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Note on Military and Naval Terminology

In 1914 a full-strength infantry division in the German army comprised 17,500 officers and men, 72 artillery pieces, and 24 machine guns; in the French army 15,000 officers and men, 36 artillery pieces, and 24 machine guns; in the British army 18,073 officers and men, 76 artillery pieces, and 24 machine guns. These figures were regulation strengths, and combat strengths after fighting began were almost invariably lower. During the war most armies reduced regulation strengths while increasing firepower. However, American divisions were much larger than the European norm: c. 28,000 officers and men each.

An army corps normally comprised two infantry divisions, and an army two or more army corps. An army group (to be found in the French and German armies) comprised a number of armies, totalling from 500,000 to over 1 million men. Conversely, the normal components of infantry divisions were brigades (4,000–5,000 men), regiments (2,000–3,000), battalions (600–1,000), companies (100–200), platoons (30–50), and squads or sections (8–11).

Artillery pieces (usually referred to in the text as ‘guns’) were divided into cannon (possessing a long barrel with a flat/horizontal trajectory for the projectile) and howitzers or mortars (possessing a short barrel and curved/plunging trajectory). They were also categorized by their calibre (the diameter of the barrel bore), although many British guns were named after the weight of their ammunition. Thus the standard light cannon (‘field gun’) was the 75 mm in the French army, the 77 mm in the German army, and the 18-pounder in the British army. Medium field howitzers included the German 120 mm and 150 mm, the French 155 mm, and the British 6-inch. Heavier field cannon were generally over 170 mm in calibre; heavier howitzers ranged from 200 to 400 mm.

The German Minenwerfer (‘mine throwers’) were short, muzzle-loading mortars in light, medium, and heavy sizes.

Machine guns were divided into heavy and light models. Heavy machine guns weighed at least 40–60 kilograms and required a crew of three to six men. Light (9–14 kilograms) machine guns were developed during the war, and could be carried by one man or mounted in an aircraft.

The British Royal Flying Corps (merged into the Royal Air Force from April 1918) was divided into brigades, wings, squadrons, and flights. In 1914 an RFC squadron comprised twelve aircraft. The basic unit of the French air force was the escadrille. German fighter aircraft were divided into Jagdgruppen, Jagdgeschwader, and Jagdstaffeln.

The most powerfully armed warships of the period are referred to collectively as ‘capital ships’. They comprised battleships and battlecruisers. Battlecruisers carried comparable artillery to battleships, but were faster because more lightly armoured. The most modern capital ships were known as ‘dreadnought’ battleships or battlecruisers (c. 17,000 tons or more in displacement) if they had speed and firepower comparable to or greater than those of the British HMS Dreadnought (1906). Cruisers were divided into heavy (or ‘armoured’) cruisers (over 10,000 tons), which were intended to fight as scouting vessels in fleet actions alongside capital ships, and light cruisers (2,000–14,000 tons), which were less heavily protected and intended to guard trade routes or colonial outposts. Destroyers (500–800 tons in 1914) were normally deployed in flotillas and armed with torpedoes as well as light guns.


Preface


The victor … is the one who can believe for a quarter of an hour longer than the enemy that he is not beaten.

The French Premier, Georges Clemenceau,
citing a samurai proverb1



This book grew out of a simple question: why did the First World War end at the time and in the manner that it did? In the defeated countries after 1918 the search for explanation became obsessive. The German Reichstag established an inquiry commission into ‘The Causes of the German Collapse’ that laboured for a decade and whose testimony ran into twelve volumes.2 Characteristically – in the charged atmosphere of the Weimar Republic – its proceedings were marred by partisanship and its agreed conclusions few.3 Yet at the same time in the victor countries public interest centred not on the war’s termination but on its origins and on the tribulations of those who served in it. Only later, as the prospect of a second anti-German struggle loomed, did suspicions multiply about whether the Allies’ victory had really been one after all.

Explaining how the Great War ended yields insights applicable to other conflicts. It elucidates not only the events that followed but also the war itself. To view the struggle from this vantage point is to reverse the telescope, so that no longer the idealistic energy of 1914 looms largest but instead a weary world, its human and material wellsprings nearing exhaustion. In large measure, as Clemenceau’s observation highlights, victory depended on endurance and the victors endured longer. Yet to understand why they endured and triumphed we must investigate how they did so, by mobilizing men and resources, transporting them across the oceans, and wresting the advantage in fighting effectiveness. Winning required not only courage and willpower but also organization. In an Atlantic civilization where the modern corporation had only recently been born,4 military officials and public servants brought in professional civilian managers and became managers themselves, counting and recording as they did so. The American commander, Pershing, described his country’s war effort as ‘a great business enterprise’.5 For all the suffering that accompanied it, victory rested on a prodigious administrative achievement.

As we near the First World War’s centenary, nearly all the veterans of the conflict have passed away, and our links to it have grown attenuated. Yet its power to haunt the imagination lingers. The story of the 11 November armistice possesses an inherent drama,6 and many surveys cover the final year of fighting, albeit mostly from a British or American viewpoint.7 But the decisions that ended the war need setting in a broader context and to be recounted on both sides – the reasons why the victors granted a ceasefire being more complex and elusive than those why Germany and the other Central Powers sought one. Niall Ferguson’s The Pity of War remains a provocative starting point. Tim Travers’s How the War was Won, written primarily from a British Empire perspective, offers crucial insights, as on the opposing side does David Zabecki’s The German 1918 Offensives. François Cailletau’s Gagner la Grande Guerre adds more, particularly on manpower questions.8 The fullest survey of all the belligerents is Jörg Duppler’s and Gerhard Groß’s Kriegsende 1918, which contains contributions of high quality. Yet whereas comprehensive investigations now exist into the outcomes of other modern conflicts, the First World War still lacks one.9

The interpretations offered up for other wars have clarified the range of approaches. At one extreme are those viewing defeat and victory as largely determined by disparities in resources;10 at the other those focusing on less quantifiable factors such as morale and patriotism.11 Between them fall approaches emphasizing the ability to convert resources into battlefield effectiveness and the role of leadership.12 The high commands form a vital part of the picture, not least for their capacity to make grievous errors. Yet finally warfare incorporates an element of hazard and unpredictability that resists all efforts to reduce it to a formula, and reconstructing the narrative of events remains central.

In contrast to the Second World War, in which Axis expansion was followed by a sustained Allied resurgence and after 1942–3 the outcome was predictable, in the First the advantage shuttled between one side and the other. The First Battle of the Marne in September 1914 has strong claims to be a turning point, but the Central Powers largely held the campaigning initiative between May 1915 and June 1916, and again between October 1917 and July 1918. In 1917 American intervention was offset by the Russian Revolution, and the final eighteen months were dominated by a race between the repercussions set in motion by these two events, one favouring the Allies but the other favouring their enemies. Although Allied victory was now the most probable outcome, exactly when and on what scale remained imponderable, as did the question of how and at what cost it could be accomplished against what remained a formidable antagonist. In the event it came earlier and more completely than hardly anyone had foreseen, even if less emphatically than in the American Civil and Franco-Prussian Wars, or in 1945. At the end of 1917 the endgame to an extent remained open, and German as well as Allied decisions determined its course. The ensuing reversal of fortunes bore out the wisdom of Clausewitz’s seemingly paradoxical precept that ‘the defensive form of warfare is intrinsically stronger than the offensive’.13 Once the Germans in spring 1918 took the offensive in the main war theatre they lost much of their advantage, whereas while the Allies had been on the attack they had worn themselves down. To this extent the Germans defeated themselves, and by the autumn they had no alternative but to attempt a desperate exercise in damage limitation, which largely failed them.

What follows is therefore a study in historical interconnectedness. It balances narrative – and the play of chronology and contingency – against analysis. The prologue outlines the pre-1918 obstacles to resolving an impasse that every day for over four years claimed thousands of lives. Chapters 1 and 2 focus on strategy and tactics, examining respectively the Central Powers’ offensives between March and July of the final year and the Allied counteroffensives between July and November. Chapters 3–7 then turn to intelligence, technology, and logistics; to manpower and morale; to seapower; to the war economies; and to the politics of the home fronts; before Chapter
 8 concludes with the making of the ceasefires. The military, naval, political, and economic stories are interwoven, not least because economic factors in particular have been misunderstood and neglected. The first great surge of modern globalization had crested before 1914 and the Allies stood to benefit most from it, whereas the Germans tried to organize the resources of a continent. The treatment is both international and comparative, examining both sides and all the war theatres, although the Western and Italian Fronts receive closest attention. None the less, the focus is on the topic in hand, rather than retelling the conflict’s history in its entirety. The account refers to Macedonia, Palestine, and Mesopotamia, but touches only in passing on East Africa, where after the Battle of Mahiwa in October 1917 the German forces were too weak to fight another major action and the survivors retreated to Portuguese East Africa, where they supplied themselves by raiding isolated Portuguese and British garrisons. Both sides in the East African theatre were winding down their efforts,14 and although the campaigning there had terrible consequences for the local inhabitants it contributed little to the Central Powers’ overall defeat.

