Americans on the Western Front
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America Enters the Great War
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In the main the raising of an army for European service rested upon the act of May 18, 1917.  It provided for the increase of the regular army from approximately 200,000 to 488,000; for the expansion of the strength of the National Guard; and for the selection of a National Army by draft for men between the ages of twenty-one and thirty years inclusive. . .


Between April, 1917, when America declared war, and approximately a year later when her weight began to be felt, the Allies suffered reverses that were thoroughly disheartening and were almost disastrous.  Russia . . . began to retreat in the summer of 1917 and was thereafter no longer a military factor . . . In March, 1918, the Germans precipitated a series of crises—the final ones as it turned out.  In that month they began a terrific drive on a fifty-mile front against their opponents in the western theatre of the war . . .  American efforts were redoubled, in the face of the new danger, and forces were transported across the ocean in numbers which had not been anticipated and which soon began to give the Allies a substantial advantage. 

[pp. 592-596, Since the Civil War (1924), by Charles Ramsdell Lingley]
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From the very beginning, the United States had tried to follow the advice of George Washington, and remain neutral, but this did not prove an easy task.  A large part of the American population had immigrated from Europe, and most of these people were intensely sympathetic with the countries from which they had come.  Many crossed the ocean to fight in the European armies and many others did all in their power to arouse a war feeling in the United States.


The nations at war themselves made it difficult for the United States to remain neutral.  The warships of the English blockade stopped and searched American vessels, and often illegally seized them and confiscated their cargoes. . . [This] aroused bitter resentment in the hearts of many Americans.


But the acts of the English were greatly overshadowed by those of the Germans.  German submarines lay in wait, and sank merchant vessels, often carrying to the bottom hundreds of passengers.  More than 100 American citizens lost their lives on the Lusitania, and other ships were sunk similarly.  Many vessels flying the American flag were torpedoed, a serious violation of the rights of neutrality.


President Wilson wrote letter after letter to the authorities in Germany to find out just what their aims were, and whether they intended to continue their submarine warfare . . .

American steel mills and factories were turning out ammunition, explosives, and guns for the Allies, and in these plants secret [German] agents set to work to destroy machinery and to spread discontent and preach uprisings among the workmen . . .  


The climax of German plotting in America was reached when government authorities learned of the famous Zimmerman note to Mexico.  This was a letter from Herr Zimmerman, the German foreign minister, to the German representative in Mexico . . .


The avowed purpose of America's entry into the war was to make the world safe for Democracy.  Germany and Austria were autocratic powers.  That is, they were ruled by a few who held all the power.  The German war lords held that war was necessary; that the rights of individuals and nations should not be allowed to stand in the way of Germany's success; that arbitration to settle disputes was foolish; and that anything was fair in war.  This was a sharp contrast to the principles for which a democratic country like the United States stands, a country whose very foundation is the rights of the common people.  The struggle was to be one between Autocracy and Democracy. 

[pp. 381-383, American History (1933), by Gertrude van Duyn Southworth and John van Duyn Southworth]

