GERMAN ARMY HEADQUARTERS in northern Silesia, Kaiser Wilhelm II of Germany called a council of his top military advisers. Representing the Army were the venerable Field Marshal Paul von Hindenburg and his mercurial but brilliant chief of staff, Erich Ludendorff. Admiral Henning von Holtzendorff, chief of the naval staff, and Admiral Karl von Müller, chief of the naval cabinet, represented the Navy. Chancellor Theobald Bethmann Hollweg represented the German Reichstag.

The date was January 9, 1917, a critical point in the war between the Central Powers (Germany, Austria-Hungary, Turkey, and Bulgaria) and the Western Allies (Britain, France, Russia, Italy, and Romania). The German campaign to destroy Romania as a fighting force had just finished successfully, but the situation on the all-important Western Front, where the Kaiser’s soldiers faced the British and French, was stalemated. And time was not on Germany’s side.

The question—Could unrestricted submarine warfare in the Atlantic Ocean be reinstituted?—was foremost in everyone’s mind. The European Allies had suffered a bad harvest in 1916, and Britain was more than ever dependent for her very survival on the sea lanes by which she received food and supplies from the United States. Even under the current restrictions on submarine activity, Allied shipping losses were already severe; if the tempo were stepped up, Holtzendorff insisted, Britain would be knocked out of the war within six months.

Kaiser Wilhelm and Chancellor Bethmann Hollweg were dubious about Holtzendorff’s claims. The Kaiser fluctuated in his policies from day to day, but Bethmann consistently opposed this drastic measure on the basis that it would certainly bring the United States into the war on the side of the Allies. Furthermore, Bethmann was drawing up a peace plan for Europe, which had been requested by American President Woodrow Wilson. It was in Germany’s interest, he believed, to explore that avenue first.

Bethmann, however, was fighting a losing battle. Both Hindenburg and Ludendorff adamantly supported the submarine policy and were un-afraid of bringing America into the war. Even if America entered, Hindenburg believed, German submarines would prevent America from sending any troops to Europe. Ludendorff was more blunt, declaring that he did not “care two hoots about America.” Holtzendorff then reiterated his position, on his “word of honor,” that “not one American will land on the continent.”

Bethmann Hollweg gave way. “Your Majesty,” he said, “I cannot counsel you to oppose the vote of your military advisers.”

The die was cast. Kaiser Wilhelm directed that unrestricted submarine warfare would begin as of February 1, 1917.1

BY THE BEGINNING OF 1917, the Great War in Europe had been raging for two and a half years, most of that time in a condition of bloody stalemate on the Western Front. The German war machine had invaded Belgium and France in August of 1914, and at one point had driven all the way to the Marne River, only a few miles east of Paris. There it had been halted, however, and driven back to the line of the Aisne. On that critical front the two sides—France and Britain on the one hand, Germany on the other—stood eyeball-to-eyeball in a long line of trenches extending all the way from Switzerland to Nieuport, on the North Sea.2 In East Prussia and Poland, the German forces had been battling those of Czarist Russia, with more decisive results.

Throughout this period the United States had remained officially neutral. Its people were generally sympathetic to the Western Allies, but Americans in general had no desire to participate in the hideous blood-letting that was gripping the continent of Europe. President Woodrow Wilson, meanwhile, was making use of his position as the head of the great neutral power in an attempt to mediate peace between the two sides, a “peace without victory.” He did not see his moral authority as a mediator compromised by the fact that American bankers were supplying the Allies with financial backing, nor that segments of American industry were selling them war material.

The Allies, especially Britain, wished that Wilson would cease pursuing an elusive peace and would bring the United States into war on their side. Recognizing, however, that the overriding sentiment of the American public favored official neutrality, the Allies settled for whatever help the Americans would give them under current conditions. The Germans, of course, were well aware that America was aiding the Allies, but they tolerated that limited aid as vastly preferable to an outright declaration of war. In the meantime, the Kaiser’s government had been encouraging Wilson to continue his peacemaker role.

President Wilson would have been happy to do just that, but circumstances were pushing America in another direction. Newspapers spread sensational reports of German brutality, perpetrated especially against Belgian and French civilians, and American resentment toward Germany had progressively grown because of the German use of the submarine against Allied and neutral shipping. When a U-boat sank the British liner Lusitania in 1915, 128 American passengers were lost. That event planted the seeds of an active anti-German feeling in America.

America had been on the brink of declaring war in late March 1916, when a German submarine sank the French passenger ship Sussex, with several American lives lost. Wilson’s protest and threat to break diplomatic relations had intimidated Germany for the moment, and the Kaiser’s government suspended its policy of unrestricted submarine warfare. Wilson’s terms, however, were well-nigh impossible for the Germans to comply with for any length of time. They called for submarines to give early warning to intended victims. If a merchant ship submitted, the ship would be searched. Failing that, the submarine commander was responsible for rescuing the crews and passengers. These restrictions robbed the submarine of the element of surprise, its greatest asset. Following those terms, in fact, had rendered the German submarine campaign only partially effective. Nevertheless the German government had been living with them for nearly a year.

GERMANY POSSESSED a significant asset in its efforts to keep America from joining the Allies, her ambassador to the United States, Count Johann von Bernsdorff. A skinny, dapper little man, Bernsdorff was a superb envoy, whose formidable diplomatic talents had been taxed to the fullest in encouraging Wilson to continue his peacemaking efforts while at the same time keeping his own government convinced that it was in Germany’s best interest to conciliate Wilson. A congenial bon vivant, popular in the right circles, he was accorded liberal entrée to the high and mighty. He enjoyed the atmosphere of Washington and was friendly with President Wilson’s friend and confidant, Colonel Edward M. House. Much of Bernsdorff’s influence with the President, in fact, resulted from his friendship with House.

Bernsdorff’s little world of capital intrigue predictably came to an abrupt end on February 1, 1917, when he received the fateful message from Berlin announcing the resumption of unrestricted submarine warfare. The Americans, he knew, would never stand for that. The world’s most industrialized nation, with all its resources of matériel and manpower, would now almost certainly join the Allies.

Bernsdorff did what little he could to ease the blow. He sent a long and laborious letter to his friend House, attempting to portray the Kaiser’s actions as consistent with Wilson’s efforts to promote a “peace without victory” in Europe. The new policy of unrestricted submarine warfare, he claimed, would terminate the war very quickly, during which time the Kaiser’s government would “do everything possible” to safeguard American interests. In the meantime he “begged” Wilson to continue working to bring about peace.

House was in New York when he received Bernsdorff’s personal letter. Recognizing that a crisis of epic proportions loomed, he dropped everything else and took the midnight train for Washington. The next morning he was closeted with President Wilson and Secretary of State Robert Lansing at the White House. The three men compared the text of the official German letter with Bernsdorff’s personal note to House and found them similar. In only one respect were the two messages different. The official letter contained an insulting addition, the terms under which the Germans would allow one American ship a week to pass through the submarine blockade. The American steamers would have to follow a lane designated by the Germans, displaying distinguishing marks (red and white stripes) on the hulls, and flying a red and white checkered flag. Furthermore, the American government must promise that the ships so favored carried no contraband.3

By sheer coincidence, a third German message arrived in Washington that day. This one listed the terms that Germany would accept as the price of a negotiated peace. Arrogant and restrictive, the Kaiser’s government demanded a restoration of Germany’s losses since 1914 but a retention of its gains. The terms included “restitution of the part of Upper Alsace occupied by the French,” establishment of a new frontier that would protect Germany and Poland from Russia, freedom of the seas, and special guarantees to protect Germany from French invasion along the strategic military avenue through Belgium. Further, the note demanded that Germany’s colonies, seized by the Allies during the war, be reinstated, that German businesses be compensated for their losses, and that mutual compensation be given for the freeing of occupied territories—almost all of which Germany had taken from France.4 The British and French would be treated as the losers in the war, at least on points if not by a knockout.

