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In 4/1917, the U.S. declared war on Germany. America was sympathetic with the Allies. The democracies were threatened by an autocratic and militaristic Germany. The British used propaganda. What made them enter was the German decision of 1917 to launch a campaign of unrestricted submarine warfare. Since the U.S. supplied Britain, their ships became targets. President Woodrow Wilson (1856-1924) pressed entry. Also at stake was American security. The Germans gambled that the U.S. could not intervene quickly enough to make a difference. The U.S. broke diplomatic relations with Germany. The British turned over to the Americans a message sent by German Foreign Secretary Arthur Zimmerman to the German ambassador in Mexico City and it was deciphered. It said that Germany proposed that in case of war between Germany and the U.S., Mexico should join Germany and they would receive Texas, New Mexico, and Arizona. On 4/2/17, Wilson urged war. On 4/6/17, it happened. Wilson told people that the U.S. was fighting “to make the world a democracy.” In 1/1918, Wilson stated American war aims in the Fourteen Points, which called for territorial changes based on nationality and the application of democratic principles to international relations. An association of nations would be established to preserve peace. 





With Russia out of the way, the Germans prepared for an offensive against the Allies before the American could arrive. A war of attrition now favored the Allies. Without an immediate victory, Germany would lose. General Ludendorff hoped to drive the British out of the continent and then smash the French. On 3/21/18, the Germans launched the Kaiserschlacht (emperor’s battle). In a predawn attack on the British, they breached the lines and the British retreated. The Germans now sought to split the British and French forces by capturing Amiens, the Allies major communications center, and to drive the British out. The Germans gained territory but he British held on. German forces were being depleted as American were arriving. At the end of May, Ludendorff attacked the French. The Germans broke through and by 6/3 were 56 miles from Paris. In the battle of Belleau Wood (6/6-25/18), the Americans stopped the Germans. In July, the Germans tried again by crossing the Marne River in small boats. By 8/3, the second battle of the Marne ended with the Germans losing. Now began the counterattack. On 8/8, The British and French broke through east of Amiens. The Allies continued attacking. German allies couldn’t cope. An Allied army forced Bulgaria to sign an armistice on 9/29. Soon, British success in the Middle East forced the Turks to withdraw. The Austro-Hungarian Empire was crumbling. By early October, the Germans were finished. Ludendorff wanted a quick armistice, but he needed a way to get favorable terms and to shift the blame from government and military to the civilian leadership. He urged the creation of a parliamentary government. The shock of defeat and hunger sparked a revolution that forced the Kaiser to abdicate. On 11/11, the new German Republic signed an armistice. In 1/1919, representatives of the Allies met in Paris to draw up peace terms. For Wilson, the war had been fought against autocracy. He hoped that a peace settlement based on liberal-democratic ideas would sweep away the foundations of the war. None of his principles seemed more right than that of self-determination. This goal meant that countries should have territories where their common people are. Aware that Germany might seek revenge, Wilson insisted there should be a “peace without victory.” Germany was to work with the Allies to rebuild Europe, but there was to be no Prussian militarism. Wilson urged the formation of a League of Nations. But how was this to become true? Wilson’s power had been undermined when the republicans won elections in the Senate. Since the Senate must ratify any American treaty, European diplomats worried that what Wilson agreed to the senate would reject, which is what happened. Another obstacle was France’s demand for revenge. France’s representative, Georges Clemenceau (1841-1929) wanted to severely punish Germany. Without allies, France would have been destroyed. Secret treaties drawn up by the Allies interfered with Wilson’s program. These agreements, dividing up German, Austrian, and Ottoman territory, did not go with the principle of self-determination. People demanded retribution. After months of negotiations, there were five treaties that made up the Peace of Paris: one each with Germany, Austria, Hungary, Bulgaria, and Turkey. The Treaty of Versailles, which Germany signed on 6/28/19, was the most significant. France got its territories back. The treaty also barred Germany from placing fortifications in the Rhineland. France wanted the Rhineland, but they didn’t get it. France also wanted help from Britain and the U.S. if Germany attacked them again. This didn’t work since the Senate didn’t pass it, and neither did Britain. France also wanted the Saar Basin, but in the end the League of Nations was to occupy it for 15 years, then decide what to do. In eastern Germany, Silesia was ceded to Poland. The settlement also gave Poland a corridor cut through West Prussia and terminating in Danzig, which was declared an international city. The victorious nations were rewarded control of colonies. The nations held the colonies as mandates. The settlement abolished the German general staff and forbade military conscription in Germany. The army was limited to 100,000 volunteers and deprived of machines. The issue of compensation caused bitterness. The Americans wanted Germany to pay a debt. The Treaty of Versailles left Germany with an open-ended bill, which would take generations to pay. Article 231 placed responsibility for the war on Germany and its allies, who didn’t like this. The Austro-Hungarian Empire was dissolved. Yugoslavia, Czechoslovakia, and other lands were ceded. Austria was prohibited from union with Germany. The Germans denounced the Treaty of Versailles, because they thought the war ended in stalemate. The Germans were barred from participating in the negotiations. They viewed the terms of the treaty as humiliating. The Germans argued the government was guilty. The German Republic had to sign the treaty, but they were not happy. Critics also said that the treaty would only fan nationalism and hatred. The treaty’s defenders pointed to German war aims. What is most significant is that the Germans were weak but unbroken. The danger was German unwillingness to accept defeat or surrender the dream of expansion. Would the Allies enforce the treaty? In 1920, the Senate refused to ratify the Treaty. Britain lacked the will for enforcement and was sympathetic. The settlement left Germany resentful but potentially powerful.


