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FAMOUS EVENTS: What happened on ... ? 
Was ist am 6. April 1917 geschehen? 

American Declaration of War on Germany (World War One) 
to her submarines. Since the United States as a neutral 
power insisted on trading with all sides, though de facto 
this meant the Entente Powers of Great Britain, France 
and Russia, it was only a question of time before Ameri
can lives were lost. On 7 May 1915, the German U-20 
sank the Lusitania with the loss of 1,198 passengers and 
crew, among them 128 Americans. Though the German 
embassy in Washington had warned passengers in news
paper advertisementS of the U-boat danger around the 
British Isles and advised them not to sail on the Lusitania ) 
public opinion now turned openly against the Empire. 
When President Wilson demanded an immediate and ab
solute halt to submarine attacks on non-military vessels, 
Germany complied. When a submarine sank the unarmed 
French Sussex in the English Channel in March 1916, 
Wilson threatened to sever diplomatic relations nnless 
Germany ceased attacking all passenger vessels and attack 
merchant vessels only after the existence of weapons on 
the vessels had been established, if necessary by searching 
them. Tfthe vessel had to be sunk, the submarine was re
sponsible for the safety of passengers and crew until they 
reached either a neutral harbor o r a harbor controUed by 
the Central Powers. Though these conditions required 
that submarines behave like surface vessels, a:•near impos
sibility given vulnerability of a submarine and its reliance 
on the element of surprise rather than fire-power, Ger
many agreed to these conditions in the Sussex Pledge of 4 
May 1916. 

Six months later the military and economic situation of 
Germany had changed profoundly. The slaughter of mil
lions of men arow1d Verdtm failed to turn the tides of war 
in Germany's favor. Britain's naval blockade proved ever 
more effective while Germany's manpower, industrial out
put, and equalJy important her agricultural output, were 
declining rapidly. In this situation Imperial Germany's call 
for peace negotiations on 5 December 1916 w:i thout spe
cific conditions or demands was less a declaration that the 
Central Powers had "given proof of their indestructible 
strength in winning considerable successes at war" than 
a diplomatic effort to divide the Entente powers and a 
propaganda effort to lay the blan1e for the continuation 
of the war on the Allies as well as tO ralJy the German 
people around the flag. "Should our enemies refuse to en
ter peace negotiations- and we have to assume that this 
will be the case-the odium of continuing the war will fall 
on them," declared Imperial Chancellor Theobald von 
Bethmann-Hollweg (1856-1921) "The rejection of our 
peace offer, the knowledge that the continuation of the 
struggle is inevitable thanks alone to our enemies, would 

be an effective means of spurring our people t0 utmost 
exertion and sacrifice for a victorious end to the war." 

But the sentence that "[i]n Germany and among its Al
lies, too, the desire for peace has become keen" carried 
the veiled admission that Bethmann-Hollweg realized 
that time might be rw1ning out for Germany. Beginning 
in the summer ofl916, Johann Hoffmann began to com
plain that "almost the whole Old Continent is under arms 
against us and the New Continent provides it arms, and 
what those weapons cannot force hunger is supposed to 
bring down on itS knees." On the front, soldiers were dy
ing by the hundreds of thousands. At home, food pric
es were reaching dizzying heights and the leftist Social 
Democratic Party was calling ever loudly for peace with-


