

[image: ]



PRAISE FOR

The Yanks Are Coming!

“A rousing military history of an older, and in some ways better, America. The pen portraits of America’s heroes in the First World War—whose fame in many cases extends beyond, like Patton, MacArthur, and Truman—are terrific!”

            —William Peter Blatty, Academy Award–winning screenwriter and bestselling novelist, author of The Exorcist, and co-screenwriter (with Blake Edwards) of the World War I comedy-drama Darling Lili

“Harry Crocker presents a very readable, lively, and historically rich account of America’s involvement in World War One, from strategic-level power politics to the blood and grime of the trenches. The war narrative is complemented with short, incisive biographies of prominent leaders—Pershing, Mitchell, and Lejeune, among others—and the ‘Young Lions’ such as George Patton, Eddie Rickenbacker, Alvin York, and ‘Wild Bill’ Donovan. This is an outstanding and enjoyable volume for both seasoned military history buffs and readers who want to know more about the dramatic events that were shaping our present day a century ago.”

            —James S. Robbins, author of The Real Custer

“A brilliant book. Crocker is the absolute master at creating readable history—and on few subjects is his clarity more needed than on America’s involvement in World War I, helping readers to understand and appreciate our commitment and sacrifice. The Yanks Are Coming! is a great book—highly recommended for anyone interested in American military history.”

            —Phillip Jennings, former Marine Corps combat pilot and author of Nam-A-Rama and The Politically Incorrect Guide™ to the Vietnam War

“A great story has met a great writer! Historian Harry Crocker skillfully records the important but often overlooked story of America’s pivotal role in winning World War I. Peopled by a fascinating historical cast of characters, The Yanks Are Coming! puts the reader on the front lines with the American doughboys with a you-are-there sense of immediacy. It is a memorable story of American courage and sacrifice, and the author’s insightful, fast-paced narrative enlivens it anew. First-rate!”

            —Rod Gragg, author of The Illustrated Gettysburg Reader and The Pilgrim Chronicles

“Harry Crocker has tackled one of the most perplexing major wars of modern history, untangling the confusion to deliver a narrative that is not only easy to follow, but a joy to read. Unlike so many histories of the Great War, which draw readers into the snarl of the war’s complexity, Crocker’s unwinds the sinews, laying them out in plain sight. It is a rare book that can be truly described as hard to put down. If a person was to read just one book about the Great War, there is no better one than this.”

            —Bill Yenne, author of Hap Arnold: The General Who Invented the U.S. Air Force and a contributor to encyclopedias of both world wars


[image: ]


[image: ][image: ]


Copyright © 2014 by H. W. Crocker III

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system now known or to be invented, without permission in writing from the publisher, except by a reviewer who wishes to quote brief passages in connection with a review written for inclusion in a magazine, newspaper, website, or broadcast.

First ebook edition ©2014

eISBN 978-1-62157-279-4

The Library of Congress has catalogued the hardcover edition as follows:

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Crocker, H. W.

The Yanks are coming : a military history of the United States in World War I / H. W. Crocker III.

pages cm

1. World War, 1914-1918--United States. 2. United States. Army. American Expeditionary Forces. 3. World War, 1914-1918--Biography. I. Title.

D570.C68 2014

940.4’0973--dc23

2014011621

Published in the United States by

Regnery History, an imprint of

Regnery Publishing

A Salem Communications Company

300 New Jersey Avenue NW

Washington, DC 20001

www.RegneryHistory.com

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Books are available in quantity for promotional or premium use. For information on discounts and terms, please visit our website:

www.Regnery.com.

Distributed to the trade by

Perseus Distribution

250 West 57th Street

New York, NY 10107


For the VMI Keydets, class of ’17

and

Scott E. Belliveau, class of ’83


PROLOGUE

“WELL, YORK, I HEAR YOU’VE CAPTURED THE WHOLE DAMN GERMAN ARMY”

It was cold, wet, and dreary—8 October 1918—the Meuse-Argonne Campaign. A miasmic mist drifted through the early morning sky from exploded artillery shells and gas canisters; men clung to clumps of damp earth as bullets spat toward them from sporadic machine gun and rifle fire. On the far left of the American line was squad leader Sergeant Alvin York. In the course of his thirty years, York had grown from a sharpshooting, hard-drinking mountain brawler into a Christian pacifist, and then, once he was drafted, into a Christian soldier. He wasn’t an educated man or a cosmopolitan one—he’d had a hard time taking his eyes off the French-speaking Vietnamese truck drivers (“Chinamen,” he called them) who had rocketed him to the front, driving like drunken fiends—but he had superb instincts in the field.

The Germans had a well-earned reputation for being tenacious, superb infantrymen, but it was one of the virtues of the Americans that they weren’t much impressed by reputations. The Germans were entrenched on forested high ground around a valley, about five hundred yards long, that the Americans were trying to cross, having taken Hill 223 at the opening of the arc the night before. If the Germans were battle weary—intelligence reports promised that the units in front of the Americans were of low caliber, their morale used up—they were still in an excellent position to hit the Americans on three sides; in fact, the advanced American platoons were already pinned down, fenced in by German mortar and machine gun fire.

York’s company on the far left of the American line was moving in support of the trapped units. Sergeant Harry M. Parsons sent three squads, including York’s, a total of about seventeen men, on what he feared was a suicide mission: flank the German machine guns enfilading the American platoons.

Sergeant Bernard Early led the doughboys1 into the forest. Their first contact with the enemy was two Germans who wore Red Cross armbands and were shocked to see the Americans. One surrendered; the other plunged into the forest like a high-tailing deer, York and his comrades in pursuit.

The Americans weaved through the forest, finally stumbling on a detachment of tired German soldiers who had dropped their packs and were sitting down eating breakfast. Stunned at being flanked, the Germans surrendered. Except for one, who fired at York: the German missed; York didn’t.

The Americans, having surprised the enemy, were now surprised in turn. German machine gunners, hidden on a covering hill, suddenly opened fire, raking the Americans, hitting one poor corporal with, York estimated, a hundred bullets, practically shredding the uniform from his body. Nine of York’s colleagues—more than half the unit’s strength—fell dead or wounded. York was on the ground too—unhurt, though bullets had sliced the dirt in front of him and left a stray helmet “all sorter sieved, jes like the top of a pepper box.”2 He guessed there were more than twenty machine guns ahead of him; occasionally he saw German heads over the barrels.

Lying prone, York treated the German heads popping over the parapets to old-fashioned target practice. Machine gun bullets whipped past him, the gunners apparently unable to depress the barrels far enough to nail him to the ground. York’s relentlessly accurate shooting suppressed the German fire to the point he could stand up and advance. As he did so, a German officer and five soldiers with fixed bayonets charged from about twenty-five yards. The magazine in York’s rifle was down to its final rounds, so he flipped out his pistol, a Colt .45 automatic, and shot his attackers as he would have shot wild turkeys—hitting the last one first and working his way up the line. It worked with turkeys because they didn’t see their fellows getting blasted, and it worked with Germans on the same principle. He intuited—he didn’t have time to think—that if he shot the lead man, the others would fall to the prone position and pick him off. But they didn’t. He shot them each in succession. Then he advanced again with his rifle, shouting at the machine gunners to surrender. He figured he had them now—between foiling the bayonet charge and knocking bullets into German heads, York had killed about twenty men.