In attempting so wide-ranging a study I have been enormously indebted to the works of other historians, and to the proliferation of research in recent decades. But in addition the inter-war official histories are mines of information, as are the volumes in the Carnegie series on the conflict’s economic and social aspects. To read this material is to gain a profound respect for its authors. Nevertheless, archival sources illuminate as do no others the commanders’ and statesmen’s unavowed concerns. They pinpoint the tensions between the victors that bulked large in their decision to terminate hostilities. In addition, if much attention in what follows is given to logistics, this reflects its salience in the documents. Among other things, the war was a contest between lorries and horses and ships and trains.

I have incurred many debts and obligations, which it is a pleasure to acknowledge. The Leverhulme Trust awarded me a Research Fellowship that made possible a sabbatical year and most of the archival visits. The London School of Economics provided a second sabbatical, and financial support from its Staff Research Fund. Among my colleagues in the International History Department I have to thank particularly Dr Steve Casey, who provided me with photocopies of the papers of Peyton C. March; Dr Heather Jones, who allowed me to cite her forthcoming monograph on violence against prisoners of war and who read Chapter 4; and Professor MacGregor Knox, for comments on the argument in the conclusion. Two of my doctoral students, Marvin Fried and Charles Sorrie, copied documentation from the Austrian and French archives. Chapter drafts have been tried out in seminars in the International History Department, the German Historical Institute, the University of Ulster/Queen’s University Belfast, and the University of Nottingham. Dr Jim Beach of Salford University provided advice on intelligence matters and kindly allowed me to cite his Ph.D. thesis. Dr John Salavrakos provided useful bibliographical pointers. Kevin Matthews and Andrea Heatley provided hospitality in Washington. Among the archives and libraries in which I have gathered material, I wish to thank the British Library, the British Library of Political and Economic Science, the German Historical Institute London, the Institute of Historical Research, the National Archives, the Imperial War Museum, the Liddell Hart Centre for Military Archives, the National Maritime Museum, the Bodleian Library, the Parliamentary Archives, Churchill College Archive Centre, Birmingham University Library, the Liddle Collection in the University of Leeds Library, the National Archives and Records Administration and the Library of Congress Manuscript Division in Washington DC, the Library and Archives Canada in Ottawa, the Archives nationales in Paris, the Service historique de l’armée de terre at Vincennes, the Archivio centrale di stato in Rome, the Bundesarchiv-Militärarchiv at Freiburg im Breisgau, the Bayerische Hauptstaatsarchiv Abt. IV (Kriegsarchiv) and Abt. I in Munich, the Hauptstaatsarchiv Stuttgart, and the Haus-, Hof- und Staatsarchiv and the Kriegsarchiv in Vienna. Extracts from the Hankey and Wemyss papers have been reproduced with permission of the Master and Fellows of Churchill College, Cambridge. I am indebted to the Trustees of the Imperial War Museum and the copyright holders for allowing access to the papers of Second Lieutenant A. R. Armfield, Lieutenant Howard Francis Bowser, Joseph Sheard Bramley, R. Cude, R. von Dechend, Lieutenant R. G. Dixon, Major Charles Dudley Ward, Gunner P. Fraser, Captain L. Gameson, Major L. B. Garretson, Lieutenant George Harvard Thomas, Captain T. F. Grady, Captain Martin Hardie, Captain C. J. Lodge Patch, and A. E. Wrench. Every effort has been made to trace copyright holders, and the author and the Imperial War Museum would be grateful for any information which might help to trace those whose identities or addresses are not currently known.
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Prologue: Deadlock, 1914–1917


Thus at eleven o’clock this morning came to an end the cruellest and most terrible war that has ever scourged mankind. I hope we may say that thus, this fateful morning, came to an end all wars.

David Lloyd George in the House of Commons,
11 November 19181




Since the day when I had stood at my mother’s grave, I had not wept … But now I could not help it. And so it had all been in vain … Did all this happen only so that a gang of wretched criminals could lay hands on the fatherland? In these nights hatred grew in me, hatred for those responsible for this deed. In the days that followed, my own fate became known to me … I, for my part, decided to go into politics.

Adolf Hitler, Mein Kampf 2



The eleventh hour of the eleventh day of the eleventh month of 1918 was an exceptional juncture. It remains imprinted in the Western calendar. As our distance from it lengthens, it has grown more emblematic of war in general, and it has become impossible to view the armistice without irony, as a forlorn expression of the hope that such a catastrophe could never happen again. Even on the day itself Clemenceau’s daughter pleaded with him: ‘Tell me Papa that you are happy.’ He responded that ‘I cannot say it because I am not. It will all be useless.’3

The ceasefire aroused a gamut of emotions, but reconciliation was not one of them. The road that led there had been too painful and the former belligerents were too profoundly antagonized. To understand that road and that antagonism we must dig back decades into the roots of the conflict. The 1914–18 catastrophe grew from fissures at the heart of nineteenth-century Europe, which became chasms after fighting broke out. Until the outcome on the battlefield had been decided, attempts to bridge them by diplomacy proved fruitless.

The Great War was so destructive because it involved the strongest powers of the day. By its closing phases it had drawn in all of them. In 1918 one coalition (the Central Powers), based on the interior of Central Europe and Asia Minor, faced another (the Allies and the United States), which drove inland towards the heart of the Eurasian landmass. The Allies and Americans could do so because the Victorian revolution in communications epitomized in the railway, the telegraph, and the steamship gave them mastery of worldwide resources, and because they marshalled those resources in new ways. During the pre-war decades, agricultural and manufacturing growth and the cross-border expansion of trade, investment, and migration had knitted the Atlantic world together.4 They had also spread democratization, as the traditional rulers of the European countries, through a mixture of fear, idealism, and calculation, had extended voting rights and civil liberties to increasingly urban and articulate middle and working classes. These developments made it likely that any new great war would be fought quite differently from in the past, but – contrary to the predictions of more idealistic commentators – they did not make such a war unthinkable. On the contrary, European politics remained rooted in the untrammelled sovereignty of the great powers, which were now more formidably armed than ever. Nor did the growth of trade unions and socialist parties consolidate peace, for the spread of popular patriotism offset their influence and to a large extent they shared in it.

Among the most visceral antagonisms leading to war was that between Germany and France. According to the German foreign minister, by 1917 an ‘ocean of hate’ separated the two countries.5 German unification under Otto von Bismarck had realigned the European power balance even before the Franco-Prussian War of 1870–71 inflicted on the French both humiliating defeat and the loss of their provinces of Alsace and northern Lorraine. After 1871 French governments recognized that a war of revenge was impracticable, but periodic détentes between Paris and Berlin never became an alliance, and the two powers’ armies continued to be ranged against each other. Alongside this first line of tension a second stemmed from rivalry in the Balkans between Tsarist Russia under its Romanov dynasty and the Dual Monarchy of Austria-Hungary under the Habsburgs. During the 1870s and 1880s Bismarck linked both Russia and Austria-Hungary with Germany (ruled by the Hohenzollerns) in an alignment of conservative monarchies, but after the Emperor Wilhelm II came to the German throne and Bismarck fell from office this balancing act broke down. In 1891–4 Russia concluded an alliance with the French Third Republic. Even if ideologically Paris and St Petersburg were worlds apart, they were united in suspicion of the Germans, who correspondingly grew more dependent on their 1879 alliance with Austria-Hungary. From now on the Continental powers were divided into opposing blocs, consolidated by secret alliances and military conventions, and this division would persist until 1918.

For a while the confrontation remained manageable, not least because between the 1880s and 1905 European diplomacy centred on imperialist rivalries in Africa and Asia, where France, Germany, and Russia all clashed with Britain. Only gradually did a further line of tension emerge in the North Sea following Germany’s decision – as a personal policy of Wilhelm, though implemented by his Navy Secretary, Alfred von Tirpitz – to create a High Seas Fleet of modern capital ships that challenged the Royal Navy’s predominance. The British responded with new building, above all when in 1906 they commissioned HMS Dreadnought, which ratcheted up the naval race into a costlier phase of competition in more powerful vessels. But they also responded diplomatically, and the years 1904–7 proved a watershed. On the one hand Russia was defeated in the Russo-Japanese War and revolutionary unrest threatened Tsar Nicholas II’s authority. On the other, the Germans exploited the situation by challenging France’s efforts to control Morocco and by bidding to realign Europe through the creation of a German–French–Russian bloc. But France and Britain had settled their extra-European disagreements in the 1904 agreement known as the ‘Entente Cordiale’, and in the Moroccan crisis of 1905–6 the new Liberal government in London both gave the French diplomatic encouragement and initiated secret conversations on military and naval co-operation. In 1907 a further agreement demarcated British and Russian spheres of influence in Central Asia, and the Foreign Secretary, Sir Edward Grey, explicitly intended this arrangement to help contain Germany in Europe.

