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World War One began on June 28, 1914 in Sarajevo with the assignations of the Archduke Franz 
Ferdinand, heir to the Austro-Hungarian throne, and his wife Sophia.  Blame for the assignations 
was given to the Black Hand, a Serbian nationalist secret society.  Austria-Hungry then declared 
war on Serbia.  The war was to be a brief, limited war between Austria-Hungry and Serbia, but it 
quickly escalated into World War One partly because of treaty alliance systems linking European 
countries into two groups, the Central Powers, Germany, Austria-Hungry, Ottoman Empire 
(Turkey), and Bulgaria, and the Allied Powers, Great Britain, France, Russia, Belgium, and 
Japan.  The alliance systems weren’t the only cause.  Austria-Hungry wanted control of the 
Balkans.  Germany wanted greater power, international influence, and dominance in 
imperialism.  Great Britain and Germany were into a naval arms race.  France was seeking 
revenge against Germany and Russia wanted to restore its national prestige. 
	  

Germans laid out a plan to fight the war on two fronts, the Western Front and Eastern Front.  
Their plan called for them to attack the Western Front first, knocking out France quickly in a five 
to six week campaign and then switch to the Eastern Front before Russian had enough time to 
mobilize.  The plan also presumed France would surrender if Paris fell, Russia would take longer 
to mobilize, and people would ignore the fall of Belgium.  The German plan failed to work as it 
met with French and British troops on the Western Front and a faster than expected mobilization 
of Russian troops on the Eastern Front.  From late fall of 1914 to 1918 the battlefield didn’t 
fundamentally change.  It wasn’t the quick war that was hoped for and became a total war with 
high casualties and new warfare technology.   It dominated European economies and natural 
resources.    
 
The United States followed George Washington’s precedent of not forming alliances with 
European countries and maintain a policy of neutrality for over 120 years.  Policies at the 
beginning included being neutral in all aspects, but by 1915, Wilson opened the doors for loans 
to be made and later it included trading.  The United States mostly traded with the Allied Powers 
because of Britain’s blockade on Germany.  Our merchant ships and industrial strength 
replenished the necessary supply of war materials to Britain and France.   
The American public became incited when in 1915, the British liner Lusitania was sunk and 128 
Americans were lost.  President Wilson didn’t ask for a declaration of war but accepted 
Germany’s ’cruiser’ tactics or Sussex Policy.  This was that U-boats would surface and attack 
using guns fitted on their decks.  These tactics were dropped by the Germans because they felt 
the tactic put their U-boats at risk and sinking of merchant ships was avoided.   
 



By 1917, Germany not doing well in the war adopted unrestricted submarine warfare, an 
announcement that all merchant shipping in a specified zone around Britain would be targeted 
and sunk.  President Woodrow Wilson then broke diplomatic relations with Germany and after 
seven of our merchant ships were sunk, he asked Congress to declare war. 
 
Another cause of America entering the war was the Zimmerman Telegram.  Early in the war, 
Britain cut Germany’s under sea telegraph lines.  President Wilson allowed Germany 
communicate with its Foreign Ministers using our lines.  In January of 1917, British 
cryptographers deciphered a telegram sent from the German Foreign Minister to the German 
Minister to Mexico.  The telegram said that the United States would soon be involved in war and 
Germany proposed an alliance with Mexico promising to give general financial support and 
assistance for Mexico in recovering all its lost territory in New Mexico, Texas, and Arizona.  To 
protect their intelligence from detection and capitalize on a growing anti-German sentiment 
America, the British presented the telegram to President Wilson in February and the American 
press published the news of the telegram in March.  In April, President Wilson asked and 
Congress declared war on Germany and the Central Powers. 
 
General John J. Pershing was given command of the American Expeditionary Force of about 1.2 
million soldiers by the end of the war.  President Wilson mandated that Pershing cooperate with 
Allied forces but “that the forces of the United States are a separate and distinct component of 
the combined forces the identity of which must be preserved.”  This meant that American 
soldiers would not be melded into the British and French armies as the Allied commanders 
thought. 
 
Americans were nicknamed doughboys.  Faced with high casualties, the Allies forced the 
Germans to retreat.  The German High Command began to fall apart and the Kaiser abdicated.  
On November 11, 1919, Germany signed the armistice and World War One ended.  Americans 
wanted to forget the war and Europe’s troubles.  They returned to their pre-war isolationist 
policies of “the good old days” and Congress rejected the League of Nations.   
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