The German officer in command, Lieutenant Paul Jürgen Vollmer, emptied his pistol at the advancing Tennessean. Every shot missed; there was no getting at such an invulnerable foe.

“English?”

“No, not English.”

“What?”

“American.”

“Good Lord! If you won’t shoot any more I will make them give up.”

York agreed; as he recounted later, “I didn’t want to kill any more ’n I had to.”

He did have to kill one more. A surrendering German threw a grenade at him. Inevitably, it missed. York didn’t. York and his comrades suddenly found themselves the captors of about fifty German soldiers. When Vollmer asked York how many men he had, York said, “A plenty.”3 York’s men weren’t so sure. York was: he kept his pistol on Vollmer.

York’s march back became a sort of forcible conga line of captured Germans as he rolled up one unit after another with minimal fuss, shooting only one recalcitrant German machine gunner. By this time York had gathered so many prisoners—4 German officers and 128 other ranks—that he was turned away from both the battalion and regimental headquarters as having too many for them to handle. At his third stop, division headquarters, York’s brigade commander said, “Well, York, I hear you’ve captured the whole damn German army.”

“No,” replied York, saluting. “Only 132.”4

THE WAR THAT MADE THE MODERN WORLD

Most Americans are probably equally humble when they think about their country’s contribution to victory in World War I. They figure we entered the conflict too late to claim much credit, or maybe they think our intervention was discreditable. Some say we had no compelling national interest to enter the Great War; worse, our intervention allowed Britain and France to force on Germany an unjust, punitive peace that made the rise of Adolf Hitler’s National Socialist German Workers Party inevitable. Had we stayed out of the war, the argument goes, the Europeans would have been compelled to make a reasonable, negotiated peace, and postwar animosity would have been lessened.

Part of Americans’ disillusionment with World War I can be blamed on Woodrow Wilson. After preaching strict neutrality and campaigning on how his deft diplomacy “kept us out of war,” Wilson changed his tune in April 1917 and said the United States had to enter the war because the “world must be made safe for democracy”5—though that was never really the issue. He embraced the idea, even if he did not invent it, that this was a war to end all war—an expectation sure to be disappointed. Some, no doubt, think of the war in terms of the cynical “lost generation”—men like Ernest Hemingway and F. Scott Fitzgerald—getting sozzled in postwar Europe, pickling their former ideals, thinking, perhaps, that abstract “words like glory, honor, courage, or hallow were obscene.”6

Americans are easily forgetful of history, but we should not forget the First World War or our far from discreditable role in it. American intervention was decisive in the Anglo-French victory, a victory that deserves celebrating. Even if, as is obviously the case, the Second Reich was not as evil as the Third, and Germany’s initial decision to back its ally Austria-Hungary against Serbia was justified, its ambition to dominate the continent through force of arms—and its often brutal occupation of France and Belgium—was in no less need of rejection.

The war shaped the lives of some of America’s greatest soldiers and statesmen—including George Patton, Douglas MacArthur, Dwight Eisenhower, George Marshall, and Harry Truman—and was hugely consequential. Without exaggeration one can say that it was the war that made the modern world. It was the war that set the boundaries of the modern Middle East out of the ruins of the Ottoman Empire. It was the war that saw the collapse of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, which had held together Mitteleuropa. It was a war that rewarded nationalism, which, perversely, had been the war’s original cause. It was the war that ended the Second Reich in Germany and witnessed the Bolshevik Revolution in Russia. It was a war that moved into the skies and under the seas. Men were set alight with flamethrowers and choked by poison gas. Infantry officers wore wristwatches to coordinate attacks. Trench coats became a military fashion accessory. And a Europe that could still see angels hovering over battlefields in 1914 was shell-shocked by 1919, full of doubts about the old chivalric ideals, prey to callow superstitions and pagan political movements.

It was the apparent collapse of the old ideals that helps explain what has become the popular view of the First World War—that it was a senseless, stupid struggle, the ultimate charnel house, a watchword for the obscenity and absurdity of war. The casualty lists were indeed horribly long. The victory that was won was indeed horribly mismanaged. But such casualty lists were inevitable in a modern war of European empires; and the mismanagement of the peace was not the soldier’s folly.

Part of the problem is a misguided, jejune nostalgia. Before the war, it is often said, was a graceful Edwardian summer absorbing the warmth of a Western civilization that had found—in its empires and global dominance, in its booming economies and steady social progress, in its stable institutions and its music, art, and literature—“its place in the sun,” to use Kaiser Wilhelm II’s phrase about Germany’s prewar empire. If the First World War had not happened, the story goes, Europe would have carried on in some sort of blissful stasis, progressive yet stable and pacific, and no terrible calamities would have occurred. This theme, common among liberals even before the war, was most famously articulated by Norman Angell, who published The Great Illusion in 1910. Angell believed that Europe’s international trade and its modern industrial economies meant the abolition of war, because conquest now brought no economic advantage—an argument that has been repeated many times over the decades, though reality never seems to cooperate.

THE REASONS WHY

Those who class every modern evil as a consequence of the First World War seem to forget that Marx, Nietzsche, “Dover Beach” with its receding sea of faith, social Darwinism, nationalism, racism in Eastern Europe (Slav versus Teuton), militarism, Slavic terrorism, the Franco-Prussian War, the Balkan Wars, a crumbling Ottoman Empire, Russian designs on Constantinople, and the German Schlieffen Plan that envisioned the violation of neutral Belgium and an aggressive war against France as a military necessity in case of war against Russia (with such a two-front war considered inevitable) all preceded the guns of August 1914.

It is true that National Socialists (eventually) and Communists came to power in the wake of the First World War. It is equally true that National Socialism and Communism were already seeded in Europe. Europe had been roiled by revolutions in 1848, of a mostly nationalist, liberal variety, though sometimes socialist in intent. Communards under the red flag had held Paris in 1871; the Russian government had squashed a socialist revolution (in which Leon Trotsky had a role) in 1905. Germany, France, and Russia all had large socialist parties, and indeed much of the thrust of left-liberal thought on the Continent since the Reformation and the Enlightenment had been about rationalizing and centralizing power in the state. Otto von Bismarck, chancellor of the German Reich, often regarded as a conservative, had shown this very same tendency when he waged a Kulturkampf against the Catholic Church (which, unlike the state Lutheran church, was an intolerably supranational institution). He dropped his culture war only after he belatedly realized that the Church was a useful ally against socialism, which he opposed but hoped to appease by reforms.

