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***

Veterans Day came earlier this month, a public holiday that under the name of Armistice
Day had originally celebrated the end of the First World War, itself then known as the Great
War to those living during that era, over a century ago.

Friends of the Palo Alto Library runs a local monthly book sale, now reopened after nearly
two years of Covid closures, and I usually attend, often buying for a pittance items that have
caught my eye. A few weeks ago I picked up for a quarter a copy of Adam Hochschild’s
widely praised 2011 volume To End All Wars, his account of the British anti-war movement
during World War I, which I’d seen very favorably reviewed in the Times and elsewhere
when it was originally released. My own knowledge of that era was relatively meager and
sparse, so I spent a couple of days reading the text.

Hochschild  seems  a  fine  writer  and  researcher,  certainly  earning  the  glowing  blurbs  by
prominent scholars that stud his book, and he told a very interesting story of the men and
women who organized and led Britain’s powerful but heavily suppressed anti-war movement
as it  opposed the continuing slaughter  in  the trenches.  Many of  these individuals  suffered
harsh imprisonment for their dissent, including Keir Hardie, the founder of what became
the Labour Party and Bertrand Russell, the brilliant mathematical philosopher and future
Nobel Laureate.

Support for the war split the militant Suffragette movement straight down the middle, and
important political families were also often deeply divided, with the beloved elder sister of
Britain’s  own  military  commander-in-chief  in  France  becoming  a  prominent  peace
campaigner.  Just  a  few  years  earlier,  E.D.  Morel,  the  country’s  leading  investigative
journalist, had been celebrated as an international hero for exposing the horrors of the
Belgian Congo, but he was now imprisoned for his anti-war writings, with the treatment so
brutal that it permanently broke his health and he died at the age of 51, a few years after
the war ended.
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Just as I’d expected, I discovered a wealth of information about a period only known to me in
outline, and I saw no reason to doubt any of its accuracy, including the brief but surprising
references to supposedly widespread German war crimes in occupied Belgium. I was very
glad to fill these large gaps in my existing knowledge.

But near the end of Hochschild’s discussion of the year 1916, he emphasized that unlike
Britain there was absolutely no corresponding anti-war movement in most other countries,
including Germany. As he put it on p. 217:

“Both sides were committed to fight to the bitter end, and by now, two years into the
war, if someone in a prominent position on either side so much as advocated peace
talks, it was considered close to treason.”

On reading this, I did a double-take and almost questioned my sanity. Surely, Hochschild
must be aware that exactly at that point in time, the government of Germany had publicly
proposed  international  peace  talks  without  preconditions  aimed  at  ending  the  war,
suggesting that the massive, pointless slaughter be halted, perhaps largely on a status quo
ante basis.

The  Germans  had  recently  won  several  huge  victories,  inflicting  enormous  losses  on  the
Allies in the Battle of the Somme and also completely knocking Rumania out of the war. So
riding high on their military success, they emphasized that they were seeking peace on the
basis  of  their  strength  rather  than  from  any  weakness.  Unfortunately,  the  Allies  flatly
rejected  this  peace  overture,  declaring  that  that  the  offer  proved  Germany  was  close  to
defeat, so they were determined to hold out for complete victory with major territorial gains.
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British trenches on the Somme, July 1916 (Licensed under the Public Domain)

As a result, many additional millions needlessly died over the next two years, while just a
couple of months later in early 1917 Russia’s Czarist government collapsed, eventually
leading  to  the  Bolshevik  seizure  of  power,  a  turning-point  with  fateful,  long-term
consequences.

I don’t recall having ever seen any discussion of that rejected German peace proposal in the
cursory treatment of  the First  World War provided by my basic high school or college
textbooks, so I hadn’t originally heard of it. But around 2000, I’d begun a software project
aimed at digitizing the near-complete archives of many of America’s most influential opinion
magazines of the past, and along the way I’d been surprised to notice all those late 1916
headlines describing the peace offer,  then glanced at  a few of  the articles and discovered
the important history that I’d previously missed. For example, the December 23, 1916 lead
article  in  America’s  influential  Literary  Digest  carried  the  headline  “Germany’s  Peace-
Proposals” and for several weeks around that date numerous other stories in that periodical,
as well as in the Nation, the New Republic, and various other publications had covered the
same topic.