Faced with these three messages, and conscious of the angry reaction they were bound to stir up in the American public, the conferees quickly concluded that a break in diplomatic relations was inevitable. The question of timing remained, however. Would it be better to give Bernsdorff his passports immediately, based on these letters, or would it be better to await some overt act, some solid proof that the German government meant what it said? After some discussion, Wilson decided to break diplomatic relations at once.

On Saturday morning, February 3, 1917, President Wilson addressed a joint session of the United States Congress. He presented the current crisis between the United States and Germany as serious but not yet irreparable. Breaking diplomatic relations with Germany did not, he insisted, mean that war was inevitable. Still clinging to the hope that the Great War might still be settled without American armed intervention, Wilson clung to an optimistic note:

I refuse to believe that it is the intention of the German authorities to do in fact what they have warned us they will feel at liberty to do.... Only actual overt acts on their part can make me believe it even now....We wish to serve no selfish ends. We seek to stand true alike in thought and action to the immemorial principles of our people.... These are the bases of peace, not war. God grant we may not be challenged to defend them by acts of wilful injustice on the part of the Government of Germany!5

THOUGH NOT YET RESIGNED to war, the President consented to allow some very limited measures in order to cope with the renewed submarine threat. The most obvious of these was to permit the arming of American merchant vessels. Even this he supported only reluctantly: American merchant ships might be armed, he said, but the government would furnish neither the guns nor the gunners. Wilson clung to the hope that Germany might modify her position regarding the unlimited use of U-boats even after a submarine sank the American merchant vessel Housatonic without warning on February 6. But by the time that the American vessel Lyman M. Law was sunk on the 16th of February, some of Wilson’s cabinet members were becoming vehement in favor of the government’s arming merchant vessels.6

ACROSS THE CONTINENT, about 150 miles over the border between the United States and Mexico, a strange impasse kept American eyes turned southward. The treatment of that running sore would clear the path for America’s entry into the Great War.

In March 1916, nearly a year before the current crisis with Germany had broken out, the Mexican bandit Francisco (Pancho) Villa had raided the American town of Columbus, New Mexico, and seventeen Americans had been killed. An enraged public had forced President Wilson to send the American Punitive Expedition into Mexico to pursue Villa. Mexican President Venustiano Carranza had reluctantly permitted this incursion at first, but after nearly a year of Yankee presence in Chihuahua, his patience had worn thin. Villa remained at large; of the three skirmishes the Americans had fought during that time, two had pitted the Americans against Mexican government troops, not Villistas. Carranza, no friend of the United States, began issuing threats, causing the Americans to give up the chase and concentrate at Casas Grandes, in the Mexican state of Chihuahua. There the Yankees drilled for months, waiting. Now, on February 5, 1917, Wilson ordered them back across the border into the United States. Their leader, a fifty-seven-year-old brigadier general named John J. Pershing, would soon have more daunting foes to face.

Despite that conciliatory move, President Wilson was not allowed to put the Mexican problem out of his mind. The Kaiser’s government, aware of Carranza’s sympathy for their cause and his dislike of Americans,7 sought to exploit his leanings for its own ends. For some months German agents had been making significant inroads into the Mexican Army and civil government, and so successful were they that overconfidence set in, causing them to overplay their hand. The German foreign secretary, Arthur Zimmermann, sent a message to Ambassador von Bernsdorff in Washington on January 16, 1917, to be forwarded to the German ambassador in Mexico City, Count von Eckhart. In it Germany made Mexico a proposal of an alliance, including a promise to

. . . make war together, make peace together. Generous financial support and understanding on our part that Mexico is to reconquer the lost territory in Kansas, New Mexico, and Arizona.8

Those were the territories (inaccurately described) that Mexico had lost to the United States in the war of 1846–1848. American awareness of the Zimmermann Telegram, as it came to be known, would obviously create a tremendous surge of resentment in the public.

Unfortunately for the Germans, British Naval Intelligence had long since broken the code they had been using to protect the secrecy of such messages. The Zimmermann Telegram was soon being deciphered by British cryptographers in the celebrated Room 40. The experts finished their work by February 19, and five days later the British government turned the Zimmermann Telegram over to Walter H. Page, the American ambassador in London.9 When Page transmitted it to Washington the next day, Wilson’s ambivalence sustained another sharp blow. In his indignation10 he resolved to notify Congress the next day.

Wilson’s disclosure of the Zimmermann Telegram caused a violent reaction among the American public. As soon as the President stepped down from his appearance before Congress, that body unhesitatingly voted him authority to “employ any instrumentalities or methods that may be necessary and adequate to protect our ships and our people in their legitimate pursuits on the seas.”11 Still, the President proceeded cautiously. In his presentation he did not mention Zimmermann by name. He continued to insist that the “overt act” had not yet been committed.

From that point on, however, the United States moved inexorably toward war. On March 18, three American ships were sunk by German submarines, and the next day the Russian Czar, Nicholas II, was deposed by rebellious Menshevik forces in St. Petersburg. Idealists who longed to view the European struggle as one between democratic powers and tyrants were now placated. The Western democracies were no longer allied with a ruler generally regarded as equally despotic as the Kaiser himself; America could enter the war on the Allied side with a clear conscience.

On Tuesday, March 20, 1917, Woodrow Wilson met again with his cabinet and found it unanimous in favor of war. The sentiment was doubly significant because its membership included men who were by disposition pacifists, Secretary of War Newton D. Baker and Secretary of the Navy Josephus Daniels among them. Daniels, who seemed to feel the import even more than the others, was reportedly in tears.12 Even then Wilson did not commit himself. On the next day, however, he issued a call for Congress to meet on April 2, two full weeks before the date he had previously set.

At the joint session on Monday evening, April 2, 1917, President Woodrow Wilson asked the Congress to declare war on Imperial Germany. It was a difficult, even searing moment for him. “It is a fearful thing,” he said, “to lead this great peaceful people into war, into the most terrible and disastrous of all wars, civilization itself seeming to be in the balance. But,” he went on,

the right is more precious than peace, and we shall fight for the things which we have always carried nearest our hearts—for democracy, for the right of those who submit to authority to have a voice in their own Governments, for the rights and liberties of small nations, for 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 free.13

The members of Congress rose to a standing ovation when the President finished speaking. Even Wilson’s critics agreed that he was reflecting their own views. On April 4 the Senate adopted the resolution for war by a vote of 82–6. Two days later the House of Representatives followed with a vote of 373–50. On April 6, 1917, Wilson signed the resolution.14

The United States was at war with Imperial Germany and the Austro-Hungarian Empire.
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A VISIT FROM PAPA JOFFRE


JOSEPH JACQUES C. JOFFRE, Marshal of France, was an amiable and optimistic man, known affectionately in France and the United States as “Papa.” Until late 1916 he had been the head of the French Army. Though he no longer held that position by the time the United States was approaching war against Germany, Americans were only vaguely aware of his demotion.