Germany was now estranged from three great powers. Moreover Italy, which had formed the Triple Alliance with Germany and Austria-Hungary in 1882, reached a secret understanding with the French in 1902. Although it remained a Triple Alliance member, after 1904 it launched a land and naval arms race against Austria-Hungary. Hostility between Rome and Vienna had its origins in Austria’s nineteenth-century opposition to Italian unification, but now centred on the issue of the Italian-speakers living in the Trentino and round Trieste, who remained under Habsburg rule. Austria-Hungary was Germany’s one dependable great-power ally, but it had enemies not only in Russia and Italy but also in the Balkans, where its influence over Serbia crumbled after a coup d’état in 1903 brought a more nationalist dynasty to the throne in Belgrade. Both of the ‘Central Powers’ now faced what the German Chancellor characterized as ‘encirclement’. They would react to their predicament by going to war.

Germany’s and Austria-Hungary’s internal structures were essential to this story. Both states were hybrids between autocracy and constitutionalism. The German Empire was a federation, although one dominated by Prussia, whose king was also German Emperor and whose Minister President was German Chancellor. Although the navy was an imperial service, there was no imperial army. The larger German states retained their own land forces, but the Prussian General Staff became the sole strategic planning agency. The Chief of the General Staff (CGS) reported to the Emperor, and not to the civilian government headed by the Chancellor (between 1909 and 1917 Theobald von Bethmann Hollweg), but the Chancellor too was appointed and dismissed by Wilhelm and did not need a majority in the lower house of the imperial parliament, the Reichstag. (The upper house, the Bundesrat, represented the state governments.) On the other hand, a Reichstag majority was necessary to pass legislation, including bills for tax increases, conscription, and armaments, and the lower house was chosen on an adult-male franchise by an electorate that was free to organize in political parties and pressure groups. By 1914 most of the one third of German voters who were Catholic were voting for the Centre Party, whose loyalty the Protestant Prussian establishment viewed as suspect. The Social Democratic Party (SPD), which wanted more democratization, had become the largest in parliament, while support for the conservative parties that traditionally had buttressed the regime was waning. Class, confessional, and regional conflicts divided the empire, although its non-German minorities – Poles in the east, Danes in the north, and Alsatians and Lorrainers in the west – were small.

In contrast, Austria-Hungary contained twelve major ethnic groups, and the two most influential – the Germans and Magyars – together numbered less than half its population. Since 1867 it had been divided into Austrian and Hungarian components (also known as Cisleithania and Transleithania), and Franz Joseph I was technically Austrian Emperor but King of Hungary. The two halves had separate parliaments, governments, budgets, and even armies, the latter serving alongside the common army. Their finance ministers held the purse strings for the common army, navy, and foreign ministry. The Hungarian government held a veto over major foreign policy decisions, and it rested on a severely restricted franchise, the non-Magyars accounting for 47 per cent of the population of the Hungarian half but only 14 per cent of the parliamentary seats.6 In the Austrian half, in contrast, the lower chamber (Reichsrat) was elected after 1907 by manhood suffrage and its nationalities could organize more freely. But by the eve of war political life had so fragmented that the Austrian government could not form a stable parliamentary majority, and it used Article 14 of the constitution to rule by decree.

These difficulties must be placed in context. Despite the SPD’s revolutionary talk, it was law-abiding and orderly. Hardly any of the nationalist politicians in Austria-Hungary demanded secession. The external rather than the internal situation mesmerized the Berlin and Vienna leaders. In a first development, after 1905 a succession of diplomatic crises over Morocco and the Balkans polarized the two alliance blocs. The crises came in ever quicker succession, each was more acute than its predecessor, and in each the armed forces were placed on higher stages of alert, the most dangerous accompanying the Balkan Wars of 1912–13. In the First Balkan War a coalition of Serbia, Montenegro, Greece, and Bulgaria, formed with Russian assistance, defeated Ottoman Turkey and annexed most of its European territories. In the Second War, Serbia, Montenegro, and Greece defeated Bulgaria, and Austria-Hungary’s and Germany’s traditional ally Romania joined them, unsettling the Balkan balance of power to Austria-Hungary’s detriment. A second development was the transformation of the arms race. After 1912 Britain and Germany eased off their naval spending and Britain remained ahead, but a contest in land armaments took off between the Austro-German and Franco-Russian blocs and both sides’ general staffs adopted more aggressive war plans. Third, the diplomatic crises and the armaments rivalry crystallized public opinion into pro- and anti-preparedness camps, and a vociferous new nationalism encapsulated the pre-war mood.

By 1914 most members of the Austro-Hungarian leadership believed that only force could answer the menace to their empire’s integrity from South Slav nationalism supported by Serbia. They saw the assassination at Sarajevo on 28 June of the Archduke Franz Ferdinand, the heir to the throne, as the opportunity to act. The German government supported them, welcoming a Balkan war between Austria-Hungary and Serbia and deliberately risking a Continental European one, believing that at present it held the advantage in the land arms race but that by 1917 France and Russia would have caught up. When Russia supported Serbia and mobilized its armed forces, Germany sent ultimata to Russia to desist and to France to pledge its neutrality, and when neither complied it declared war on them. As Germany’s war plan, conventionally known as the Schlieffen–Moltke Plan after the two General Staff chiefs who had devised it, entailed first sending the bulk of its army against France and outflanking the French border fortresses by traversing neutral Belgium, the outbreak of hostilities immediately caused a crisis with Britain. The British government had no obligation to aid the French, but its leading members believed that Britain would be endangered if it stood by while France was overwhelmed. Germany’s invasion of Belgium, a small neutral state that under the 1839 Treaty of London the European powers had placed under guarantee, raised an issue of principle that convinced most of the Liberal Cabinet to support a war that on national security grounds the Unionist opposition was willing to back.7

The circumstances in which the conflict broke out help explain why it became so intractable. The German authorities maintained they had responded to Russian aggression, as well as to French revanchism and a British-inspired web of encirclement. The French insisted they had been the victims of an unprovoked attack, and they seemed vindicated by disclosures in 1918 that if Paris had pledged neutrality Germany would have demanded the surrender of France’s border fortresses.8 But the Austro–Hungarian government – and even the Russian one – also benefited at first from an unwonted unity among its citizens. Modern research has demolished the myth of widespread enthusiasm for hostilities, but the socialist-led protests in the early phases of the July 1914 crisis quickly deflated and gave way to acceptance.9 Similarly, we now know that many military chiefs expected a war of up to two years, but among politicians and the general public the hope that this, like other recent conflicts, would be a matter of months was prevalent.10 Developments would speedily disabuse them.

The opening offensives led to nearly unremitting failure. In the east, Austria-Hungary’s invasion of Russian Poland was repelled, as was its invasion of Serbia. Although Russia overran the Austrian province of Galicia, at the battles of Tannenberg and the Masurian Lakes much smaller German forces drove back the tsarist advance into East Prussia. In the west, French offensives into Lorraine and the Ardennes were similarly halted, the great wheeling manoeuvre by the German army across Belgium and northern France was checked east of Paris at the First Battle of the Marne, and when the First Battle of Ypres concluded in November the opposing lines of trenches that would become notorious as the Western Front were forming from Switzerland to the North Sea. For a generation the European powers had been spared high casualty bills, but already losses far exceeded those in 1870 and hostilities were only just beginning. The weekly numbers killed and wounded in the opening phase – among troops rarely yet protected by digging in – were some of the highest of the war. By the end of 1914 French casualties numbered 528,000, German 800,000, and British 90,000.11 Mobile campaigning also meant devastation, occupation, and atrocities against civilians,12 which were not mere fictions of Allied propagandists. Yet in no theatre did the fighting produce a decision, and if suspicion and xenophobia had divided the blocs before July now the obstacles to reconciliation were vastly greater. Germany held most of Belgium and France’s northern provinces, including great cities such as Antwerp and Lille, as well as strategic coastline, industries, and coal and iron ore. Negotiating while it remained there would place the Allies at a fundamental disadvantage, but nor could the Berlin government justify to its people abandoning conquests that had cost so much, unless the compensation were commensurate. In the east, where Austria-Hungary and Russia had also both lost territory and suffered enormous casualties, similar considerations applied. The pre-1914 ‘Triple Entente’ became the Allies after France, Britain, and Russia signed the Pact of London in September 1914, undertaking not to make peace separately. As Japan declared war on Germany in August and Ottoman Turkey joined the Central Powers in November, not only were the fault lines deepening within Europe but the conflict was spreading outside.