One of Bismarck’s ardent political supporters was Heinrich von Treitschke, a German liberal nationalist (with an ever-increasing emphasis on the latter). Treitschke, who died in 1896, was one of the most influential German historians of the late nineteenth century. He was an anti-Semite and a social Darwinist (much quoted by the later National Socialists) who praised war for its “utter annihilation of puny man in the great conception of the State.”7

Adolf Hitler himself avoided serving in the armed forces of conservative, reactionary Habsburg Austria in the First World War, preferring what he saw as nationalist, progressive Germany; and one of his early political patrons after the war was General Erich von Ludendorff, who, along with General Paul von Hindenburg, had practically led the Second Reich in its final two years, practiced “war socialism” during the war, believed in German colonization of Eastern Europe, and was a social Darwinist and pagan who blamed weak-kneed Christianity for much that was wrong with the world. In postwar, post-monarchical Germany, National Socialism was only the logical extension of what Ludendorff already believed; and, in due course, it was Hindenburg who reluctantly made Hitler chancellor of Germany.

WHAT THE WAR ACHIEVED

The evil that followed the war was no more inevitable than the good—and preventing the Second Reich’s forcible subjugation of the Continent to the likes of Ludendorff was indeed a good thing. The First World War was not pointless. On the Western Front—that European scar that came to epitomize the war’s futility—France, Britain, and the United States successfully repelled an aggressor who had violated Belgian neutrality and planned to impose a not so very gentle domination on the Continent. The generals who achieved this feat were not insensate brutes who callously ignored the hecatombs on the battlefield. Few people believe the Second World War was a senseless war or that it was fought by idiotic generals. Yet far more lives were lost in the Second World War than in the First (more than 60 million versus about 17 million). The First World War generals of the Western powers achieved their victory in four years; the Allied generals of the Second World War took six. And if the First World War witnessed the collapse of the monarchies of Central Europe and saw the Bolsheviks seize power in Russia, at least the Western powers kept the Bolsheviks, preachers of world revolution, penned up within Russia’s borders. The Second World War ended with Eastern Europe in the hands of the Soviet Communists—Hitler’s former allies and the West’s adversaries in the subsequent decades-long Cold War. In other words, the imperfect outcome of the First World War was no worse than the imperfect outcome of the Second, and both were better than if the Central Powers or the Fascist powers had won.

The doughboys of the American Expeditionary Force helped win a great victory for the United States and, of course, for Britain and France. From his initial pacifism, Alvin York had convinced himself that the war was just—and it was. It was also, in its scope and in its consequences, no small war, and though the first Americans would not arrive in France until 1917, they would play no small part in winning it.

In the pages that follow, we will see how the war began, how it was conducted, how the United States came to enter the war, and how it was won. We will look at some of the men who fought it, from the generals like “Black Jack” Pershing, commander of the American Expeditionary Forces, to young Brigadier General Douglas MacArthur. We will see the young lions who were finding their way, men like “Wild Bill” Donovan and George S. Patton. In the process, we will see in outline the arc of the American Century, which took American soldiers from fighting Indians to the Great War to World War II and made America the paramount superpower in an atomic age.


PART I

ARMAGEDDON FAR AWAY


CHAPTER ONE

THE CLASH OF EMPIRES

At first it all seemed very far away.

On 28 June 1914 the Archduke Franz Ferdinand and his wife, Countess Sophie, were assassinated in Sarajevo, Bosnia. It was the couple’s fourteenth wedding anniversary. They were utterly devoted; indeed it sometimes seemed Sophie was Ferdinand’s only friend. Politically liberal and personally difficult, Ferdinand had married against the wishes of his uncle, Austria’s emperor Franz Joseph. As a result, his children were removed from any right to succession, but he was still next in line to the throne of the Austro-Hungarian Empire.

An empire it surely was, even if its welter of nationalities were only tenuously welded together. Ferdinand was an Austrian, skeptical of Hungarians, married to a Czech, and inclined to be indulgent with Croats and Serbs. His reputation for liberalism—in what was a tolerant, cosmopolitan, fatalistic, conservative-reactionary empire, which regarded itself, in the famous Viennese phrase, as being in a situation that was hopeless but not serious—came largely from his support for expanding the dual monarchy of the Austro-Hungarian Empire into a tripartite monarchy that would have given greater autonomy to the Slavs.

It was not a popular position. Austrian hardliners saw no reason for change, Hungarians feared it would lessen their influence, and Slavic nationalists did not want their people reconciled to Austrian rule; they wanted violence, bloodshed, and nationalist revolution. On 28 June 1914, one of their number—Gavrilo Princip, a tubercular student, an atheist in a famously Catholic if multireligious empire, and a member of the Black Hand, a Serbian terrorist movement—committed the murders that eventually created an independent Yugoslavia, all at the cost of a cataclysmic world war and 17 million dead.

The assassination was a bungled affair that succeeded only because of the typically lax security of the Austrians. There were seven conspirators, all perfervid terrorists sick with tuberculosis, lining the Archduke’s route through the city. The first never threw his bomb; the second threw his bomb, but it was deftly deflected by the Archduke (though it wounded his wife, slightly, and several others, more seriously); the third, fourth, fifth, and sixth would-be assassins did nothing, and even those who tried to commit suicide with their cyanide pills failed; but Princip got his chance when the Archduke insisted on visiting the wounded in hospital and his wife insisted on accompanying him—and even then, it was only because the Archduke’s driver got lost and turned down the wrong street. It was sheer bad luck that, putting the car in reverse, he paused five feet from Princip, who fired two fatal shots.

The Archduke and his duchess died true to their aristocratic birth, at first ignoring the bullets that had penetrated them. The duchess’s concern was for her husband. As blood spilled over his lips she asked, “For heaven’s sake, what’s happened to you?” He, in turn, feared for his wife: “Sophie dear, Sophie dear, don’t die! Stay alive for our children!” His last words dismissed his wounds: “It is nothing.”1 But in the chancelleries of Europe, aristocratic phlegm soon gave way to the demands of honor, geopolitical ambition, revanchism, and fear.

GOING TO WAR TO HOLD THE EMPIRE TOGETHER

Austria-Hungary’s statesmen knew just how vulnerable they were as a multinational empire. Avenging Franz Ferdinand’s death—even if he was not much liked—was necessary to affirm the dual monarchy’s staying power. Heirs to the throne simply could not be picked off by Slavic nationalists at will and without consequences. While the reaction throughout much of Europe was measured, shock mingling with the assumption that this was a local affair—there was always something new out of Austria-Hungary—Austria’s foreign minister, Count Leopold von Berchtold, advocated “a final and fundamental reckoning with Serbia,”2 a terror-sponsoring state, the power behind the assassins. He was supported by the hawkish chief of the Austrian general staff, Count Franz Conrad von Hötzendorf, who recognized the danger of Slavic nationalism if it were led by Serbia rather than contained within the Habsburg Empire.