Long a leader in the coterie of French officers who believed they could defeat Germany by sheer audacity, Joffre had been in command of the French Army when the Great War began in early August 1914. At that point, his personality had a profound effect on the course of history. In the first few weeks it seemed that the Germans would repeat their triumph of 1870, in which the French Army was routed, with Emperor Napoleon III actually taken prisoner. But Joffre’s balance and continual optimism held the French Army together, and the exhausted Germans were driven back to a line along the Aisne River. Joffre was hailed as the “Hero of the Marne,” his name a household word in America as well as Europe.

But that was 1914, and since then fate had not been kind. Once the armies on the Western Front had settled into their prolonged, ghastly stalemate, the luster attached to Joffre’s name gradually wore off. He was widely blamed for French unpreparedness when the Germans attacked Verdun in 1916, and the pressure for his removal became strong. He resigned as chief of the French Army in December of 1916, succeeded by General Robert Nivelle.1 The exalted title, Marshal of France, was then conferred on Joffre; the honor carried a hollow ring. He was perhaps surprised, therefore, when French Premier Alexandre Ribot called him into his office on April 1, 1917.

The Premier had an important challenge for Joffre. The United States, he said, was expected to declare war against Germany within the next few days, and if that should come to pass, Ribot would send René Viviani, a former French Premier and currently Lord Chancellor, on an important mission to Washington. Would Joffre be willing to make the trip as a member of the party? Ribot wished to exploit the fact that the victory of the Marne was still remembered in the United States, and Joffre was still a hero, ideal to represent the French Army to the American people.2

Joffre had reservations about accepting. General Nivelle’s great spring offensive on the Aisne was about to take place, and excitement was in the air; he hated to be absent from France at that time. On reflection, however, he did not take long in accepting. The entry of the United States in the war was a tremendously important event, and the government of France needed to know more about America’s capabilities and plans. It might also be possible to guide the new ally in its first efforts. Joffre notified Premier Ribot that he was available and began making preparations even before the mission was confirmed.

As Ribot had anticipated, the United States Congress declared war on Germany on April 6, 1917, and by the middle of the month the Viviani mission was organized and ready to go.3 The French Premier did not issue detailed, binding instructions to the members. He simply directed Joffre to establish “a general outline of the policy which will govern the co-operation of the American forces with the Allied Armies.”4 How Joffre went about it was up to him.

Up to that time, Joffre had devoted little or no thought to the American military situation, so when he began to study the numbers he was struck by the small size of the American Army. Regulars and National Guardsmen together totaled only 200,000 men,5 so that force would have to be multiplied many times to be of any value in Europe, where the Allies had nearly four million men on the Western Front and the Germans about 2.5 million.6

The easy part of the task, Joffre believed, would be to recruit and train the enlisted soldiers; the difficult problem would be to create an officer corps. Developing leaders competent to hold their own in battle against the highly professional German Army could not be accomplished instantaneously.

To make American troops immediately effective, therefore, Joffre’s first inclination was to urge the Americans to furnish the French and British “with men instead of armies.” If troops were sent to France organized only into companies and battalions, they could be incorporated quickly into French regiments for training and service at the front. There would therefore be “no occasion for training general officers and staff for the larger units, only captains and majors being needed.”7

Joffre quickly discarded that idea, however, because he knew the Americans would never accept it. No great nation, especially the Americans, would “allow its citizens to be incorporated like poor relations in the ranks of some other army and fight under a foreign flag.”8 He therefore determined that he would start from that premise as he entered discussions in America.

THE VIVIANI PARTY left Paris by train on the morning of April 15, 1917, and that evening sailed aboard the French cruiser Lorraine II from the Brittany port of Brest. Two American journalists were aboard,9 and Joffre, ever conscious of how useful the press could be in presenting the French position, successfully set about to win them over. But the nine-day voyage was no holiday; one of the newsmen remarked on how busy Joffre kept his small staff. “The Marshal,” the reporter wrote, “is prepared, if President Wilson should ask, to indicate what, in his judgment, America might do.”10

One development cast a pall over the passengers of the Lorraine II. A few days out of port the ship’s radio picked up crushing news: General Robert Nivelle’s touted offensive on the Aisne River had floundered with an appalling loss of life.11 Joffre owed nothing to the man who had undercut and succeeded him, but the Hero of the Marne was too big to take any comfort in Nivelle’s failure. Joffre grieved both for France and for Nivelle. But not for long. Temporary defeat always inspired Joffre to greater efforts, and this disaster only convinced him, as he later wrote, “that a gigantic effort would have to be demanded of the Americans; what must be done, and without a moment’s delay, was to mobilize in the service of the Allied cause all of America’s resources.”12

On the evening of April 24, the Lorraine II entered Hampton Roads, Virginia, where she was greeted by the North Atlantic Squadron of the American Navy. The fleet commander, Admiral Henry T. Mayo, boarded the vessel, along with the popular French ambassador, Jules Jusserand, and the assistant secretary of the navy, Franklin D. Roosevelt. In a lavish message of welcome, Admiral Mayo declared that being sent to meet this distinguished party was the “greatest honor of his career.”13 The brief ceremonies completed, the Viviani party transferred to the President’s yacht, the Mayflower, for the trip up the Chesapeake Bay and the Potomac River. They arrived in Washington on the following morning, the party standing at respectful attention as the vessel passed under the cliffs of Mount Vernon.

Down to meet the Mayflower when she docked at Washington’s Navy Yard was Secretary of State Robert Lansing, along with a British delegation, headed by Foreign Secretary Arthur Balfour. It was a festive occasion. The shops of Washington were closed for the day, and the whole population of the city, Joffre later wrote, was out to meet the guests.

THE TWO MISSIONS in Washington—French and British—both performed dual functions. To the public, their activities appeared to be mostly ceremonial. In that capacity they often acted together, though in a sort of undeclared competition. In public they vied for the headlines and behind doors they acted as salesmen for their own national viewpoints regarding America’s future role in the war. It created an odd situation.

In public, Joffre was the main attraction in the French party; the venerated war hero far overshadowed a mere former Premier. In the British party it was the head, Foreign Minister Balfour, who carried the appeal. A previous Prime Minister, Balfour was a suave and charming aristocrat, but an aristocrat who wore his position lightly, possessed of an acute sensitivity to the democratic predispositions of the American public. His greatest single coup in warming American hearts came about by a caper. He secretly eluded his security guards and sneaked away to enjoy a lunch with a personal friend of long standing, an American not currently associated with government.

The most memorable public event was a ceremony in which the French and British delegations placed wreaths at the tomb of George Washington at Mount Vernon. The French came as the nation that had rendered the Americans vital aid in attaining American independence from Britain. But George Washington had been born an Englishman. So Balfour paid homage to

the immortal memory of George Washington... who would have rejoiced to see the country of which he was by birth a citizen and the country his genius called into existence fighting side by side to save mankind from military despotism.14

Even Balfour’s eloquence, however, could not overcome the trump cards the French held in the friendly competition of public relations. Americans had not forgotten that the French were once our indispensable allies in our war of independence against the British. Thus Joffre could say in a press conference, “France and America will see with pride and joy the day when their sons are once more fighting shoulder to shoulder in defense of liberty.”15 That was a sentiment not even the most articulate Englishman could completely counter.