Over the ensuing months and years of deadlock, the barriers to peace rose higher. One reason why the story of the 1918 armistice is so compelling is that previous efforts to end the bloodshed had proved so fruitless. The essential problem was an interlocking triple stalemate in the conflict’s military, domestic political, and diplomatic aspects, which not only barred all exits from the impasse but also drove the belligerents to intensified levels of violence.

The first element in the stalemate – and the one that ever since has seared the Western imagination – was military. Nothing in previous history was comparable to the 475 miles of earthworks that made up the Western Front. During 1915 trench stalemates also became established on the Gallipoli peninsula, where the Allies were attempting to reach Constantinople; along the Isonzo river, after Italy entered the war against Austria-Hungary; in Macedonia, after Allied forces landed at Salonika; and by the end of the year between Germany, Austria-Hungary, and Russia in Poland. On every front military technology disadvantaged the attacker. The introduction of the breech-loading rifle since the 1840s, the heavy machine gun since the 1880s, and the quick-firing recoilless field gun since the 1890s had revolutionized defensive firepower. Infantry ensconced in trenches and in dugouts, shielded by barbed wire, and fed by rail with reinforcements and munitions, were too strong for attacking forces to overcome without casualty rates that, sooner or later, halted them. Neither poison gas (first used on the Western Front in 1915) nor tanks (introduced in 1916) much altered the position. The core of the eventual solution was the intensive and intelligent use of far greater concentrations of artillery, but heavy guns and shells needed years to be manufactured in the requisite numbers, and tens of thousands of gunners had to learn the exacting art of operating their weapons. While the attackers refined their tactics, so did the defenders, whose positions in the most vulnerable sectors evolved from rudimentary ditches in 1914 into multiple lines stretching back for miles and incorporating thirty-foot-deep dugouts on the Somme in 1916 or hundreds of concrete pillboxes a year later at Ypres. It would be wrong, however, simply to equate the two sides. The French and the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) had to recapture occupied territory, and it was they who were usually on the offensive, normally with numerical superiority but inferior equipment and driving uphill without the benefit of surprise. The Italians – who had not lost territory but entered the war in order to gain it – were placed similarly, as, later, was the Allied Macedonian expedition.

The military stalemate was not just technological. It also reflected the distribution of forces between the different theatres, and the two sides’ strategies. During 1915 Allied efforts were poorly co-ordinated, Britain’s biggest operation being directed against Turkey at Gallipoli while the French suffered nearly half a million further casualties in offensives in Champagne and Artois. Early in the year Austria-Hungary was in desperate straits, but by the time Italy intervened in May the Germans had sent reinforcements to the Eastern Front and relieved the pressure on their partner by forcing the Russians back. For the rest of the year Germany’s efforts remained concentrated in the east, where the Central Powers drove Russia out of Poland and Lithuania before overrunning Serbia and its ally Montenegro with help from Bulgaria (which joined the Central Powers in September), whereas the Allied forces that landed at Salonika in October failed to give Serbia much assistance. A pattern was emerging whereby the Russians almost invariably defeated the Austrians, but the Germans almost invariably defeated the Russians, yet were obliged to maintain a third of their army in Eastern Europe while being unable to compel the tsar to make peace. None the less, Russia appeared sufficiently weakened for the German CGS, Erich von Falkenhayn, to turn in February 1916 to the Western Front and to Verdun, where he launched a battle initially intended to commit only limited numbers of German infantry but to inflict such losses with his artillery that the French army would break.13 The fighting proved much more evenly matched than he expected, and it was now the Central Powers’ co-ordination that faltered, for Falkenhayn had not consulted the Austrians about Verdun and in May they launched an offensive of their own against the Italians in the Trentino. Not only did the Italians halt this attack, but to undertake it the Austrians had transferred their best forces from the Eastern Front, where in June the Russians unleashed against them the ‘Brusilov offensive’, named after the general who directed it. Half the Austro-Hungarian army on the Eastern Front became casualties (400,000 of them prisoners), and once again the Germans had to rush troops to the rescue.

After their 1915 setbacks the Allies too had reviewed their strategy, and at the Chantilly conference that December they agreed on synchronized attacks for summer 1916. The Brusilov offensive, brought forward to help the Italians, was the first, but was soon followed by the opening in July of an Anglo-French offensive on the Somme, in August by Romania joining the Allies and invading Hungary, and by attacks on the Isonzo and in Macedonia. For the first time in a year the Allies regained the strategic initiative, and they subjected the Central Powers to the severest pressure yet. Like Verdun, the Brusilov offensive – which lasted until October – and the Somme – which lasted until November – were the prototypes for a new kind of battle, measured not in days but in months, and claiming casualties in the hundreds of thousands. In the longer term, they helped cause both the Russian Revolution and American intervention, the events that would reshape the conflict. But, in the short term, neither offensive achieved what the Allies had hoped from them and until autumn 1918 the Allies mounted no comparably sustained effort.

This Allied failure resulted partly from a change of leadership in Berlin. In August 1916 the direction of the German army high command (OHL, or Oberste Heeresleitung) passed from Falkenhayn to Paul von Hindenburg as CGS and Erich Ludendorff as First Quartermaster-General. The new team shut down operations at Verdun, adopted more flexible defensive tactics, took command powers over the Austro-Hungarian army, and marshalled forces to defeat and overrun much of Romania. Early in 1917 they withdrew to a new and shorter set of defences in the west, the central portion of which received the characteristically Wagnerian appellation of the ‘Siegfried Position’ (although dubbed by the Allies the Hindenburg Line). On the Somme the German army was sorely tested, but its commanders remained confident it could handle the situation.14 Undeterred, at a second Chantilly conference in November 1916 the Allied generals planned to renew their co-ordinated offensives as early in the new year as the weather permitted, but instead in spring 1917 they suffered a succession of disasters and the squeeze relaxed its grip.

First among these disasters was revolution in Russia, where Nicholas II was overthrown in March. His successor, the Russian Provisional Government, delayed until June before delivering its offensive, which the Central Powers quickly halted before counter-attacking. In the west the Allies still went ahead in April. The British preliminary assault at the Battle of Arras displayed undeniable tactical improvements, but after a spectacular start it ground to a halt: and the main French attack against the Chemin des Dames ridge, usually known as the Nivelle offensive after the new French commander, Robert Nivelle, was a debacle from its opening morning. This was one disappointment too many, and in summer 1917 not only the Russian but also the French army was paralysed by mutiny. Moreover, for the duration of the spring campaign the Allied governments had placed the British commander on the Western Front, Sir Douglas Haig, under Nivelle’s authority, and this first experiment with a supreme command now terminated. For the rest of the year the Allies reverted to the 1915 pattern of going their separate ways.

One element in the stalemate of the central period of the war was therefore that neither side could win a decisive military success. A second was that both could draw on enormous quantities of manpower and equipment. Although the Allies exceeded the Central Powers in population and in industrial potential, the German army’s superior effectiveness (and that of the Austrian army over the Italians) for long cancelled out this advantage. One reason why the military position altered in summer 1916 was that by then the Allies had completed a long-term build-up, during which the British and Italian armies grew rapidly and the Russian army was re-equipped. But, though impressive, the achievement was insufficient, and the strain on the Allies’ home economies contributed to their ensuing setbacks.
 
Even in 1914 the European armies were several times bigger than in nineteenth-century wars. By 1916 they were bigger still and much better provided with the basic panoply of rifles, machine guns, field guns, and shells, as well as with more sophisticated devices such as gas, heavy guns, and aircraft. Borrowing largely paid for this accomplishment. No belligerent covered more than a fraction of the cost of war by taxation; and most of the borrowing came in the form of short- and long-term bonds bought by the home population, although additionally the Central Powers imported on credit from the European neutrals and the Allies from the US. In response to the ‘shell shortages’ from which all the belligerents suffered in 1914–15, war ministries used the proceeds from the bonds to enlarge the capacity of the state arsenals and to convert the civilian engineering and chemical industries to weapons production. Extra workers were recruited among women and juveniles, soldiers were released from the armies, and every country registered extraordinary output increases. Almost equally impressive was the continuing supply of military manpower, achieved by conscripting able-bodied young men who before the war had been exempted; by calling up eighteen-year-olds as they came of age; and by sending up to three quarters of the wounded back to the front. Training, for both officers and men, was more perfunctory than in peacetime, and if the 1916 armies were bigger than those of 1914 the officers in charge of them judged their quality to be lower. Moreover, the armed forces’ requirements had to be balanced against those of the war industries and against civilian production, especially of food. The longer the war went on, the harder it became to square the circle, and the consequences of neglecting agriculture graver. None the less, the Allies’ underlying advantages were becoming more manifest. While their navies sealed off the Central Powers, Britain and France recruited additional manpower from their empires and commodities from across the globe for as long as they could muster foreign exchange and shipping to purchase and transport them. By October 1916 Allied trade with the United States had quadrupled since war began, and 40 per cent of the British government’s purchases for its war effort were made in North America.15 On the Somme the German army for the first time faced better-armed opponents, and another of Hindenburg and Ludendorff’s innovations was the ‘Hindenburg Programme’ for a crash acceleration in weapons production, which in the bitter winter of 1916–17 proved too ambitious for the German economy to deliver. Yet simultaneously the Allies were nearing the limits of their capacity to finance dollar purchases, while Nicholas II’s armaments drive set off a disastrous spiral of inflation and overtaxed Russia’s railways. The consequent shortfall in urban food deliveries triggered the strikes and demonstrations which, when the Petrograd garrison went over to the protestors, brought down the tsarist regime.