If the war were limited to Serbia, the empire could fight it successfully. But of Europe’s five great powers—Austria-Hungary, Germany, France, Russia, and Britain—Austria-Hungary was by far the weakest; it could make no pretense to dominate Europe; defending itself in the Balkans was challenge enough. Barely a quarter of its army was Austrian, another near quarter was Hungarian, and the rest, the majority, was a motley of Czechs, Italians, and Slavs whose devotion to the dual monarchy was open to question. Germany was Austria’s necessary ally to keep the Russian bear from mauling the Austrian eagle—especially as the Russian bear made a pretense of looking on the Balkan states as her lost cubs. What the Russian bear wanted most of all was to splash in the warm water port of Constantinople, the gateway from the Black Sea to the Aegean Sea and the Mediterranean, and her cubs could lead her there.

THE GERMAN BLUNDERBUSS

The Austrians took the position that one was either with the dual monarchy or with the terrorists. Germany was with the dual monarchy. But despite Prussian stereotypes to the contrary, turmoil in the Balkans potentially pitting Austria-Hungary against Russia had for decades made Germany the peacemaker of Central Europe. In the famous formulation of Otto von Bismarck, chancellor of the German Reich from 1871 to 1890, “The whole Eastern question”—by which he meant the Balkans—“is not worth the healthy bones of a Pomeranian musketeer.”3

Germany was Europe’s most powerful state. United only since 1871 (before that it had been a congeries of kingdoms, principalities, duchies, free cities, and confederations), Germany was an industrial superpower, with the second-largest manufacturing economy in the world (behind the United States), double the steel production of Britain, and world leadership in fields from applied chemistry to electrical engineering. Germany’s industrious population was growing—to 65 million in 1913—casting an ominous shadow over the French, who, for all their reputation as lovers, were not having babies; France boasted a population of only 39 million.

The German education system was broad, deep, and effective, stamping out engineers, physicists, and highly trained specialists in every academic and technical field—including the profession of arms, where even the lowliest private was literate. So professional, well-trained, and highly educated was the German army—and so politically dominant was militaristic Prussia within Germany—that the Second Reich was really the kingdom of the German general staff.

But Bismarck knew how important it was for Germany, having forged itself through “blood and iron,” to reassure Europe that it was a “contented” power. His chief foreign policy goal was to isolate France and keep Germany allied with Austria and Russia. As Bismarck said, “I am holding two powerful heraldic beasts by their collars, and am keeping them apart for two reasons: first of all, lest they should tear each other to pieces; and secondly, lest they should come to an understanding at our expense.”4

All this changed with the arrival of Kaiser Wilhelm II, who assumed the throne in 1888 and dismissed Bismarck two years later. The Kaiser did not follow Theodore Roosevelt’s foreign policy admonition about speaking softly and carrying a big stick. Instead, he spoke like an exploding blunderbuss while insisting on having the biggest stick possible and waving it furiously. He practiced diplomatic brinksmanship, thrusting himself forward, asserting German rights—and then almost invariably backing down, grumbling about the lack of respect granted to his empire.

In the process, he forfeited Germany’s alliance with Russia, though he maintained a friendly correspondence with his cousin Nicky, Czar Nicholas II. Not content with being militarily dominant on the Continent, the Kaiser decided that German pride, prestige, and power demanded a navy to rival Great Britain’s and built the second-largest navy in the world, thus alienating the British. He was half-English himself5—no less than a grandchild of Queen Victoria—though he seemed intent on proving himself more belligerent than the most bullet-headed Prussian martinet, and harbored a special dislike for Britain, the land of his mother. Among other things, he blamed the English doctors who had attended his birth for his withered left arm, which he often tried to disguise by gripping the pommel of a sword with his left hand.

He twisted the lion’s tail when he could. About a third of the world’s Muslim population lived under the Union Jack, so the Kaiser made a trip to Damascus in 1898 and declared himself a Teutonic Saladin: “The [Ottoman] sultan and the 300 million Muslims who revere him as their spiritual leader should know that the German Emperor is their friend forever.”6 German railroad engineers backed his boast by helping to build the Berlin-to-Baghdad railway and the Hijaz Railway from Damascus to Medina—neither of which was completed before the war, but both of which Britain saw as potential threats to India.

During the Boer War (1899–1902), the Kaiser publicly expressed sympathy for Britain’s enemies, and twice in North Africa he tried to divide British and French imperial interests but only united them in consternation at his own belligerence. In the First Moroccan Crisis of 1905–1906, the Kaiser visited Tangier and declared his support for Moroccan independence against the expanding influence of France. An international conference resolved the dispute in France’s favor—but not before French and German troops were mobilized. In 1911 Germany sent a gunboat to Agadir, after a rebellion against the Moroccan sultan and a subsequent deployment of French troops. In return for accepting a French Morocco, Germany demanded an expanded German Cameroon (at French territorial expense) in central Africa. The Kaiser’s bullying manner convinced the British government that Germany was not quite the contented power that Bismarck had made it out to be. Indeed, since Bismarck’s dismissal, Germany had embarked on a foreign policy of Weltpolitik, making Germany a player in the game of global power politics.

Germany’s diplomatic sabre-rattling had inspired some odd alliances. Since 1892 anti-clerical republican France had been allied with Orthodox czarist Russia. Russia was notoriously weak—her armed forces had been humiliated in the Russo-Japanese War of 1904–19057—but the German general staff could not discount her size (170 million people) or her potential to cause trouble in the Balkans. In the west, Britain’s John Bull became the unlikely escort of the French Marianne in 1904 with the Entente Cordiale. On its face the entente simply resolved imperial issues, but de facto it made Britain an ally of France. It was followed in 1912 by an Anglo-French naval agreement committing the Royal Navy to defend France’s Atlantic coast.8 In 1907, Britain even agreed to an entente with Russia, which had long been regarded as the great imperial threat to British India. In British eyes the railroad-building, battleship-constructing, Boer-supporting, philo-Islamic German Kaiser had become the greater threat; and the Russians were equally worried that Germany’s increasingly friendly relationship with the Ottoman Turks could block their dream of acquiring Constantinople. Bismarck’s goal had been to isolate France and conciliate Russia; the Kaiser had successfully, if unintentionally, made France the anchor of an anti-German coalition that included Russia.