Joffre stayed in Washington for ten days, during which time he addressed both houses of Congress individually. On the afternoon of May 4, he began a week’s tour of the principal cities of the Eastern United States, and the American people poured out their affection. He was an appealing character; his clear blue eyes, young-looking face, and direct manner more than compensated for his sixty-five years and well-rounded torso. His fame was still magic to Americans, and his appearances gave the American people a chance to honor the brave people of France, as personified in him. In St. Louis he endeared himself to the Americans by entering a barber shop and unobtrusively awaiting his turn for a haircut. He paid his respects to Abraham Lincoln in Springfield and to Ulysses S. Grant in New York. He placed wreaths at statues of Joan of Arc and Lafayette, and visited West Point, the American Valhalla of military professionalism. Everywhere he was received with such tumultuous welcomes as to astonish him. It was a fitting tribute to a fine old soldier.

CEREMONIES, no matter how important, were only window dressing; the real significance of the French and British missions lay in the series of hardheaded discussions held with senior American officials in Washington. For Joffre the most important meeting was the one held on April 27, with Army Chief of Staff Hugh Scott and his deputy, Major General Tasker Bliss. They met at the Army War College.

Joffre started out on the line he had concluded while still back in Paris. The Americans, he said, could obviously not take part of the battlefront immediately. Yet, if they waited until they had mobilized, trained, and supplied a powerful army, they might arrive in France too late to save the degenerating military situation. It would be better, he said, to act now with such elements as are ready.

To accomplish that end, Joffre recommended that the Americans form a single unit, even if only a division, to be sent to France immediately to symbolize American participation. Such a division would first go into training in the French rear areas for a period of from four to six weeks. It could then be sent to a relatively quiet sector of the front before being committed to a more active part of the line. The arrival of that unit would be the first visible step on the road to later cooperation.

Joffre did not presume to dictate how the Americans could establish the large force that would eventually turn the balance of power in Europe, but he reiterated his conviction that the biggest problem would lie in the training of new officers and noncommissioned officers. Privates in the ranks, he insisted, were far easier to train, and the French would be very willing to help.

Little of what the Marshal said was new to Hugh Scott and Tasker Bliss. Scott’s questions to Joffre, therefore, centered around logistical problems. Could a port of debarkation in France be allocated to the Americans? What about rolling stock? And above all, what did the Marshal visualize regarding the command relationships between the Americans and their allies?

To many questions Joffre had at least partial answers. The French had already considered the question of a port of debarkation and recommended that the Americans be given use of La Pallice, near La Rochelle, on the Bay of Biscay. That seaport had both landing quays and an adequate water supply. Storage space was short, but that could be built. Its facilities, he estimated, were adequate to support more than the one American division he was requesting immediately, but he had doubts about its ability to support the 400,000 to 500,000 men visualized by the planners. That matter could be addressed later.

Joffre had anticipated that the Americans would be sensitive about the question of command relationships, so he came prepared to treat the subject diplomatically. Though the first American troops in France would obviously have to serve under French Army commanders, he was quick to assure his hosts that the Americans should soon have an army of their own. It was bad, he emphasized, to divide an army. The Americans agreed.

Before the meeting broke up, Joffre made a special request for special service troops and equipment—railroads, automobiles, and trucks in particular, which the French needed badly. Scott saw no difficulty in meeting that need.

WHILE JOFFRE was conferring with the Americans, so was British Major General George T. M. Bridges, a member of the Balfour mission. On April 30, three days after Joffre met with Scott and Bliss, Bridges penned a letter to Major General Joseph E. Kuhn, president of the War College, which was charged with planning for the General Staff.16 Whereas Joffre had supported a separate American army from the beginning, Bridges concentrated on appealing for American draftees to fill up depleted British units. Like the French, the British Army was striving to maintain its strength by yearly reinforcements from the new “class” of recruits, the young men just reaching draft age. That source of manpower, however, could not keep the ranks of the British Army filled; nearly all its units were far below strength. The answer Bridges offered to solve that grim situation was to draw directly from the American manpower pool.

Specifically, Bridges urged that 500,000 newly inducted American recruits be sent to England at once for training and integration into British units.17 Unconvincingly, he promised that the individual Americans could later be removed and placed in an American army—when such was formed. The great advantage of this plan, he said, would be that almost immediately America would be actively participating in the struggle. In the process, they would be suffering casualties, “without which it is difficult to realize the war.”18 The Americans were not yet prepared for the frankness of Bridges’s words nor for his aloof manner. He therefore received a cool reception.

Bridges came close to overstepping his bounds in the tenuous ethics of alliances. Despite the premise that “we are all in the same boat,” he fell prey to making sniffing references to Britain’s Gallic ally. He emphasized the question of language, claiming that the French had “few English-speaking officers.” Americans “will soon get tired of being instructed through interpreters.” In a possible attempt at humor, and assuming that Americans were still just misplaced Anglo-Saxons, he said, “If [you Americans serve] with the French, you would probably want your own food supply also.”19

The principle of placing American recruits into British or French units came to be known to the Americans as “amalgamation.” Quick to detect its unsuitability for the American objectives was General Bliss. Rejecting the scheme because it would cause “greatly disproportionate loss of life” without gaining its object, Bliss foresaw an important political and psychological danger to American interests. “When the war is over,” he wrote to Secretary of War Baker, “it may be a literal fact that the American flag may not have appeared anywhere on the line because our organizations will simply be parts of battalions and regiments of the Entente armies.”20

On some points, however, Bridges and Joffre agreed: the Americans needed training in modern warfare and both offered the services of their own nation’s instructors. More immediately, both pleaded for an immediate show of American force. “The sight of the Stars and Stripes,” Bridges wrote, “will make a great impression on both sides.”21

WITH IT ALL, Joffre was the man the Americans listened to. When he departed Washington for his trip around the country, he left a paper setting forth his views. When he returned on May 10, he learned to his delight that the War Department had drawn up a memorandum based almost entirely on his recommendations. It called for the organization of a single division, composed largely of Regular Army men, to be sent to France as early as June 1, 1917. Nobody expected the 1st Division to be fully trained in modern warfare. That would take place in France. But all agreed that a recognizable American force should be sent to France immediately.22

Joffre’s work was done. He returned to France to render his report, having capped a military career with a diplomatic triumph. He had made a great contribution to eventual Allied victory. He had helped the Americans to begin thinking in concrete terms about their specific role in the coming campaigns. He had also uncovered some of the basic problems that would continue to plague American war planning: the very real, often selfish differences between French and British needs, and the unique political needs of America as a proud participant in this now truly worldwide conflict.

Marshal Joseph “Papa” Joffre had planted the seeds that would grow to be the two million man American Expeditionary Force.



CHAPTER TWO
  [image: image]

A NATION AT WAR


THE UNITED STATES was at war with Germany and fully committed to sending a major expeditionary force to France. Implementing this commitment would call for unprecedented efforts and sacrifices. President Wilson was fully aware of the magnitude of the task. “It is not an army that we must shape and train for war,” he said in a draft proclamation, “it is a nation.” The effort would involve not only the military, but the industrial and the moral forces of the country as well.1

When war was declared, active public support was wide but not universal. Few citizens contested the action in itself; resentment of German arrogance and ruthlessness had seen to that. But pockets of resistance still survived; for example, Senator James K. Vardaman, a Mississippi Democrat, had attempted to prevent the passage of the war declaration practically up to the last minute.2 Vardaman was a known Southern isolationist, and he did not represent a very large segment of the population, but enough people held similar viewpoints as to constitute a cause for concern. No American territory had been attacked to enrage the public, as would be the case with the Japanese raid on Pearl Harbor a quarter century later. In 1917 the general attitude of mere acceptance had to be transformed to one of zeal.