Even so, from today’s perspective – in a world incomparably less tolerant of casualties – it remains astonishing how weak were protest movements in the belligerents, and how united were both politicians and public opinion in supporting the war effort. This unity was a further powerful factor perpetuating the carnage. It helped that for the first half of the war civilian living standards held up reasonably well. After initial dislocation, full employment returned to the towns, farmers enjoyed rising prices for their produce, and families with absent breadwinners received subsistence allowances. In addition, repression played a role: in Austria and for much of the time in Russia parliament was suspended, and everywhere elections ceased, the press was censored, and governments took decree powers. But Britain, France, and Germany, at least, were free enough for it to be as clear as possible (in the absence of opinion polls) that the national cause had widespread backing. The war effort could not have functioned without the willingness of millions of citizens to assist it, by working in farms and factories and running charitable organizations; while in the United Kingdom 2.4 million young men had volunteered for military service by 1916.16

Many factors that had encouraged the initial pro-war consensus continued to operate. French soil remained invaded, the British still highlighted Belgium in their propaganda, and the German government still argued, with diminishing persuasiveness, that it was fighting defensively. Nor did civilians yet resign themselves to a prolonged conflict: on the contrary, much evidence suggests that even after 1914 they still looked to an outcome within a matter of months.17 Fundamental too was that both sides still had reason to believe in victory, the Central Powers because most of the campaigning went in their favour, and the Allies because of their greater resources. New developments strengthened the evidence that the enemy were barbarians: U-boat warfare, Zeppelin raids on London and Paris, and Germany’s use of poison gas; but also the tightening of the Allied blockade, which targeted civilians by denying food and medical supplies. Germany’s ally, Ottoman Turkey, went even further, with the attempted genocide of its Armenian population in summer 1915.18 On both sides, churchmen and intellectuals disseminated ideological justifications for carrying on: Germany was championing heroic spiritual values against decadent liberalism and materialism, while the Allies were upholding law and justice against brutish militarism.19 As the casualty lists lengthened and few families remained unscathed, it became harder still for governments to call a halt until they could demonstrate that the sacrifice had been worthwhile. For all these reasons, the political truces established between the political parties held firm, and until 1917 the likelihood of any country being forced to stop by revolution or by domestic unrest remained small. Cabinet reshuffles in France and Italy broadened the bases of their governments, and the new coalition ministry formed in London in December 1916 under David Lloyd George was determined to rule more decisively and mobilize the home economy more drastically while rejecting talk of compromise.

If the war could not be ended by military breakthrough or by revolution, nor could it be ended by negotiation. On the contrary, its ripples spread as wider circles of belligerents entered, and the incompatibility between the two sides’ objectives deepened. Austria-Hungary’s war aims, as defined in early 1916, included dominating the Western Balkans by partitioning Serbia, but in order to avoid absorbing still larger disaffected minorities the Dual Monarchy envisaged only limited annexations. Similarly, the Germans wanted only small territorial acquisitions within Europe but to secure their territory by means of buffer states on their western and eastern borders. Luxemburg would be annexed, as would the Longwy–Briey iron ore basin lying across the French frontier, and the transport hub of Liège. But Germany would control the rest of Belgium indirectly, by stationing garrisons in the country’s cities, running its railways, forming a customs union, establishing naval bases on the Flanders coast, and encouraging Flemish separatism. In the east, Poland held an analogous position: the Austrians hoped to bring it under Habsburg sovereignty, but in November 1916 they agreed that the formally Russian-controlled part of Poland (now under Austro-German occupation) would become nominally independent. In reality Germany would control its foreign policy and railways, and annex ‘frontier strips’ on its northern and western borders, which Germans would resettle. The Germans developed similar plans for indirect control of Lithuania and Courland, and by 1917 they also hoped to separate the Ukraine from Russia and convert it into a German satellite. In addition they wanted a Central European customs union, an enormous (and mineral-rich) colony stretching from coast to coast in Central Africa, and a worldwide system of naval bases, although these overseas goals’ prerequisite was a crushing victory over Britain that never seemed probable and even the Continental plans for buffer states within Europe caused much disagreement. Chancellor Bethmann Hollweg was willing to compromise in order to split the enemy by reaching a separate peace with one or other of the Allies. But the Hindenburg–Ludendorff duo opposed concessions that they feared would compromise the core objective of safeguarding Germany’s future, and Wilhelm was sufficiently afraid of his commanders to jettison both Bethmann and other officials whom the OHL deemed too soft. A negotiated peace therefore had little prospect while Hindenburg and Ludendorff believed victory was possible; and the other Central Powers’ war aims depended on German success.20

A second obstacle to negotiation was that the Allies had no intention of being split and soon acquired war aims of their own. The Russians were first off the mark, their key objective within Europe being to unite the Polish-inhabited areas under German, Austro-Hungarian, and Russian rule into a single kingdom under the Romanov sceptre. In December 1914 the French government publicly vowed not to end the war until it had regained Alsace-Lorraine, and early in 1917 it secretly decided to demand not only the lost provinces but also the adjoining Saar coalfield, agreeing with Nicholas II to detach the west bank of the Rhine from Germany and reorganize the region as a system of buffer states.21 The French withheld these objectives from the British, whose own deliberations proceeded more slowly. The British were committed to restoring Belgium’s independence and integrity; in addition, ministers assumed that Germany would lose most of its navy and colonies, and by the end of 1916 Allied forces had overrun the latter, except for part of German East Africa. But during the war the British Cabinet never established a position on Germany’s European frontiers, and although Lloyd George and others believed a democratic Germany would be less aggressive they never made one an unconditional goal.22

The barriers to compromise were formidable. Britain and Germany were polarized over Belgium and the German colonies; France and Germany over Alsace-Lorraine and the Rhineland; and Russia and the Central Powers over Poland. The territorial issues mattered for economic and strategic reasons but also because of the prestige invested in them, in a struggle costing millions of lives. But in the first half of the war peace feelers were hardly very sustained anyway. The most important public exchanges took place in December 1916, when the Central Powers declared their willingness to negotiate and the American President, Woodrow Wilson, called on both sides to state their war aims, but the Allies were confident about their prospects in spring 1917 and they rejected the enemy proposal, which they rightly suspected had primarily a public relations purpose. Even from the misleading war aims statements that the two sides sent to Washington, it was clear that they stood far apart.

In addition, both coalitions had expanded and further claimants had joined them. A series of parallel wars flared up, as new participants sought to profit from the conflict. The first extension was into East Asia, where Japan declared war on Germany on 23 August 1914. Although the Japanese had been allied to Britain since 1902 and were responding to a British request for naval assistance, their interest was in overrunning Germany’s island colonies in the North Pacific and its leased territory of Qingdao in China, and by the end of the year they had done so. From then on they helped their partners little.
 
The second extension was into the Middle East, after the Ottoman Empire joined the Central Powers in November 1914. Fighting spread to the Caucasus, to Mesopotamia (present-day Iraq), to Egypt and Palestine, to the Dardanelles, and to the Arabian peninsula. Although the Constantinople government was headed by a Grand Vizier appointed by the Sultan, it had been controlled since 1913 by the leaders of the Young Turk party, organized in the Committee of Union and Progress, or CUP, who favoured modernizing, authoritarian, and, increasingly, Turkish nationalist policies to arrest the empire’s centuries-old decay. Their primary fear was of their traditional enemy, Russia, and they saw allying with Germany as their best chance of safety. But in addition they hoped to recapture territory lost to Russia in the Caucasus and to challenge British control of the Suez Canal.23

In practice the Turks had to fight mainly defensively, though at first with considerable success, as in 1915 they repelled the Allies’ efforts to capture Constantinople by landing on the Gallipoli peninsula, and at Kut-al-Amara in 1916 they surrounded and captured a British expedition sent against Baghdad. Their entry diverted Russian and British forces towards the Middle East and prompted a major expansion of Allied war aims. While the Germans bound themselves in 1916 to fight as long as necessary to preserve the Ottoman Empire’s integrity, the Russian government in spring 1915 extracted from Britain and France a secret promise that it could annex Constantinople and the shores of the Bosphorus and the Dardanelles, and this ‘Straits agreement’ led on to a series of partition arrangements. Most notorious was the Anglo-French Sykes–Picot Agreement of 1916, which envisaged British control of much of Mesopotamia, French control of Syria and the Lebanon, and most of Palestine coming under an international regime. It was difficult to reconcile this with the British undertakings in the ‘McMahon– Hussein correspondence’ to Sharif Hussein of Mecca, who in June 1916 launched the Arab Revolt in return for sweeping but ambiguous promises of independence for the Arab lands under Turkish rule. None the less, the Allies were now agreed on breaking up the Ottoman Empire in Asia, whereas the Germans hoped at least to preserve that dominion and the Turks themselves hoped for aggrandisement.