AUSTRIA DECLARES A SMALL WAR; FRANCE, RUSSIA, AND GERMANY MAKE IT A BIGGER ONE

On 23 July, Austria delivered an ultimatum to Serbia. The assassination of the Archduke had put an end to Austrian tolerance. Austria demanded that Serbia ban all propaganda directed against the Habsburg Empire, shut down the nationalist organizations that fanned it, allow Austrian officials to help suppress anti-imperial groups in Serbia, sack Serbian officers as specified by Austria, and allow imperial investigators to bring the terrorists who had conspired against the Archduke to justice. The Serbians were given forty-eight hours to respond. To the Austrians’ surprise, the Serbians agreed to almost everything, quibbling only at allowing Austrian police onto Serbian territory, which the Serbs considered an unacceptable violation of their sovereignty. Even the Kaiser thought Serbia’s response was a “capitulation of the most humiliating character. Now that Serbia has given in, all grounds for war have disappeared.”9 For the Austrians the point had been to establish the pretext for war, not to get Serbian agreement, and Austria decided Serbia’s response was insufficient. On 28 July, the Habsburg Empire declared war on Serbia.

The Austrians’ declaration of war put the cat among the pigeons, or the Teutons among the Slavs. But the first major power to go on full mobilization for what could be a wider war was not Austria or Germany,10 it was Russia. Russia’s foreign minister Sergei Sazonov saw the Austrian ultimatum as a starting pistol—“c’est la guerre européene!”—that provided Russia cover (and allies) for a strategic lunge at Constantinople.11

Encouraging Russian belligerence was France, which had its own territorial designs if Russia could tie down German armies on an eastern front. For more than forty years, the French had wanted to regain the territory of Alsace-Lorraine in southwestern Germany. It had been lost to the Germans when the hapless Napoleon III declared war on Prussia in the Franco-Prussian War (1870–1871). That war, disastrous for France, had led to Napoleon’s abdication, the creation of a new French republic, and the crowning of a Second German Reich at Versailles. Virtually every Frenchman—republican or monarchist, socialist or Catholic—was passionate about recovering Alsace-Lorraine.12 The French knew they could not regain the territory by diplomacy or by fighting Germany on their own. The French could never instigate a war; they could only hope for one in which they had surrounded Germany with enemies and strengthened themselves with allies. And now they had done just that. French finance of Russia’s railways threatened to deposit the Czar’s enormous if ramshackle army on Germany’s eastern border. With the Entente Cordiale, the French believed they had seduced Britain from her previous policy of “splendid isolation” from the Continent. The “Triple Entente” had put the Russian steamroller in the East on the side of la belle France, and in the West procured her the tacit support of the world’s largest navy, backed by the resources of the world’s largest empire.

While Europe’s diplomats and statesmen talked peace, more than a few wanted war. All the major belligerents in the First World War, with the exception of the British Empire and the United States, entered the war thinking they had something to gain.13 All had made fatal miscalculations. Austria, in its desire to punish the Serbs, had misjudged the possibility of a greater war. The Russians, with their eyes on seizing Constantinople, failed to recognize how vulnerable their society was to the shock of a European conflagration.14 French revanchists misjudged the price of glory.

The Russians turned what should have been a limited punitive war into la guerre européene. The Germans had an equally belligerent faction who thought war was inevitable—and better to defeat Germany’s enemies now than wait until they were stronger. Had the Germans focused entirely on the war in the East, not only would they have been victorious, but a credible case could have been made that theirs was a just war, a war of defense against Slavic aggression, sparked by the Slavic terrorists in Sarajevo. But the German general staff, for all its superlative professionalism, proved singularly inept at larger strategic questions that went beyond military necessity.

Germany military planning was for a two-front war. The Schlieffen Plan, drawn up by Field Marshal Alfred Graf von Schlieffen in 1905—and implemented in 1914 by General Helmuth von Moltke the Younger,15 chief of the German general staff—was to knock out France in six weeks with one enormous blow and then turn Germany’s full strength against the lumbering Russians. Schlieffen polished his plan until the end of his life in 1913. From a purely military point of view, it was a plan of genius, and had it been implemented as designed it might very well have achieved its aims. But the Achilles’ heel of the plan was its amorality. It utterly disregarded the rights of neutral Belgium, the Netherlands, and Luxembourg—rights that Germany was pledged to uphold. While to the German general staff these rights were insignificant, they became the direct cause of British intervention in the war.16

While in the Franco-Prussian War Bismarck had cleverly led the French to fire the first shot, at the outset of World War I the French pulled back from their borders to avoid any chance of instigating the conflict. The German general staff—wedded so completely to the Schlieffen Plan and the need to act quickly—did not fully consider that the Gallic rooster, however devoted to l’offensive à outrance, might not let its élan vital overrule its sense of self-preservation. If Germany was culpable for the war—a burden placed on the Germans by the postwar Treaty of Versailles in Article 231, written by two Americans, Norman Davis and John Foster Dulles17—it was not because of the war against Russia, but because Germany enlarged that war by attacking Russia’s ally France. Germany did France the favor—though it hardly seemed that after its deadly toll—of launching a war France wanted but was loath to start.

On 1 August, the Germans declared war on Russia; two days later they declared war on France; and on 4 August, they invaded Belgium, which had rejected Germany’s ultimatum for free passage of its troops. Britain then declared war on Germany. German chancellor Bethmann-Hollweg rebuked Britain’s ambassador to Berlin: “Just for a scrap of paper, Britain is going to make war on a kindred nation.”18 That amoral disregard for scraps of paper was one reason Europe’s Armageddon had begun.

When Sir Edward Grey, Britain’s foreign secretary, received word that Germany had declared war on France, he was watching the street lamps being lit below his office window. He remarked to a friend, “The lamps are going out all over Europe; we shall not see them lit again in our lifetime.”19 In the United States, the lamps would continue to burn brightly, and they would be lit again in Europe, but only after the New World came to redress the balance in the Old.


CHAPTER TWO

TWO AND A HALF YEARS HARD

Belgium was more than overrun, it was terrorized. While propagandists exaggerated German atrocities in Belgium, the reality was striking enough. The Germans razed Belgian villages and executed villagers—men, women, and children, eventually numbering into the thousands—en masse. Priests, as authority figures and potential symbols of resistance, were particular targets. If that outraged some, even more were outraged by the burning and looting of the famous university town of Louvain. Over the course of five days, beginning on 25 August 1914, the Germans pillaged the city. Its celebrated library, with its collection of medieval manuscripts, was put to the torch; its townspeople were driven out as refugees. Hugh Gibson, an American diplomat arriving at Louvain three days into its sacking, was told by a German officer, “We shall wipe it out, not one stone will stand upon another! Not one, I tell you. We will teach them to respect Germany. For generations people will come here to see what we have done!”1

The officer was unconsciously echoing earlier words of the Kaiser, who at Bremerhaven on 27 July 1900 had told German troops embarking for China to put down the Boxer Rebellion, “When you come upon the enemy, smite him. Pardon will not be given. Prisoners will not be taken. Whoever falls into your hands is forfeit. Once, a thousand years ago, the Huns under their King Attila made a name for themselves, one still potent in legend and tradition. May you in this way make the name German remembered in China for a thousand years so that no Chinaman will ever again dare to even squint at a German!”2 Kaiser Wilhelm II, with his unerring ability to be his own worst enemy, had thus established the image of the savage German Hun—which the German army appeared to fulfill. The Allies came up with the word schrecklichkeit (frightfulness) to describe the Germans’ use of terrorism to cow civilians.