To mobilize public support, the President called on an intense man named George Creel, who had been an avid and visible supporter of Wilson’s reelection campaign of 1916. Creel did not appear to be a man Wilson would prefer to associate with. True, both were native Virginians, but Wilson’s family had spent the Civil War in relative safety and comfort in Augusta, Georgia, whereas Creel’s people had been so impoverished that they pulled up stakes and migrated to Missouri just to eke out an existence. Creel, unlike Wilson, had been raised in a hard luck, street-smart world; his background of privation had made him an aggressive challenger of established society.

Creel was a man of action. He had pursued a varied career as a newspaper reporter, politician, professional boxer, and even police commissioner, always driven by a fiery intensity. As a newspaper man he had proudly lived up to the label of “muckraker.” In recent years he had been engaged in attacking the Pendergast political machine in Kansas City; another target of his pen was the prevalence of cruel and abusive child labor.3 Creel had come to view the academic, lofty Wilson as a fellow reformer. It was on that basis that Creel had published his supportive campaign tract, Wilson and the Issues.4 Wilson was grateful, and when the time came to create the Committee on Public Information on April 13, 1917, he turned to this firebrand crusader as its chairman.

Creel lived up to all of Wilson’s expectations. He set up an office on Jackson Square, across Pennsylvania Avenue from the White House, and there he began recruiting a group of journalists dedicated to spreading the word of the war’s righteousness across the land.5 The committee’s Division of News distributed more than six thousand press releases in the course of the war, and Creel later claimed that more than twenty thousand newspaper columns were derived from material issued in Committee on Public Information handouts. He enlisted the help of prominent motion picture personalities—Mary Pickford, Douglas Fairbanks, and Charles Chaplin among them. An appearance by those three luminaries to sell Liberty Bonds on Wall Street brought a crowd of thirty thousand people.6 He organized a stable of cheerleaders that called themselves the Four Minute Men, who traveled the country giving short pep talks at rallies and in theaters. Creel even called on the great explorer Roald Amundsen to spread the word.

Creel enjoyed his role, reveling in its sometimes heady aspects. One day a Frenchwoman, whom he described as “very lovely,” came into the office and introduced herself as the Marquise de Courtivron. Her father was Prince Polignac, who had fought for the South during the Civil War. On his deathbed the Prince had requested that his sword be returned to the state of Virginia. “Very timidly,” Creel later recalled, “she asked if it could be arranged without too much trouble. The Marquise was sent not only to Richmond but to every other capital below the Mason and Dixon line, and the whole South cheered her.”7

The exuberant spirit that Creel engendered was infectious. Contemporary songwriters did their part to stir up patriotic fervor. “Over There” became George M. Cohan’s greatest musical hit, followed closely by Irving Berlin’s wistful “Oh, How I Hate to Get Up in the Morning.” Sentimental songs included “Roses of Picardy.” Upbeat, morale-raising songs included “Pack Up Your Troubles” in both England and America. “K-K-K Katy” brought smiles. The Great War came to be thought of as a “singing war.”

As might be expected, Creel offended some people, especially sober-minded citizens. Charges of censorship were leveled against him in some quarters. A zealot in promoting his product, Creel refused to tolerate any criticism toward the cause; since he dispensed the news, he had much power to control what the public learned. Nevertheless, Creel played a major role in changing the minds of people who for three years had observed strict neutrality in the war. In a remarkably short time his efforts completely reversed their reluctance.8

GEORGE CREEL’S ROLE in marshaling public support, while well-nigh indispensable, would have been meaningless if the enthusiastic men and women he was inspiring could not be organized into a cohesive war effort. Since President Wilson showed little personal interest in military matters, that task fell to an unusual degree on the shoulders of Secretary of War Newton Baker, who became, in the words of his biographer,

the bridge between the people and the Army which was to translate the people’s strength into armed power; the bridge between the President and the people; between the Congress and the Army, with its colossal demands for appropriations; between the parents and the son in the ranks; between the shoemaker and the soldier who wore out shoes on the march; between the soldier’s stomach and the kitchen.9

Baker was an ideal man for the job. He had been in his position about a year when the United States entered the war, and before coming to Washington he had been a successful lawyer, a solicitor of the city of Cleveland, and later an extremely effective mayor of the same city. He was devoted to Woodrow Wilson and had been Wilson’s avid supporter in the presidential election in 1912. The pacificism he shared with the President was mitigated by his advocacy of military preparedness. Above all, Baker had earned a reputation for an ability to work with others.

He did not look the part of the man of Mars. Only forty-six years old, small of stature, and unpretentious, his prominent eyeglasses gave him the appearance of a schoolmaster. But by the time war came, this quiet little man had proved to be quite capable of directing armies and headstrong commanders.

His relations with Chief of Staff Hugh Scott were cordial. He respected the old Indian fighter and early in the partnership had allowed Scott to play the role of a tutor. But Scott and the other generals who served under Baker had learned early that when the Secretary said no, that was exactly what he meant.

He also worked well with Secretary of the Navy Josephus Daniels. Daniels went so far, in fact, as to describe the two of them as “yoke fellows,” a relationship that Daniels somewhat hyperbolically called “the perfect working together of the Army and the Navy, which made them invincible in the World War.”10

BAKER’S EXECUTIVE ABILITY would be taxed in the months ahead, because the War Department had neither an adequate General Staff nor an effective chief of staff to head it. The men assigned to the General Staff were competent officers, thanks to the Army’s excellent school system, but they were far too few. The traditional American fear of undue military influence in government had caused the Congress to limit the General Staff Corps to a paltry fifty-five officers, of whom only twenty-nine could be stationed in Washington.11

General Scott was a fine old officer, but he was only months away from the mandatory retirement age of sixty-four. Moreover, he hated office work.12 His shortcomings were partially offset by his deputy chief of staff, Tasker Bliss, who was a meticulous man, at home behind a desk. Bliss was a scholar, who had studied European military systems firsthand, and who earned Baker’s admiration for his “habit of deliberate and consecutive thinking, his mind a comprehensive card index.”13 Some said that Bliss spent too much time on trivia and lacked the ruthlessness necessary in a strong chief. But for the moment Baker had nobody to replace these two old soldiers with, so his own role took on added importance.

The War Department itself was an antiquated structure, with parts acting almost independently of the head. Throughout American history, the Army’s various bureaus—Adjutant General, Corps of Engineers, Quartermaster, and Ordnance—had operated as fiefdoms, and the relatively new General Staff, organized only in 1903, could not control them. The only chief of staff who could tame them temporarily was General Leonard Wood, who served from 1910 to 1914, and his success would have been impossible without the wholehearted backing of then Secretary of War Henry L. Stimson.14 The rest of the chiefs stayed in office for only short terms, that prestigious position being awarded as a sort of gold watch to senior officers nearing the mandatory retirement age. The heads of the bureaus, on the other hand, held their offices for years, maintaining strong, independent congressional ties, arguing for appropriations on their own.

