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Chapter 9 – Section 1
The United States Enters World War I


Narrator: The portents were becoming unmistakable, yet Wilson clung to his ideal of peace.

President Wilson: There will be no war, this country does not intend to become involved in war, and it would be a crime against civilization for us to go into it. 

Narrator: Once again it was Germany’s own acts, which swung the balance against her. On January 31st 1917, Germany informed America of her intention to carry out Unrestricted Submarine Warfare, this meant that all shipping including neutrals whether carrying contraband or not would be sunk at site without warning anywhere in allied waters. Stage by stage President Wilson’s campus ideals were being battered down by war reality. Stage by stage he resisted the evidence and its implications.

President Wilson: “I refuse to believe that it is the intention of the German authorities to do in fact what they have warned us they will feel at liberty to do. Only actual overt acts on their part can make me believe it even now.  

Narrator: Wilson was forced to believe. As vessel after vessel went down Germany’s ruthless determination became evident. The German ambassador in Washington was handed his passport, America broke off diplomatic relations and drafted a bill to arm her merchant ships. Now she has stood on the very brink of war. The last act needed to drag her in was not slow incoming. In 1917 four fifths of America’s small army was embroiled with Mexico. Relations between the United States and her Latin neighbor had never been easy. The border along the Rio Grande was rarely quiet. Mexico’s successive revolutions alarmed America, threatened her commercial interests, even the lives of her citizens. To Germany this distant preoccupation was a Godsend if the American army was kept busy in Mexico, it could hardly come to Europe. Germany proposed an alliance to the Mexican government 

Male Speaker #1: Germany makes Mexico a proposal of alliance on the following basis: make war together, make peace together, general financial support and an understanding on our part that Mexico is to re-conquer the lost territory in Texas, New Mexico and Arizona. We suggest Mexico should invite Japan’s immediate assistance and mediate between Japan and ourselves.  

Narrator: This was the secret Zimmerman telegram, one of history’s most explosive documents. British naval intelligence had broken the German codes and selected its moment carefully to inform America of the contents of the telegram. They came as a thunderclap; this was a conspiracy to attack the very homeland of the United States. Isolationism withered away, the peace party collapsed. The Fire-Eaters rose in their wrath headed by Theodore Roosevelt uttering a characteristic bellow of rage.

Roosevelt: This man Wilson is enough to make the saints and the angles, yes and the apostles swear and I would not blame them. My God why doesn’t he do something if he does not go to war with Germany I shall skin him alive.

Narrator: This was the end of the president’s dream of peace. While he took his last agonizing decisions, Germany for the last time fortified its resolve by torpedoing three American merchant ships in one day. Now there was no choice the peacemaker must go to war. On April 2nd 1917 Woodrow Wilson drove to the capital to deliver a momentous address. 

President Wilson: “The wrongs against which we now array ourselves are not common wrongs. They cut to the very root of human life. I advise that Congress declare that it formally accept the status of the belligerence which is thrust upon it. It’s a fearful thing to lead this great peaceful people into the war, into the most terrible and disastrous of all wars. Civilization itself seeming to be in the balance, but the right is more precious then peace. The world must be made safe for democracy.” 
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