“NECESSITY KNOWS NO LAW”

The Germans, however, believed they were fighting a war for civilization—for German Kultur against Latin decadence and Slavic barbarism.3 But that Kultur put necessity and progress beyond traditional categories of good and evil. Necessity mandated the violation of Belgian neutrality. “Necessity,” said Chancellor Bethmann-Hollweg, who was less of a militarist than his colleagues, “knows no law.”4 Necessity mandated lining up and executing civilians to intimidate others from resisting.

The highly educated German general staff had readily adopted social Darwinist ideas and applied them to the conduct of war—for example, in General Friedrich von Bernhardi’s book Germany and the Next War (published in 1911).5 He called war “a biological necessity” in the struggle for existence, adding that war “is not merely a necessary element in the life of nations, but an indispensable factor of culture, in which a true civilized nation finds the highest expression of strength and vitality.” Indeed, “Struggle is . . . a universal law of nature” and “Without war, inferior or decaying races would easily choke the growth of healthy budding elements, and a universal decadence would follow.”6 Bernhardi’s was hardly a lone voice; he quoted many other celebrated German thinkers who agreed with him; and while Germany was, obviously, not the sole repository for these ideas—they could be found in varying degrees throughout the educated classes of the Western world—nowhere had they gained such a concentrated hold in military policy as in the German general staff.7

Beyond this, the German army had prosaic reasons for treating Belgian civilians with suspicion, if not hostility. The army had drilled into it a fear of francs-tireurs, irregular sharpshooters not in military uniform who had harassed German troops in the Franco-Prussian War. Such francs-tireurs were to be given no quarter this time round. German officers were also pressured by the relentless timetable of the Schlieffen Plan to blitzkrieg to victory in France. Impediments had to be cleared away, and that included recalcitrant or untrustworthy civilians. In the words of General Helmuth von Moltke, “Our advance in Belgium is certainly brutal, but we are fighting for our lives and all who get in the way must take the consequences.”8 The Germans were frustrated by unexpectedly stiff Belgian resistance—and that frustration led to civilians being sent to the wall.

It was not just the Germans. Moltke’s remarks justifying the army’s brutal advance through Belgium were addressed to General Conrad von Hötzendorff, chief of the Austrian general staff, whose own army was behaving in similar fashion in Serbia. In Austria’s view Serbia had endorsed terrorism, so it was taken for granted that reprisals against civilians were justified. It was now, for the Austrians as much as for the Germans, a war of national survival. The idea of a limited war was utterly kaput.

Unfortunately for the Germans, so was the Schlieffen Plan, which had been fatally compromised by Helmuth von Moltke the Younger. Schlieffen had warned, up to his deathbed, that everything must be done to strengthen Germany’s right hook slicing through Belgium and into France. He wanted the German attack to swing all the way to the coast: “When you march into France, let the last man on the right brush the Channel with his sleeve.” He insisted (in 1913, allegedly, these were his dying words): “It must come to a fight. Only make the right wing strong.”9 Moltke was as certain as Schlieffen that it must come to a fight—and the sooner the better—but unlike Schlieffen, he preferred not to risk everything on the knockout punch into France. He diverted troops to block the French from Alsace-Lorraine and, with war under way, sent two corps on an unnecessary mission to defend East Prussia from the Russians. Moltke feared a French invasion of German territory, and guarded against it, while Schlieffen had welcomed the possibility because it would trap the French army in a crushing German envelopment. Schlieffen’s audacity might have succeeded; Moltke’s caution certainly did not.

The first problem was the Belgians. They refused to capitulate, blunting the initial German assault, inflicting heavy casualties, and withdrawing only when the German army’s determination to stay on schedule at any price was backed by heavy guns. Despite gallant Belgian resistance, the German juggernaut bombarded its way through the country: the Germans took Brussels on 20 August and sped to France.

The French, meanwhile, in traditional finery—blue coats, red trousers, officers in white gloves, all of which gave courage to their hearts if not concealment from the enemy—stormed into Lorraine and the forest of the Ardennes to be met by Germans in field grey manning entrenched machine guns and artillery. The results were what might be expected: a grand sacrifice pour la patrie. In the single month of August, 10 percent of the French officer corps fell as casualties.10

As the Germans made their great wide sweep through Belgium and into France, they stubbed their toe on the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) on the far left of the French line at the Belgian city of Mons. At the war’s commencement, Kaiser Wilhelm had ordered the BEF destroyed, dismissing it as a “contemptibly small army.”11 Small it was, at least in the context of the Great War. About eighty thousand men of the BEF were at the Battle of Mons on 23 August. Contemptible it was not, as the British regulars stopped the German advance before being ordered to withdraw against an enemy that had twice their number of men and guns. The Battle of Mons was the sort of thing the British specialize in—heroic withdrawals, which if they do not win wars at least exemplify the bulldog spirit. The Battle of Mons inspired a legend about the Angels of Mons, where St. George and the Bowmen of Agincourt were said to have descended from the heavens to help the British.12

In the East, Austria had to divert troops from its Serbian offensive to fend off the Russians, and a worried Moltke reinforced East Prussia. Before those reinforcements arrived, the German Eighth Army, under Generals Paul von Hindenburg (called out of retirement to meet the crisis) and Erich von Ludendorff, had knocked the wheels off the Russian steamroller, destroying its Second Army at the Battle of Tannenberg (26–30 August). Russian losses (170,000 casualties, more than 90,000 of them surrendering) were greater in size than the entire German Eighth Army, which suffered 12,000 casualties. The stolid, determined Hindenburg, the embodiment of the tough, dutiful virtues of the Prussian aristocracy, became a hero, as did the emotionally tempestuous and not quite as well-born Ludendorff. Ludendorff, brilliant and aggressive, had already made his name and been awarded the Blue Max for his conduct in Belgium, where he had taken a sword and pounded on the gates of the citadel at Liège, and accepted the surrender of hundreds of Belgian soldiers.

Though impeded in the West and outnumbered in the East, the Germans were crushing their enemies, proving themselves the best soldiers in Europe. The Austrians, however, were taking a pounding. The Austrian Field Marshal Conrad von Hötzendorff was as aggressive as Ludendorff but with an army incapable of carrying out his ambitious plans. By the end of 1914, the Habsburg Empire had suffered an astonishing number of casualties—more than six hundred thousand men—and was in constant need of German support. Many German officers felt that being allied to the Habsburg Empire was, in the famous phrase, like being “shackled to a corpse.”13

While the Austrians were struggling, the Germans had blown through Belgium and now appeared almost unstoppable: the French government felt compelled to evacuate Paris on 2 September. One very important Frenchman, however, retained his savoir faire. The French commander General Joseph Joffre—walrus-moustached, imposing, imperturbable—rallied his army for what became “the miracle of the Marne.” French troops, still in their prideful blue coats and pantaloons rouge, came ferried to the front in an armada of French taxis pressed into emergency service. The French hit the exhausted German First and Second Armies, surrounding them on three sides and bringing them to a shuddering halt; Moltke had a nervous breakdown, fearing he had stumbled into a disaster (though the Germans were able to extricate themselves); and the Schlieffen Plan fell to pieces. Two million men fought at the First Battle of the Marne (5–12 September 1914), and the consequence of this epic battle was not just an Anglo-French parrying of the German slash and thrust, it was a stalemated war of trenches from which there appeared no escape.