In a way, however, it was well that the bureaus were so strong. With a totally unprepared nation being faced with a gigantic mobilization, they were the part of the structure that knew their business. Having operated during peacetime, the Corps of Engineers knew how to construct camps; the Adjutant General knew how to keep personnel records and make assignments; the Ordnance Department could develop weapons like the superb Springfield M-1903 rifle. The nation was therefore able to mobilize. Even so, it came at a cost. Independent agencies bid against each other, as well as against the Navy. It was inevitable that much wastage of government money was going to occur.

MUCH HAD HAPPENED during Baker’s first year as Secretary of War. Soon after his arrival in early 1916, the public began to appreciate the need for an expanded, modernized army, and on May 20 Congress passed the National Defense Act of 1916, which provided for the authorized strength of the Regular Army to be raised to a level of 175,000 men, a goal to be reached at the end of five years. The act was motivated, however, by concern over relations with Mexico, not potential war with Germany. Among other shortcomings, it provided for a very limited expansion, to only 286,000 men, even in time of war. Of greater significance for the future was the emphasis it placed on the Army’s reserve component, the National Guard, for which it authorized a ceiling of 400,000 men.

When war came nearly a year later, both Wilson and the Congress realized that the National Defense Act of 1916 could never provide even the 500,000 men the United States originally expected to send to Europe. A new bill was necessary, and the terms of that bill would determine the very nature of the army that was to be built.

The vast size of the proposed new army dictated that, as in previous American wars, it would consist largely of citizen-soldiers, men brought in from civil life and trained under the supervision of the Regulars.15 During the year that the previous act had been in effect, the total number of men in uniform came to 130,000 Regulars and about 70,000 National Guardsmen. Assuming that a total of a million men were needed, from what sources would the additional 800,000 men come? Would the nation have to implement a draft or could it raise that large number of troops solely from volunteers? Would the newly organized divisions be called Regular, National Guard, or something else?

Professionals, understandably, advocated expanding the Regular Army by fleshing out its ranks into a so-called Continental Army, exclusively under federal control.16 That idea was quickly discarded because of opposition from the politically powerful National Guard, which would never stand for it, but in case of emergency even the National Guard could not be expanded quickly enough to make up the shortage in manpower. So Baker and his associates settled for a compromise: expand the Regular Army by creating twenty Regular divisions and eighteen National Guard divisions. Whatever additional divisions were needed would be organized in a separate category called the National Army.17 The Regulars and the Guardsmen would generally come from the first volunteers that flocked to the colors, but the question remained as to how to raise the members of the National Army.

One man felt no ambivalence on the subject. From the start, Chief of Staff Hugh Scott would consider no solution whatever except for a national draft. He shared his views forcibly with Baker, who agreed. Baker then presented that recommendation to President Wilson, carefully presenting all sides of the debate. Some people, he advised, would object to a draft on constitutional grounds. Others remembered the bitter experiences the Union had undergone during the American Civil War, only fifty years earlier.18 After some discussion, Wilson and Baker made a courageous decision in favor of a draft, and the bulk of the American people supported it.19

Baker and Wilson early came to one important conclusion. It was essential, they realized, that the American citizenry should be made to feel that the draft was theirs, not something imposed by an autocratic military. To accomplish that end, they directed that the inductees would be selected by draft boards made up of local citizens, appointed by the various governors throughout the country. To popularize the process, the bill cast the board members themselves in the position of draftees. Citizens so serving were not to be paid, and any attempt to avoid such onerous duty would be labeled a misdemeanor.20

As might be expected, some resistance met the draft bill in Congress. Its progress was further hampered by the followers of Theodore Roosevelt, who introduced what became known as the Roosevelt Amendment, which held approval of Wilson’s draft proposal hostage to a provision authorizing the former President to organize a division of volunteers.

Theodore Roosevelt, despite his zeal for preparedness, was actually more of a hindrance than a help in America’s effort to mobilize for war, because his personal desire to participate in any fighting caused considerable embarrassment. His early offer to organize a division, rendered the day after Bernsdorff’s fateful message, was rejected coldly but politely.21 Roosevelt then swallowed his pride and called personally on the man who had defeated him at the polls and whom he had been attacking as “timid” in recent months. The meeting was friendly,22 but nothing came of it. Wilson supported Baker’s decision to reject Roosevelt’s offer to raise a division, much to the relief of the General Staff.

The Selective Service Act was passed on May 19, 1917, mobilizing the manpower of the nation. It provided for the first registration of citizens between twenty-one and thirty-one to be held on June 5. In the course of the war, two more registrations would finally increase the range of ages from eighteen to forty-five inclusive. An impressive 24 million men were eventually registered, of which 2.8 million were actually inducted into service at one time or another. The draftees would soon be as fully accepted in the military as the Regulars, Guardsmen, and volunteers—and their desertion rate would be the lowest of those in any category.23

ON THE MORNING OF JULY 20, 1917, Secretary of War Baker stood blindfolded in his office, the cameras of the press whirring. He was to draw the first number in the lottery to determine who should be the first men called to active duty. Baker was to be followed by Senator George E. Chamberlain, of Oregon, chairman of the Senate Committee on Military Affairs. Many dignitaries participated. The last drawings were made by Acting Chief of Staff Tasker Bliss and General Enoch Crowder, whose office had written the draft act and who, now designated as Provost Marshal General, would actually conduct the draft.24

Baker reached into a glass jar that contained 10,500 registration numbers written on slips of paper. He took hold of one and read it out: Number 258. Any man holding that number would immediately report to the draft board.

America’s full manpower was now committed to the cause. The first men had been selected to create the National Army of the American Expeditionary Force.



CHAPTER THREE
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THE SELECTION OF GENERAL PERSHING


ON THE LAST DAY of Marshal Joffre’s visit to Washington, Secretary of War Baker introduced him to Major General John J. Pershing, the recent commander of the Punitive Expedition in Mexico. Baker and Wilson, having agreed to send a small force to France immediately, had selected Pershing to head it. As the Secretary sketched a rundown of Pershing’s distinguished career, Joffre caught the names New Mexico, Dakota, Cuba, and the Mexican frontier. Commenting that Pershing was a “fine-looking soldier,” the elderly Frenchman predicted that Pershing would soon be commanding millions of men. “Please tell him,” Joffre said, “that he can always count on me for anything in my power.”1

In making this introduction, Baker did not convey the amount of soul-searching that had gone into the selection. It was one of the most important decisions that Baker and President Wilson would ever make, as the officer selected would have to be capable of carrying tremendous responsibility on his own. Secretary Baker could not look over the shoulder of the man sent to command in Europe.

Pershing had not always been Baker’s first choice. In early 1917 the most prestigious field officer in the United States Army was Major General Frederick Funston, commanding the Southern Department at San Antonio, Texas. Funston was an aggressive officer, who had entered the Army in 1898 through the National Guard of Kansas. He had distinguished himself in the Philippine Insurrection, earning the Congressional Medal of Honor at the Battle of Calumpit. After that he personally led a daring and spectacular raid, actually capturing the rebel leader, Emilio Aguinaldo. Seventeen years a general officer, Funston was expected to lead any force the United States would put into the field.

It was not to be. The command picture changed drastically during the evening of February 19, 1917. The circumstances were later vividly recalled by General Douglas MacArthur.