The third extension was into Mediterranean Europe, where Italy declared war on Austria-Hungary in May 1915 (and on Germany in 1916) following its secret Treaty of London with the Allies in April. The treaty promised the Italians not only the Italian-speaking areas under Habsburg rule, but also the German-speaking South Tyrol (which would provide a strategic frontier on the Brenner Pass), and Slovene- and Croatian-speaking lands in Istria and Dalmatia (which would enable Italy to dominate both shores of the Adriatic). The Italian government therefore wanted more than could be justified by self-determination and was patently attacking an opponent that had no interest in Italian territory, wanted to avoid war, and tried to buy it off. In good measure for these reasons, public support for the war in Italy was weak. The government hoped for a quick victory while the Austrians were under pressure in Eastern Europe, but it botched its timing. A new stalemated fighting front was formed, from Lake Garda to the river Isonzo, and between June 1915 and September 1917 eleven Battles of the Isonzo cost the Italians hundreds of thousands of casualties for an advance of barely twenty miles.

Finally, through stages, the campaigning in the Balkans also widened. In September 1915 Bulgaria, the loser in the 1913 Balkan War, accepted Austro-German promises of Serbian territory. It joined the Central Powers and took part in the joint campaign that overran Serbia and Montenegro. The Allies countered by landing at Salonika, at the invitation of a Greek government headed by Eleutherios Venizelos that was almost immediately replaced by another committed to staying neutral, a commitment shared by Greece’s King Constantine. But the Salonika troops remained (and increasingly the Allies intervened in Greek domestic politics), and another stalemate opened up in Macedonia, where French, British, Italian, and Russian units (accompanied by the Serbian remnants) faced mainly Bulgarian forces, backed up by Germans and Austrians. Although the Allies attacked in summer 1916 and spring 1917, they made little headway. Moreover, when Romania joined them in August 1916 (having been promised the Romanian-speaking area in Transylvania from Austria-Hungary), it too was overwhelmed by a German, Austrian, Bulgarian, and Turkish invasion. Only the north of the country remained unoccupied, and the Romanian front became an appendage to the Russian one. In June 1917 Greece joined the Allies after Constantine abdicated and Venizelos returned to office, but militarily the Balkans now quietened down.

The Allies had distributed undertakings to Japan, Italy, Serbia, Romania, and the Arabs; the Central Powers to Bulgaria and Turkey. These pledges further magnified the difficulty of restoring peace. Their implications were dwarfed, however, in April 1917 by those of American intervention, which along with the Russian Revolution in March marked the most important turning point since the Western Front had bogged down. The timing of American entry was determined by developments at sea, where each side was trying to debar the other from access to supplies. In March 1915 the Allies had declared a total blockade, applying to imports not just of military goods but also of food and medicine, and their fleets could clear the Central Powers’ shipping from most of the world’s sea lanes. However, Germany still imported Swedish iron ore and Dutch and Danish foodstuffs, and down to 1916 the blockade was in practice far from hermetic, although conversely the Austro-Hungarian and German navies presented little challenge to Allied command of the oceans. Partly this was for technological reasons: since the late nineteenth century mines, submarines, and torpedoes had become increasingly dangerous to warships that if sunk might take years to replace. Wilhelm II had built Germany’s High Seas Fleet as much to apply political leverage to Britain as actually to destroy the Royal Navy, and he intended to preserve it for that purpose at the peace conference. The decryption unit in Room 40 of the London Admiralty building could read enemy wireless messages and warn when the Germans put to sea, but Sir John Jellicoe, the commander of the British Grand Fleet, had little incentive to risk his vessels when the status quo already favoured him. Hence during the entire war the British and German main battle fleets came within firing range only for a few minutes during the Battle of Jutland on 31 May 1916. And even though the Germans’ marksmanship at Jutland inflicted losses on the British almost twice as heavy as their own, the High Seas Fleet commander, Reinhard Scheer, judged that he had had a narrow escape, and that submarine warfare offered better prospects of breaking Allied dominance.

Jutland was therefore one reason for the German leaders’ resolution at the Pless Conference on 9 January 1917 to inaugurate from 1 February an unrestricted submarine warfare campaign. In a ‘prohibited region’ around the British Isles and Western France anything afloat – belligerent or neutral, warship, freighter, or passenger liner – was liable to be torpedoed without warning. The Germans had already experimented with an unrestricted campaign in 1915, but until now two factors had held them back. First, they had too few U-boats (and only a third were likely to be patrolling at any one time), carrying as few as four torpedoes each. Second, after the torpedoing in May 1915 of the British passenger liner the Lusitania – with 1,198 dead, 128 of them American – President Wilson had reacted far more rigorously than he did against the Allied blockade. During months of confrontation Wilson demanded that the U-boats should stick to ‘cruiser rules’ – i.e. first surfacing and giving warning to their victims, even though doing so made the submarines more vulnerable – and eventually threatened to break off diplomatic relations. Bethmann Hollweg, who feared war with America, bowed to Wilson’s demands, but after Jutland the navy lobbied for unrestricted warfare to resume. By now it had built more U-boats and professed that it could force the British to surrender within five months; US intervention was expected but the submarines would sink any American troop transports and British surrender would make America irrelevant. The admirals enjoyed backing from a majority of the Reichstag and from Hindenburg and Ludendorff, who wanted to sever American supplies before the spring 1917 Allied offensives. Wilhelm II also tilted towards the hawks, and Bethmann, isolated, acquiesced. Yet if the Germans had been in less of a hurry, and had continued operating under cruiser rules with an expanded submarine fleet, they could still have inflicted heavy losses and it is reasonable to assume that the Russian Revolution and the 1917 French army mutinies would have happened anyway. And although for four months the results matched the navy’s predictions, the U-boats were unable to sustain an all-out effort for longer, and after May the British introduced the convoy system and sinkings declined. The supreme crisis in the naval war came a year earlier than on land, and by the end of 1917 Lloyd George believed the greatest danger from the U-boats had passed.24 Following Germany’s calamitous error in starting the war in the first place, the Pless decision deprived it of its greatest opportunity to extricate itself on favourable terms.

Wilson saw no alternative but to follow through and break off relations, which he did in February 1917. As American merchantmen went down, he further felt obliged to arm them and to crew them with navy personnel, which implied a shooting war with Germany on the high seas. Yet he hesitated to recommend to Congress a declaration of hostilities, and could not contemplate doing so until the British intercepted, decrypted, and disclosed to him the ‘Zimmermann Telegram’ to the Mexican President from the German foreign minister, which proposed an anti-American alliance of Germany, Mexico, and Japan. The firestorm after Wilson authorized the telegram’s publication meant that for the first time he could go to Congress in the expectation that it would vote for war. He decided to do so, however, not only because he believed the public would support him but also because he believed the Allies were nearing victory, and he and his advisers hoped that in return for sending a modest expeditionary force to Europe and for extending naval and financial assistance the US could attend the peace conference as an equal. Wilson believed it was in America’s interest to combat German militarism – and he hoped for German democratization, though like Lloyd George he never made it an unconditional demand – but he also diagnosed the war as emanating from a balance-of-power system whose secret diplomacy and arms races appalled him. Already during the neutrality period he had decided that international politics must be restructured and had declared his backing for a League of Nations, which he hoped America would join. The precondition for its success was not only to defeat the Germans but also to restrain the Allies, whose demands, he feared, would simply breed another conflict. Hence, on entering, the United States styled itself as an ‘Associated Power’, neither signing the 1914 Pact of London nor undertaking to make no separate peace, and Washington distanced itself from the inter-Allied war aims agreements.

Without American intervention it is difficult to see the Allies managing better than an unfavourable draw. But it also threatened to obstruct them in the event of victory, the more so because it followed the revolution in Russia. The formation of the Provisional Government in Petrograd, composed of liberals and moderate socialists, enabled the Allies to portray the war as a crusade of democracies against autocracies. But the revolution also broke the back of their intended spring 1917 offensive, and the Provisional Government was in rivalry with the Petrograd Soviet, or Council of Soldiers’ and Workers’ Deputies, whose call for ‘a peace without annexations or indemnities’ had wide resonance. The revolution inspired the Left across Europe, and radicalized the socialist parties and trade union leaderships who had supported the war effort. As it also coincided with accelerated inflation and pressure on living standards, the spring and summer saw the biggest strikes and protests since the war had begun. In France a growing ‘minority’ tendency within the Socialist Party (Section française de l’Internationale ouvrière, or SFIO) opposed participation in government. In Germany the SPD expelled its ‘minority’, which formed an independent party (the USPD) and demanded a compromise peace.