STALEMATE

When Confederate veteran John Singleton Mosby was asked to comment on the trench warfare in Europe, he said that Robert E. Lee or Stonewall Jackson would have found a way around. “As it is, the forces are just killing. The object of war is not to kill. It is to disable the military power.”14 But with all due respect to Mosby, Jackson, and Lee, there was no easy way around.

If you followed the war through American newspapers, you were getting a quick refresher course in the geography of Europe and Asia as generals struggled to find a way to break the deadlock on the Western Front. In 1914, there was the “race to the sea,” with both sides attempting to outflank each other in northwestern France and southwestern Belgium. When the belligerents’ confronting trenches stretched from the English Channel to Switzerland, there were attempts to turn more distant strategic flanks, as in the Gallipoli Campaign against the Turks in 1915. Of massive battles there was no shortage, but by sticking pins in a map you could see that huge expenditures of men often moved the armies hardly at all, or moved them in ways that seemed marginal to any ultimate victory.

Some fifteen thousand Americans did not content themselves with reading about the war. They volunteered to serve as ambulance drivers (Walt Disney was one; Ernest Hemingway was another) or in the French, British, or Canadian armed forces. Among those serving in the ranks was Alan Seeger, a Harvard-educated poet who found his famous rendezvous with death as a member of the French Foreign Legion on 4 July 1916. He charged across more than two hundred yards of open ground against German machine guns at the village of Belloy-en-Santerre in the Battle of the Somme. Though he did not make it, the legionnaires secured a position in the village and held it for two days, taking 30 percent casualties, until they were relieved.

Seeger had alternated between moods of exaltation (“Every minute here is worth weeks of ordinary experience”) to trench depression (“living in holes in the ground and only showing our heads outside to fight and to feed”)15 to admiration for the enemy, saying the Germans were “marvelous”16 at trench warfare, to blunt realism (“And our rôle, that of troops in reserve, was to live passive in an open field under a shell fire that every hour became more terrific, while aeroplanes and captive balloons, to which we were entirely exposed, regulated the fire”).17 By all accounts he was a brave man, and he was an inspiration for the memorial in Paris dedicated to the American volunteers.

Another American who joined the French Foreign Legion was Kiffin Rockwell, who enlisted with his brother Paul, served with Seeger, and after being seriously wounded hung up his infantryman’s rifle and transferred to the French air force. His squadron, later known as the Lafayette Escadrille, was one of two units (the other was the Lafayette Flying Corps) set aside by the French for American pilots. In May 1916, only four weeks into the life of the escadrille, Rockwell became the first American to shoot down a German plane. His technique in dogfights was to zoom within feet of the enemy before unleashing the lead from his machine guns. In September 1916, he made a diving attack and crashed, threaded with enemy bullets.18

Even if one contented oneself with newspaper reports—rather than joining the French Foreign Legion—certain names and battles would have become familiar. There was, for instance, the confusingly named Sir John French who was actually an excessively sociable19 if hot-tempered Anglo-Irish field marshal who had started life as a midshipman.20 A veteran of campaigns in the Sudan (1884–1885) and South Africa (1899–1902), he was commander of the British Expeditionary Force (from August 1914 through December 1915) and was neither very fluent in French nor overly keen on cooperating with them. French was a hard charger who thought that if properly supplied with artillery shells and men, he could somehow, somewhere break through on the Western Front.21 Lord Kitchener, secretary of state for war, doubted such a breakout was possible; and even Kitchener, who expected terrible costs, was appalled at the massive casualty lists from attempted breakouts—these battles seemed more like industrialized murder than war.22

French fought the First Battle of Ypres23 (19 October to 22 November 1914), where each side tried to gain the offensive in southwestern Belgium. The resulting combined casualties were nearly three hundred thousand men. While the Entente Powers blocked German attempts to renew the rightward thrust of the Schlieffen Plan, the battle also marked the end of the British regulars, the “Old Contemptibles.” They had fought brilliantly throughout, starting at the Battle of Mons, but were worn to the quick by casualties.

French’s last battle with the BEF was the Battle of Loos (25 September to 14 October 1915) in northwestern France. Outnumbering the Germans in front of him, he thought he could blast his way through. The result was fifty thousand British casualties (including Rudyard Kipling’s son, John, missing, presumed dead) and half that many German. The British tried using chlorine gas, already employed by the Germans, to overcome the stasis of the trenches.24 Instead, it blew back over the British, who had to charge through their own poison mist. Lack of artillery support and replacements for exhausted infantry units meant that while the British captured Loos, they could go no farther and were forced to withdraw.

To the relief of the American newspaper reader, French’s replacement was the much less confusingly named Field Marshal Sir Douglas Haig. Haig had the additional advantage of confirming American stereotypes that British commanding officers were all bluff, well-turned-out, well-mannered, white-moustached British aristocrats (as indeed many of them were). Haig held command of the British forces through the end of the war, so it was he who would eventually greet General John J. Pershing, commander of the American Expeditionary Forces, in late July 1917, about a month after Pershing arrived in France.

On the French side, American newspaper readers would have been familiar with General Joffre—who actually came to America in April 1917 on a goodwill mission after Congress’s declaration of war—because Americans still remembered him as the hero who had saved France at the Battle of the Marne. Joffre, like Sir John French, had believed the Germans could be defeated on the Western Front if the Western Allies applied sufficient artillery and men at the crucial point. Finding that crucial point, however, was proving immensely costly; it was not easily discovered.

Another familiar French general was Joffre’s fellow hero of the Marne, Ferdinand Foch. A renowned writer and lecturer on military strategy and allegedly the finest military mind of his generation, he was sixty-two years old in August 1914, and up to that point he had never seen combat.25 Nor had he served abroad, in the training ground of France’s empire. But those disadvantages paled to insignificance compared with his detailed understanding of the German army, which he had always regarded as the main enemy.26 The key problem for Foch was how to overcome German military superiority in numbers, equipment, and training. He found part of the answer in a patriotic assertion of the French spirit. Foch’s own spirit was one of the legends of the Battle of the Marne. Commanding the Ninth Army, his headquarters exposed to the enemy, he famously proclaimed, “My center is giving way, my right is in retreat. Situation excellent. I attack.”27

Foch and Haig were commanders at the Battle of the Somme, which lasted from July through November 1916. To the newspaper reader, it was doubtless an awful and awe-inspiring event, with more than a million combined casualties between the Germans and the Western Allies. To the soldiers in the trenches, it was a test of fire and endurance that most of them met with incredible but matter-of-fact fortitude, even with “Death grinning at you from all around and hellish 5.9 inch shells shrieking through the air and shrapnel dealing death all round,” as one Australian captain wrote to his parents. “I don’t know how long I stood it without breaking.” He was “very thankful to get my wound as it got me out of the firing line for a rest.”28 Rest, aside from the permanent kind, was hard to come by.