MacArthur, a major at the time, was assigned that evening as the all-night duty officer for the Army General Staff in the old State, War, Navy Building2 across Executive Avenue from the White House. He had performed this chore many times before, and the duties were routine. On this particular evening the Adjutant General duty officer was Lieutenant Colonel Peyton C. March. March was fifteen years senior to MacArthur, but he was a personal family friend of long standing, so that evening promised to be a pleasant visit. Neither MacArthur nor March expected any excitement before the staffs returned to the offices the next day.

At about 10:00 P.M., the quiet was shattered. A messenger delivered a dispatch from San Antonio. MacArthur watched March’s face as he read it; MacArthur quickly sensed something important. General Funston, the message disclosed, had died of a massive heart attack that evening while dining out at a local hotel. Word had to be delivered to Secretary Baker without delay.

Delivering the message, however, would not be a pleasant or easy task. Secretary Baker, MacArthur knew, was hosting a dinner party in honor of the President himself, and the strictest orders had been issued that the party was not to be disturbed. Nevertheless, MacArthur left the Army command post and headed for Baker’s downtown residence.

As he expected, MacArthur was stopped at the door, and no amount of pleading could get him past the guards. However, as he fruitlessly argued, he discovered that he could get a glimpse into the dining room from the entrance hall. Eventually he succeeded in making himself noticed among the lighthearted guests—by the President himself.

Wilson was familiar with MacArthur, and, caught up in the gaiety of the evening, called out, “Come in Major, and tell all of us the news. There are no secrets here.” The other guests applauded.

MacArthur steeled himself and stepped forward. “Sir, I regret to report that General Funston has just died.” The men around the table caught their breaths and soon thereafter scattered in a stampede.

Wilson and Baker, though somewhat shaken, took the news in stride. As MacArthur waited for instructions, they beckoned for him to follow as they went into an adjacent room. First the President dictated a message of sympathy to Mrs. Funston. Then turning to Baker, he asked, “What now, Newton, who will take the Army over?”

Baker, perhaps stalling for time, turned to MacArthur. “Whom do you think the Army would choose, Major?”

“I cannot, of course, speak for the Army, but for myself the choice would unquestionably be General Pershing.”

Wilson looked at the young officer for a long moment. Then he said quietly, “It would be a good choice.”3

WILSON’S REACTION was widely shared, and almost certainly would have been reached without MacArthur’s contribution. Even though Funston had been Pershing’s superior, Pershing might have been selected in any case, for Baker and Scott had come to realize that Pershing possessed certain qualities that Funston lacked. The most obvious of these was an ability to deal with people who held opposing views. Pershing was no diplomat, but compared to the impetuous Funston, he was a model of self-restraint. With Funston out of contention, the choice would be even easier.

Pershing had long been a marked man in the Army. After graduating from West Point in the Class of 1886, he had been assigned to frontier duty in the campaigns against the Sioux that culminated in the Battle of Wounded Knee in 1890. He performed outstanding services in the Spanish-American War, and in an engagement near the famous San Juan Hill he came to the notice of Lieutenant Colonel Theodore Roosevelt. In 1901 the new President Roosevelt made some arbitrary promotions that included elevating Captain Pershing to the rank of brigadier general, jumping three grades and passing over hundreds of Regular officers. Later, when Pershing married the comely and vivacious daughter of United States Senator Francis E. Warren, of Wyoming, Roosevelt himself attended the ceremony at the Washington Cathedral. During the recent troubles on the Mexican border, it was Pershing who was sent into Mexico in pursuit of Villa, though his superior, Frederick Funston, had coveted that field command.

Pershing was more admired than liked. By nature he was an austere, aloof man, and his rigid insistence on military punctilio earned him enemies. When he was assigned as a tactical officer at West Point, his obsession with stern discipline made him extremely unpopular with the cadets. Seizing on his previous assignment to the 10th Cavalry, a regiment of Negro soldiers, the cadets saddled him with a sobriquet that was toned down to “Black Jack.” Euphonious, the nickname stuck with Pershing throughout his career, long after its origin was forgotten.

Pershing’s reserve was deepened by the burden of a personal tragedy. Three years earlier his vivacious young wife and two small daughters had perished in a tragic fire at the Presidio of San Francisco. Only his son, Warren, away on a holiday, was left. To some extent Pershing unjustifiably blamed himself for the tragedy. Assigned to command the 8th Cavalry Brigade at El Paso, Texas, he had left his wife and children in comfortable and supposedly safe quarters at the most desirable post in the West to spare them the hardships of the Texas frontier. Throughout the rest of his life, which lasted another thirty-four years, Pershing never remarried.

The personal tragedy did not, however, cause Pershing to give up his life or his career. Instead, he threw himself into his military duties with even greater single-mindedness, proving his abilities by his aggressive conduct in Mexico; if he could be faulted in any way, it was only for overzealous execution of President Wilson’s vague orders regarding the objectives of the Punitive Expedition.

Other candidates were considered as prospective commanders of the AEF. Two of them were former Army chiefs of staff. Foremost among Pershing’s competitors was Major General Leonard Wood, the Army chief of staff between 1910 and 1914. In that position, Wood had been highly effective, arguably the only effective Army chief since the office was created in 1903. Part of Wood’s success at that time was due to his relative youth—he was only fifty years old. Inspired by his friend Theodore Roosevelt, he called himself a “preparedness man”—others called him a “military evangelist.” Convinced that it required only six months to train a soldier, even an officer,4 he established several volunteer officer training camps, the most noted of which was at Plattsburgh, New York. So popular was this program that the trainees paid their own expenses, even though graduation did not offer regular commissions.

When his term as chief of staff expired, Wood continued on active duty as the commander of the Eastern Department, with headquarters at Governors Island, New York City. There he continued to promote the concept of officer training programs, and in 1915 he formally established the Plattsburgh Movement.5

But despite his stellar performance as chief of staff, Wood had shortcomings, one of which was a genius for stirring up controversy. He advocated military preparedness so blatantly that the Wilson administration—always determined to avoid saber-rattling—had become alarmed. His longtime personal friendship with former President Roosevelt was a doubtful asset, especially when he seemed to espouse Roosevelt’s sharp attacks on what Roosevelt considered Wilson’s cowardice in trying to keep America out of the war. In contrast to Pershing, who disdained political activity, Wood had been openly eyeing the presidency for years. While he was in command of the Army’s Eastern Department he used the proximity of his headquarters to New York City to court the friendship of men on Wall Street, presumably with a view to using them as a political power base. When he provided a rostrum from which Roosevelt attacked the Wilson administration on the preparedness issue, Secretary Baker transferred him to command the Southeastern Department, with headquarters in Charleston, South Carolina. When asked why he had taken such action, Baker answered icily:

I think General Wood has been very indiscreet, and I think the appearance of political activity which he had allowed to grow up about many of his actions has been unfortunate for his reputation as a soldier.6

But Pershing, also, had opponents, some of whom were spreading rumors that he, like Wood, had been disloyal to Wilson, especially with regard to the President’s policies toward Mexico. Some of these rumors reached Baker, who brought them up with Hugh Scott. Scott quickly rejected any such allegations and lost no time in warning Pershing to be “extremely careful about such matters.”7 This came as a shock to Pershing, who was more than eager to participate in the coming campaigns, and who dearly wanted the goodwill of his superiors. The reports, he wrote in a letter addressed to Scott but ultimately designed for Baker, were “entirely without foundation.” The President had been confronted with “very serious conditions” and his acts had been prompted by only the “highest of motives.” Pershing’s own attitude toward Wilson was “one of entire friendliness” and the President could count on him “to the last extremity, both as to word and deed, for loyalty and fidelity, in any task that may be given me to perform.”8 And immediately after Wilson’s appearance before Congress asking for a declaration of war, Pershing sent the President an emotional (and doubtless sincere) letter of congratulations on Wilson’s “soul-stirring, patriotic address.” He sent another in the same vein to Baker.9

Baker weighed the merits of the two men, Pershing and Wood. He then submitted his recommendation to President Wilson.