Much of the revival of domestic controversy revolved around war aims, and two episodes highlighted them. One was the ‘Peace Resolution’ passed on 19 July by a new majority in the Reichstag comprising the SPD, the Centre, and the two liberal parties. Although its wording was ambiguous, it appeared to repudiate annexations and indemnities. Hindenburg and Ludendorff were incensed and insisted on Bethmann Hollweg’s removal, and Bethmann’s successor, Georg Michaelis, was an OHL nominee who accepted the resolution only ‘as I understand it’.25 The second episode was an invitation to all socialist parties to send representatives to a conference at Stockholm, which the German and Austro-Hungarian governments were willing to let their socialists attend. The Russian government supported the initiative, but the Allied governments blocked it by refusing passports. Because of the controversy the SFIO withdrew from participation in the French government, and the Labour Party chairman, Arthur Henderson, left Lloyd George’s Cabinet in Britain, although another Labour representative replaced him.

By summer 1917 public opinion had become more war-weary and the Allies’ strategy of co-ordinated offensives had been jettisoned, while the U-boats had failed to starve Britain out. The auspices seemed favourable for what became the most sustained peace feelers of the war, but uniformly the contacts proved abortive. Soundings began with the new Austrian Emperor, Karl, who succeeded Franz Joseph in November 1916. He used his brother-in-law, Prince Sixte de Bourbon, to contact the French, without telling the Germans what he was doing, and on 24 March 1917 he rashly sent a letter supporting France’s ‘just claims’ to Alsace-Lorraine.26 Karl disliked the Germans and found them overbearing, whereas he had no direct quarrel with France and Britain, who were not yet committed to breaking Austria-Hungary up. They did hope, however, to lure it into a separate peace, and felt bound by the pledges to transfer Austrian territory that they had made to Italy. As Karl felt too weak to make a separate peace, and ruled out cessions to the Italians, the exchanges led nowhere. Simultaneous Russian feelers to Germany encountered similar barriers: the Provisional Government refused to detach itself from its partners, and as the Germans wanted it to abandon Poland and the Baltic littoral it had little incentive to do so.

In the autumn, in contrast, the Germans themselves approached France and Britain. The impetus came from Michaelis’s new foreign minister, Richard von Kühlmann. Kühlmann proceeded with a feeler that had started before he took over, extended via Belgian intermediaries to the ex-French Premier, Aristide Briand. Briand was willing to meet in Switzerland with a German official, the Baron Oscar von der Lancken-Wakenitz, and supposed Alsace-Lorraine was on offer, but in fact the Germans were willing to cede at most a few frontier villages. The French government divined that the real purpose was to part France from its allies and vetoed a meeting. But Kühlmann placed most hope in London, whence he received encouragement after Pope Benedict XV on 1 August appealed to all sides to return to the pre-1914 status quo. The British response to Benedict invited Germany to clarify its intentions over Belgium, and in a conference at Schloss Bellevue on 11 September the German leaders temporarily waived their demands for Flanders naval bases, although Hindenburg and Ludendorff still wanted to subordinate the country in other respects. A message sent via a Spanish diplomat, the Marquis de Villalobar, indicated that Kühlmann was willing to talk, and the Cabinet hesitated. Lloyd George was willing to acquiesce in German expansion in Russia but his colleagues were not, and the British consulted their partners, who opposed further contact.

Although both sides were willing to moderate their objectives, their differences remained unbridgeable. Germany would relinquish neither Belgium nor Alsace-Lorraine; Italy upheld its demands on Austria. Each coalition was trying to split its opponents rather then seek a general settlement. Despite the shift in public opinion, governments were emollient or evasive in their declarations about war aims rather than diluting their substance. Nor had either side abandoned hope of winning. Russia’s upheavals would allow the Central Powers to transfer forces from the east, while France and Britain could look to victory with American aid. The latter calculation was explicit in Paris and in London, and it assumed both that American intervention gave them the long-term advantage and that they could still achieve their war aims, despite Wilson’s refusal to endorse them. Moreover, the President and his advisers believed it was against America’s interest to halt the fighting while the Germans had the upper hand, and he both refused Stockholm passports for the American socialists and rebuffed the Pope’s peace note, thus setting his sails against compromise. He did so believing that continuing the war would make the European Allies more dependent on him, and augment his leverage over both camps. It was therefore very much as a gamble in imponderable circumstances that the French and British governments rejected Kühlmann’s blandishments and carried on. But their decision was confirmed when the French government of Paul Painlevé resigned in November and President Raymond Poincaré picked as his successor not Joseph Caillaux, who was suspected of favouring negotiations, but Georges Clemenceau, who was committed to pursuing the war.

Although the Allies rejected peace approaches, it remained unclear how they were ever going to prevail. Three shocks underlined the point: at Caporetto, in Petrograd, and at Cambrai. During summer 1917 the Italians launched the tenth and eleventh battles of the Isonzo, and the latter, during which the attackers overran the Bainsizza plateau, pressed the Austrians harder than ever. Karl requested – and belatedly received – German assistance, seven divisions being transported and a special Fourteenth Army formed under General Otto von Below, composed equally of German and Austrian units: in the early hours of 24 October it fell upon the Italian Second Army in the Caporetto sector of the middle Isonzo valley. The Italian high command (Comando supremo – CS) had suspended its attacks and its infantry supposed the campaigning season was over; the CS knew about the German reinforcements and received several days’ warning, but did remarkably little to prepare. When the blow fell its impact was overwhelming. The bombardment, using poison gas against which Italian masks were useless, killed thousands before the German infantry infiltrated along the valley floors, isolating and surrounding the garrisons on the heights: some 40,000 Italians were killed and wounded but 265,000 surrendered while 400,000 ‘disbanded’ soldiers (sbandati) abandoned their units and streamed to the rear. The Second Army’s implosion forced the adjoining Third and Fourth Armies to retreat as well, and territory that had taken two and a half years to conquer was lost in as many days, the attackers advancing up to fifty miles and crossing the Isonzo and Tagliamento before halting in early November on the Piave. Along this river the CS had been preparing defences since earlier in the year, and although the attackers forded it, they were driven back. As important as Italian resistance, however, were the victors’ limitations. The OHL had intended this to be a restricted operation, and had transferred fewer than half the divisions that the Austrians wanted. The breakthrough opened up a war of movement for which the Central Powers were ill equipped, and in the absence of an agreed plan of advance or command structure they jostled for space, lacking enough lorries and horses to maintain progress.

All the same, the blow to the Italians and their partners was severe.27 British ministers noted morosely that yet another ally had been rendered hors de combat, and a hastily summoned conference at Rapallo agreed to send reinforcements that soon totalled five British and six French divisions. The Allies insisted on the Italian commander, Luigi Cadorna, being sacked, and the new ministry of Vittorio Orlando was eager to do so anyway, replacing Cadorna by Armando Diaz with Pietro Badoglio as his deputy.28 The Premier told Diaz that the Piave line must be held ‘at all costs’, and in fact during the rest of the year the Italian army rallied, and the Central Powers failed to break through in the Asiago and Monte Grappa sectors on its northern flank.29 While the British and French deployed in Lombardy, the Italian army halted the enemy unaided, fighting at extraordinary altitudes in temperatures that at night plunged far below zero. Yet, although the Italians regained their ability to fight defensively, Germany had taken the pressure off the Austrians and no further big Italian offensive took place until the war’s final month.30

The second shock came in the east. During 1917 Hindenburg and Ludendorff waited for the Russian army to disintegrate, using propaganda and fraternization to accelerate the process. Their counter-attack after the Russian summer offensive cleared Austrian territory, and subsequently they focused on the Baltic coast, where on 1 September they captured Riga. Like Caporetto, the Battle of Riga was notable – and remarked upon by Allied staffs – for innovative artillery and infantry tactics that in 1918 would be adopted on a grander scale. It struck at a neuralgic point on the approaches to Petrograd, and it contributed, as intended, to Russia’s political radicalization. The Provisional Government had neither improved economic conditions nor ended the war, and an opportunity had opened for Lenin and the Bolsheviks as the one major Russian grouping that demanded an immediate peace. Although the Germans subsidized Lenin’s party and had organized his return from exile in Zurich, he advocated seizing power on the grounds that conditions in Germany were auspicious for revolution to spread there. But neither did he hold allegiance to the Allies, and positioning the Bolsheviks as the one party willing to break with them both benefited him politically and conformed with his analysis of the war as an imperialist enterprise in which the proletariat had no stake. In September the Bolsheviks gained a majority in the Petrograd Soviet, and under the banner of demanding all power to the soviets they could now justify overthrowing the Provisional Government before it abandoned the capital. Once the government started preparations against them, they took over Petrograd with the support of its garrison on 7–8 November. On 15 December a ceasefire with the Central Powers duly ensued. While what remained of the Russian army drifted home, Romania, now isolated, also signed an armistice.

