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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) 

out conquests. Though he knew that d~spite her protesta
tions of neLLtrality America was supplying the allies with 
arms, his hopes for peace rested as much on the American 
president as on his own government. In January-June 
1915 and January-March 1916, Wilson had sent his advi
sor, Colonel Edward M. House (1858-1938), on peace 
missions to Europe. In an effort to bring the belligerent 
powers to the negotiating table and to put an end to the 
invidious balance-of-powers system which, in his opinion, 
was responsible for the Emopean arms race and the World 
War, Wilson (in May 1916) offered American participa
tion in an international security system. His 18 Decem-
ber 1916 call on all sides to -
state their war aims had been 
in part in response to Beth
mann-Hollweg's peace feel
ers, no matter how insincere 
they might have been. 

In a speech to the United 
States Senate on 22 Janu
ary 1917, vVilson next called 
for "peace without victory", 
seemingly echoing Beth
mann-Hollweg's speech to 
the German Reichstag of 5 
December 1916. At least this 
is how Germans such as Hoff
marm interpreted the speech. 
That month he contemplated 
how "a weak hope for peace 
went through the peoples of 
half the world when Germany 
and her allies offered their en
emies the hand of peace since 

The German High Command Lmder Field Marshall Paul 
von Hindenburg (1847-1934) and General. Erich Luden
dorff ( 1865-1937) was still hoping for a victorious peace, 
but by the sp1ing ofl917 even they could no longer close 
their eyes to the dete1jorating military and economic situ
ation. Austria-Hungary Germany's GDP was standing at 
81.8% of 1913, Austria's at 74.8%, and while France's had 
also fallen to 81%, Britain's GDP had actually grown to 

105.3% of the 1913 value and the US' to 112.5%. Even if 
the German government did not know these exact num
bers it knew that the allies' resource and manpower base 
was much larger than theirs and growing. Hindenburg 

and Ludendorff decided that the only way tO wiJ1 the war 
before the scales tilted even further·in the Entente's favor 
was unrestricted submarine warfare. They were able to 
convince Emperor Will1elm II (1859-1941 ) that since she 
supplied the allies with arms, ammunition and funds, the 
US could no longer be considered a neutral and that un
restricted submarine warfare would lead to victory within 
five months. Over Bethmann-Hollweg's objections, who 
rightly foresaw that this would cause the US to enter into 
the war, they forced its adoption in January 1917. 

"With the 1 [ of February] the intensified submarine 
warfare began as announced," wrote Hoffmann. "What 

sonnel to operate the weap
ons and to use them against 
an enemy turned a civilian 
vessel into a military vessel. 
It constituted an act of war. 
After U-boats had sunk sev-
en more US merchant ships, 
Woodrow Wilson on 4 April 
1917 asked the United States 

was expected has happened. 

not only the belligerents but 
the neutrals too suffer under 
the curse of this world-wide 
conflagration. The president 
of the United States of North 
America too as well as Swit
zerland and Sweden offered 
themselves as peace media
tors. But the rejection of the 
German peace offer by the 

Congress for a declaration of war on Germany, ,vhich came 
on 6 April 1917. 

Upon the announcement 
of the intensified subma
rine warfare on the part of 
Germany our good friend 
Wilson, the north-American 
president [ on 3 February J, 
has severed diplomatic rela
tions with Germany - the 
first step toward war." Fol
lowing the sinking of sev
eral US-flagged vessels, tl1e 
American President on 26 
February 1917, by execu
tive order and over the op
position of anti-war senators, 
permitted merchant vessels 
to arm themselves writh weap
ons powerful enough to sink 

Wilson's change of heart and call for war had been re
inforced by a major blunder on Germany's part. On 19 
January 1917, British naval intelligence intercepted and 
decrypted a telegrain by German Foreign .Minister Arthur 
Zimmermann (1864-1940) to the German Ambassador 
in Mexico City. In it Zimmermann asked Mexico tO de-

ten enemy countries descended like an icy breath on a frail 
plant on the budding hope for peace. Only the good Lord 
knows now when there will be peace." 

surfaced German submaiines. 
Under international law, arm
ing a merchant vessel and 
staffing it with military per-