PERSHING KNEW THAT HE was the leading contender, but the decision was slow in coming. He was therefore puzzled when he received a message from his father-in-law, Senator Warren, asking about his proficiency in the French language. Stretching the truth considerably, Pershing replied that his French was very good. His answer was unimportant. Warren’s true message was to tell Pershing that he was at least a strong contender for the assignment in France.

Certainty came quickly. On May 2, 1917, Pershing received a message from General Scott:

For your eyes only. Under plans under consideration is one which will require among other troops, four infantry regiments and one artillery regiment from your department for service in France. If plans are carried out, you will be in command of the entire force. Wire me at once designation of the regiments selected by you and their present stations.10

Pershing set about making his selections. From the units that he had taken into Mexico, he chose four infantry regiments, the 16th, 18th, 26th, and 28th. To support them he selected the 6th Field Artillery Regiment. He then departed, as ordered, for Washington.

ON MAY 10, 1917, occurred the first meeting between the two men who would work hand in glove for the rest of the First World War, the two most important officials involved directly with the United States role in the conflict. Major General John Pershing, newly arrived in the nation’s capital, strode into the State, War, Navy Building to report to the Secretary of War. Their first talk covered only general topics. Pershing was surprised to find Baker younger and smaller than he had expected, especially when hunched behind his desk. But when Baker spoke, Pershing felt the force of his personality. After a brief discussion of Pershing’s recent expedition into Mexico, Baker referred to Pershing’s new appointment, assuring the general that his selection had been based solely on his record. Pershing expressed his appreciation and said he hoped that Baker would have no occasion to regret the choice. Pershing left the office “with a distinctly favorable impression of the man upon whom, as head of the War Department, would rest the burden of preparing for a great war.”11

AT THE TIME of this visit, Pershing understood that he was going to France only as a division commander. He would be completely comfortable in that capacity; after all, the Punitive Expedition that he had recently commanded in Chihuahua had reached a strength of some fifteen thousand men at one point. A day or so later, however, Baker called him in again with the sobering news that the President had changed his role. Pershing would now go to France as the Commander-in-Chief of any American forces that would eventually be sent, not merely as a division commander. Pershing was directed to select his staff and depart for Europe as soon as possible, and not to wait for the 1st Division to accompany him.

Pershing was rocked by this new assignment. It was, of course, a promotion and an expression of approval, but it would entail a far more complicated set of challenges. He shook off his concern quickly, however, and began to think about whom he should take. He would, of course, have the pick of any of the officers of the Army, because his responsibilities would now include the development of an entire theater of war, including a supply system as an integral part of his organization. Since he would be dealing on an equal basis with allies, he needed a staff of more than just warriors.

As Pershing went down the list of officers he was familiar with in his career, he hit upon the name of Major James G. Harbord, whom he had known in the cavalry and the Philippine Constabulary. Harbord was not a West Point graduate; he had, in fact, enlisted as a soldier in January of 1889. But from the start, Harbord’s record had been exemplary. Pershing had faith in the records and in the Army’s unofficial rating system by word of mouth among officers, and Harbord was the man he chose as his future chief of staff.12

In all, Pershing selected thirty-one men as staff members at the outset, and he began making final preparations for his contingent to leave for France. It was difficult, however, for him to set an exact date for departure, because the Atlantic Ocean was infested with German submarines, and the Baltic, on which he and his staff were to sail, had been instructed to wait until the naval authorities deemed the risk to be acceptable.

He did not waste his time. While waiting around Washington, Pershing visited with various old friends and corresponded with others. One bit of correspondence was difficult to handle. On May 20, 1917, he received a letter from former President (“Colonel”) Theodore Roosevelt,13 who was playing all angles to get involved in the war. The ostensible purpose of the Colonel’s letter was to request that Roosevelt’s two sons, Theodore Jr. and Archibald, be allowed to enlist as privates in Pershing’s command, even though they were both officers in the Reserve Corps, stationed at Plattsburgh. Granting such a request would fly in the face of President Wilson’s order that only Regulars were to go abroad in the first contingent. Appended as a postscript, however, was the real reason for Roosevelt’s letter:

If I were physically fit, instead of old and heavy and stiff, I should ask myself to go under you in any capacity down to and including a sergeant; but at my age, and condition, I suppose that I could not do work you would consider worth while in the fighting line (my only line) in a lower grade than brigade commander.14

This was not a welcome request. Fortunately, Pershing had no need to respond because he possessed no authority in the matter. He referred the letter to Secretary Baker, who, to Pershing’s intense relief, rejected the former chief executive’s request.

Another encounter would prove to be more productive. When lunching at the Metropolitan Club in Washington, Pershing was joined by an old friend from his days at Lincoln, Nebraska, Charles G. Dawes, who had applied for a commission in the Engineer Corps. Noting Dawes’s complete lack of practical experience in the field, Pershing was amused by his friend’s pretensions to be an engineer. He did, however, have a great respect for Dawes’s ability as a businessman, so on return to the War Department, he spoke to Baker in Dawes’s behalf.15 He would never regret that action.

On May 24, 1917, Pershing accompanied Baker to the White House for a short conference with President Wilson. It was their first meeting, and it consisted almost solely of formalities and pleasantries; to Pershing’s mild disappointment the President said nothing about the role his Army should play in cooperation with the Allied Armies, but both expressed mutual confidence, the President promising his “full support.”16

Finally, Pershing was informed that the Baltic would sail on the 28th of May. During the waiting period, Pershing and his chief of staff, James Harbord, had been assigned an office across the hall from that of General Bliss, who was acting chief of staff in the absence of Scott. There, in an attempt to formalize the particulars of their mission, the two composed their own draft letter of instructions. They then took their draft across to General Bliss, who, in the name of the Secretary of War, signed it. Later in the same day, however, Pershing received another formal letter of instructions, this one from Secretary Baker himself:

1. The President designates you to command all the land forces of the United States operating in Continental Europe and in the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland, including any part of the Marine Corps which may be detached for service there with the Army.
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

3. You are invested with the authority and duties devolved by the laws, regulations, orders and customs of the United States upon the commander of an army in the field in time of war....

4. You will establish, after consultation with the French War Office, all necessary bases, lines of communications, depots, etc., and make all the incidental arrangements essential to active participation at the front.

5. In military operations against the Imperial German Government, you are directed to cooperate with the forces of the other countries employed against that enemy; but in so doing the underlying idea must be kept in view that the forces of the United States are a separate and distinct component of the combined forces, the identity of which must be preserved. This fundamental rule is subject to such minor exceptions in particular circumstances as your judgment may approve. The decision as to when your command, or any of its parts, is ready for action is confided to you.
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