The Bolshevik Revolution was fundamental to the 1918 political and military landscape. From November 1917 the OHL was moving divisions westwards, at the same time as negotiations with the Russians began at Brest-Litovsk. Germany and Austria-Hungary deepened the rift between Lenin and the Allies by joining the Bolsheviks in paying lip-service to the principle of national self-determination, while the Russians embarrassed their former partners by publishing the secret treaties concluded with Nicholas II to carve up the Middle East, cede Austrian territory to Italy, and consign the Rhineland to French domination. Yet it soon became clear that the Central Powers planned to use the slogan of self-determination as a cover for expansion by depriving Russia of Poland, its southern Baltic provinces, and the Ukraine, and converting them into satellite states. In his Fourteen Points address on 8 January Woodrow Wilson appealed to the Russians and to the European Left by unilaterally proclaiming a more moderate and progressive programme of Allied and American war aims, and in the weeks that followed anti-war strikes rocked Vienna and Berlin. It was in vain. Hindenburg and Ludendorff had lost patience and at the Bad Homburg Crown Council on 13 February they insisted on imposing peace by renewing the advance on Petrograd. The Russians were incapable of resistance, and Lenin carried the Bolshevik Central Committee in favour of an arrangement – the Brest-Litovsk peace treaty – that he intended to honour no longer than he had to but which kept his regime in power and took Russia out of the war. The treaty also hardened the OHL’s resolve to take the offensive in the west: the final fateful error that made possible an Allied victory far earlier than had seemed plausible in the winter of 1917–18.

For down to that winter the stasis on the Western Front had continued, despite indications that the advantage enjoyed by the defensive was slipping. Although the French army was now recuperating from the mutinies, Nivelle’s successor, Philippe Pétain, had renounced all-out assaults and sought to reaccustom his forces to attacking by deploying colossal firepower to gain limited objectives. At La Malmaison on 23–25 October the French advanced six kilometres and captured the heights of the Chemin des Dames, where they had failed in April, but at a formidable cost in materiel.31 Over thirty-two days before the attack 266 trains moved up 80,000 tons of munitions, the weight of shell per kilometre exceeding by six or seven times that in the September 1915 French offensive and costing over 500 million francs – twice the total for all French tank construction during the war.32 A similar siege-warfare operation was conducted by the British Second Army under Sir Herbert Plumer in the Battle of Messines Ridge between 7 and 12 June, the attackers exploding nineteen enormous mines that their sappers had been digging since 1915 and firing twice as many shells as before the first day on the Somme. Although they captured the ridge and for once suffered fewer casualties than the defenders, this operation too entailed an expenditure of resources quite disproportionate to the territory gained.

The problem of how the Allies could win was posed still more emphatically by the Third Battle of Ypres between 31 July and 10 November 1917, another attrition struggle (approved by Lloyd George’s Cabinet with the greatest reluctance) in which the BEF advanced six miles into an angular salient that Haig acknowledged was scarcely defensible.33 Haig had argued that an attack here, in conjunction with a seaborne landing, could capture the main enemy lateral railway and clear the Belgian coast: in the event the Germans held him, as they had envisaged, on ‘Flandern I’, the third of their five defensive lines.34 By now the British were both better equipped and tactically more proficient than on the Somme, and they fired six times more weight of ordnance than did the defenders,35 but the latter too had changed their methods. The Germans’ artillery bombarded the BEF from concealed positions on the Gheluvelt plateau, using newly developed mustard gas shells, and they held the bulk of their infantry well behind the front line, repeatedly retaking lost ground by prompt counter-attacks. During September the British paused for three weeks before trying again, Plumer and his staff taking over from the much criticized Fifth Army command under Sir Hubert Gough, and launching three more carefully planned assaults in drier weather. This time the Germans found it harder to cope and the OHL was rattled, garrisoning the forward lines more strongly in the Battle of Broodseinde on 4 October and losing thousands of men. But now the weather deteriorated, while Plumer left a shorter interval between his attacks and planned them less thoroughly, with the result that they again lost momentum. In the final phase predominantly Canadian forces under Sir Arthur Currie captured the Passchendaele ridge at the cost of 16,000 casualties, progressing methodically across a waterlogged wilderness, but any chance of achieving the initial objectives had long since gone. Although both sides found the conditions intensely depressing and difficult, BEF morale suffered more, and the British took heavier casualties than the Germans with a smaller army.36

Nor did the final Western Front battle of 1917, at Cambrai between 20 November and 5 December, bring much encouragement. Six British divisions with 476 tanks (216 in the front line) achieved almost complete surprise when they attacked in a quiet sector supported by a bombardment from 1,000 guns without prior ranging shots: on the opening morning they opened a gap five miles wide. But more than half the tanks were hit or broke down on the first day, German reinforcements arrived rapidly, and the battle settled down into the usual pattern of repeated infantry attacks before the Germans in turn achieved surprise with a massive counterstroke that infiltrated the improvised British defences and recaptured most of the conquered territory. There was little confirmation here that enemy resistance was being worn down; or that even radically innovative tactics could win more than transient success, while the Germans were already pioneering new assault methods (which Haig’s GHQ failed to recognize). Something had gone badly wrong, and the Cabinet sensed that the military had misled it.37 After Cambrai, in Winston Churchill’s words, ‘A sudden sinister impression was sustained by the General Staff. The cry for a fresh offensive died away. The mood swung round to pure defence – and against heavy odds.’38

On 7 October Lloyd George had told the Cabinet Secretary, Maurice Hankey, that he feared another Flanders-style offensive in 1918. The British army must rest as the French one had done, to win as a part of a concerted effort in 1919, or else America rather than Britain would deliver the decisive blow.39 Yet only in the following month did the first units of the American Expeditionary Force (AEF) enter the front line in Lorraine, and American strategy, as agreed between the AEF commander, John J. Pershing, and the War Department in Washington, envisaged a gradual build-up and a decisive advance north-eastwards in 1919. Pétain intended his principal 1918 effort for Alsace, to capture land desired by France in peace negotiations, in contrast to the more ambitious strategies co-ordinated with his allies in previous years, and Poincaré noted that French ministers agreed that ‘one third of the Deputies … desire peace, without daring to admit it’.40 But Lloyd George too and many of his Cabinet, as well as the Chief of the Imperial General Staff, Sir William Robertson, now doubted whether a decisive victory over Germany was possible, at any rate at an acceptable cost or in the foreseeable future.41 In spring 1917 they had determined to win control over Mesopotamia and Palestine, and reinforced British expeditions took Baghdad in March and Jerusalem in December. In parallel, in a gesture that undermined the international status for Palestine envisaged in the Sykes–Picot Agreement, the British in November issued the ‘Balfour Declaration’, an open letter by the Foreign Secretary supporting the establishment there of a Jewish ‘national home’. For the new year, although Haig wanted to renew the attack in Flanders, the Cabinet favoured a further drive beyond Jerusalem: the Turkish war effort had passed its peak and the temptation was to concentrate on the Levant. In the key European battlegrounds, in contrast, no trend towards Allied superiority was evident, and little consensus about the appropriate strategy.

After Dunkirk in 1940 Churchill reminded the House of Commons that ‘During the first four years of the last war the Allies experienced nothing but disaster and disappointment … we repeatedly asked ourselves the question: How are we going to win?’42 At the close of 1917 the Allies confronted a dilemma: further fighting on the Third Ypres model promised to cripple the British army as surely as it had crippled the French and Italian ones; yet progress such as at Messines and at La Malmaison, though preferable in the short term, on a larger scale would also be prohibitive. Diaz, in contrast, was preoccupied with how to repel another enemy offensive, and soon the Western Front commanders were obliged to follow him. Among the governments, the British was the most pessimistic, but French hopes rested largely on the Americans, and the Americans’ hopes on a still untested confidence in their soldiers’ combat superiority. Although merchant shipping losses were diminishing, they exceeded new building and the tonnage available to the Allies was still shrinking and appeared inadequate to the projected demands on it. Even the Allied war economies, on paper so superior, were experiencing one supply crisis after another, while during 1917 British, French, and Italian public opinion had all plumbed depths of despondency. The sustainability of the Allies’ war effort in the longer term remained imponderable, whereas a short-run military victory appeared to face insuperable obstacles.43 In sum, their immediate prospects were more difficult than at any time since spring 1916 and their exhausted troops now faced a terrifying onslaught. As it turned out, that onslaught would be the means of their salvation.
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