The Battle of the Somme was an Anglo-French offensive to break the German line in northwestern France through a mighty assault; the hope was to force a gap that would allow cavalry (and tanks, which made their first appearance here) to plunge through, starting a war of movement that would end the deadlock of the trenches. The British lost nearly sixty thousand casualties on the first day of the Battle of the Somme trying to make this happen, with an opening artillery barrage so earth-shattering it was heard across the English Channel.29 But in four and a half months of battle, there never was a major gap to exploit. The Somme was primarily a British battle, and Haig kept thinking that a tenaciously pursued offensive must eventually “overthrow” the enemy. His resolute confidence was not matched by his political minders in London, who wondered how such losses could be justified, even as part of a war of attrition, for such minimal territorial gains. German lines had been pushed back six or seven miles at most.

The Battle of the Somme was preceded and outlasted by another battle equally enormous in cost, the Battle of Verdun, fought between the Germans and the French from February to December 1916. Erich von Falkenhayn, Helmuth von Moltke’s successor as chief of the German general staff (since November 1914), recognized that attacks against fortified lines were generally futile, but nevertheless concluded that a decisive blow could be made against Verdun, a heavily fortified French city of the northeast, which projected into a pocket of the German front line. The French, out of pride and because it guarded a path to Paris, could not abandon it, and for that reason Falkenhayn believed he could turn Verdun, ringed on three sides by the Germans, into a killing ground for the French army, a massive battle of attrition fought by artillery. The Germans opened with a barrage that lasted nine hours.

General Philippe Pétain was given command of the citadel of Verdun. He would not relinquish it. Pétain, who believed in superior firepower as the way to win battles, worked hard to keep Verdun well supplied, tried to match German artillery shells with his own, and rotated his men to lessen the nerve-shattering effects of perpetual bombardment. The Germans, commanded in the field by Crown Prince Wilhelm, inflicted enormous numbers of casualties, but ended the battle suffering almost as badly as the French;30 and because Verdun was held, it was the French who claimed the victory. Frenchmen, and Americans who read about the battle, would remember the order given in June 1916 by Pétain’s subordinate, General Robert Nivelle, commanding the French Second Army at Verdun: “They shall not pass”31—and the Germans, by battle’s end, had not. By the time the Americans arrived in France, Pétain was commander in chief of the French army, and Hindenburg had replaced Falkenhayn as chief of the German general staff.

A WAR ACROSS THE WHOLE WORLD

While the Western Front gained the most American attention—and was the front on which the American Expeditionary Force would later fight—this truly was a world war, having started in the Balkans and spread throughout Eastern and Central Europe, the Ottoman Empire, the Middle East, colonial Africa, and elsewhere (including the islands of the Pacific, where Japan picked off such former German colonies as the Caroline, Mariana, and Marshall Islands).

There was, for instance, the Italian front. The Italians were officially part of the Triple Alliance with Germany and Austria, but diplomatic details allowed Italy to claim neutrality, a relief to Italian generals who feared their own armies were too feeble to fight. In 1915, however, Italy flipped from being a passive member of the Triple Alliance to an active member of the Triple Entente, wooed by British, French, and Russian promises of postwar spoils. Italy declared war on Austria in May 1915, but prudently avoided declaring war on Germany until August 1916.

The realist-pessimist Austrians and Germans were prepared for this, knowing Italians well enough not to trust them; and in the resulting combat between Austrian and Italian forces, it was the Italians who got the worst of it in combat in the frozen Alps. By 1917, the Italians had gained very little territory, and what they had gained would soon be lost in an Austrian counteroffensive. For that, Italy had sacrificed hundreds of thousands of casualties in a front that became as static as the one in the West.

Meanwhile, the Germans’ ardent wooing of the Ottoman Empire had been rewarded when the Turks declared war as an ally of the Central Powers in November 1914. The Ottoman army was already well supplied with fez-capped German generals leading goose-stepping Turks, and though the Ottoman Empire was, famously, the sick man of Europe, the Ottoman caliphate did something most belligerents could not: it declared a global holy war against the British, French, and Russians. In the event, the jihad proved of little practical account except perhaps to justify (in Turkish eyes at least) the war against the empire’s Christian Armenians, which amounted to mass executions of civilians and selling Armenian women and children into slavery.

The Ottomans’ war had several fronts. In Central Asia, the Russians obliterated Turkish offensives, though, fatally for the Czar, the Turks still held the Dardanelles, closing off the Black Sea as a source of resupply for the Russian Empire. Ottoman threats to the Suez Canal were rebuffed by the British, who in, turn, won the support of Sherif Hussein of Mecca for a British-backed Arab revolt against the Ottomans.32 In Mesopotamia, the Turks forced a humiliating British surrender at the siege of Kut (December 1915 to April 1916), but were in turn driven out of Baghdad in March 1917, losing Mesopotamia to the British. The one unmistakable Turkish victory was at Gallipoli (April 1915 to January 1916), where the Western Allies had hoped to force the Dardanelles; bring relief to Russia; knock Turkey out of the war; and gain Greek and Bulgarian allies to advance through what would later be called the “soft underbelly of Europe.”33 But the Gallipoli Campaign was a litany of misfortune for the British Empire; an epic, tragic event in the history of the Australian and New Zealand armed forces; and the temporary crusher of political careers, including that of Winston Churchill. Churchill, who had ardently backed the expedition, resigned as First Lord of the Admiralty and took a commission first with the Grenadier Guards and then with the Royal Scots Fusiliers, serving in the trenches at age forty-one.34

In the Balkans, everything was a mess as usual. Greece was neutral and politically divided. One parliamentary faction wanted to ally Greece with Britain and France (the Western Allies already occupied Salonika). But King Constantine of Greece was the brother-in-law of Kaiser Wilhelm and had no interest in declaring war against him. Neighboring Bulgaria joined the Central Powers in 1915, invading Serbia just in time to be in at the kill. Romania joined the Allies in 1916 in a bid to strip Transylvania from the Austro-Hungarian Empire. The Romanian army was large—more than 650,000 men—and Romanian casualties by war’s end were perhaps equally large. In December 1916, the Romanian government was driven from Bucharest and into exile in Moldova by a German-Austrian-Bulgarian offensive.
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