German soldiers on the way to the front in 1914; at this stage, all sides expected the conflict to be a
short one. (Licensed under the Public Domain)

But although my introductory textbooks had failed to mention those facts, Hochschild was
an award-winning author  and historian,  someone who had obviously  devoted years  of
diligent research to his book on WWI peace movements. I found it difficult to believe that he
was unaware of those crucial events, and I assumed that he would discuss them in the next
chapter, but I finished his entire 450 page book seeing absolutely no mention anywhere.
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At that point, I decided to confirm my recollections by doing a few casual Google searches
on the topic, and found surprisingly little on the Internet. I then consulted the Wikipedia
entry on World War I, which ran almost 40,000 words including nearly 500 references, but it
only featured a single sentence on the German peace proposal that might have ended the
fighting and thereby saved many millions of lives. Fortunately, that brief mention did link to
a short 2018 Washington Post piece by a couple of professional historians, whose account
fully matched my own understanding of the facts. The Great War ended on November 11,
1918,  and  their  piece  had  appeared  exactly  one  hundred  years  later  to  the  day.  So
apparently it  had required the centennial  anniversary of  the conclusion of  that war to
prompt  our  mainstream  media  to  finally  provide  some  coverage  of  that  nearly  forgotten
story.

If a negotiated peace had ended the wartime slaughter after just a couple of years, the
impact upon the history of the world would obviously have been enormous, and not merely
because more than half of the many millions of wartime deaths would have been avoided.
All  the  European  countries  had  originally  marched  off  to  battle  in  early  August  1914
confident that the conflict would be a short one, probably ending in victory for one side or
the other “before the leaves fell.” Instead, the accumulated changes in military technology
and the evenly-balanced strength of the two rival alliances soon produced a gridlock of
trench-warfare, especially in the West, with millions dying while almost no ground was
gained  or  lost.  If  the  fighting  had  stopped  in  1916  without  a  victory  by  either  side,  such
heavy losses in a totally  pointless conflict  surely would have sobered the postwar political
leadership of all the major European states, greatly discouraging the brinksmanship that
had originally led to the calamity let alone allowing any repeat. Many have pointed to 1914
as the optimistic high-water mark of Western Civilization, and with the sobering impact of
two disastrous years of warfare and millions of unnecessary deaths, that peak might have
been sustained indefinitely.

Instead, the consequences of the continuing war were utterly disastrous for all of Europe
and  much  of  the  world.  Many  millions  more  died,  and  the  difficult  wartime  conditions
probably fostered the spread of the deadly Spanish Flu epidemic of 1918, which then swept
across the world, taking as many as 50 million lives. Russia’s crippling defeats in 1917
brought the Bolsheviks to power, leading to a long civil war that killed many millions more,
followed  by  three  generations  of  global  conflict  over  Soviet  Communism,  certainly
accounting for tens of millions of additional civilian deaths. The extremely punitive terms
that the Treaty of Versailles imposed upon defeated Imperial Germany in 1919 eventually
led to the collapse of the Weimar Republic and a second, far worse round of global warfare
involving both Nazi Germany and Soviet Russia, a catastrophe that laid waste to much of
Europe and claimed several times as many victims as the Great War itself.

Although the Allies at the time had bitterly denounced what they sometimes called the
dangerous “German Peace Offensive” of late 1916, it seemed obvious to me that the world
would have been a much better place if it hadn’t been rejected.

Just  out of  curiosity,  I  queried quite a number of  knowledgeable,  well-read individuals,
asking what they knew of the abortive 1916 German peace proposal and their responses
were quite interesting. A mainstream scholar who had written several books on First World
War topics was a little surprised at Hochschild’s lack of awareness, but noted that academic
fashions since the 1960s had shifted in a direction sharply hostile to Imperial Germany, and
as a result coverage of those elements of the historical record suggesting otherwise had
been greatly minimized over the last half-century or more.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/World_War_I#Central_Powers_peace_overtures
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Spanish_flu
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Meanwhile, nearly all of the lay individuals I contacted had never heard of the 1916 effort at
peace and were mostly shocked by the story, the one notable exception being Kevin Barrett,
whose long-running Truth Jihad podcast show had featured various conspiratorial guests
over the years who had discussed it,  sometimes with regard to broader, less plausible
historical plots.

The extent to which the seemingly undeniable facts of  the 1916 peace proposal  have
disappeared from public discussion is really quite remarkable, and I gradually discovered
that Hochschild was far from alone in providing no hint of the story.

Consider  high-profile  British-born  historian  Niall  Ferguson  of  Harvard  and  Stanford
Universities, who had made his early name with his publication of The Pity of War in 1999, a
highly  heterodox  reanalysis  of  World  War  I  that  came  to  numerous  controversial
conclusions. Among other positions, Ferguson boldly argued that the British should have
stayed out of the conflict, which would then have resulted in a quick and sweeping German
victory, leading Germany to establish political and economic hegemony over Continental
Europe. But this would have simply resulted in the creation of the EU three generations
earlier and avoided the many tens of millions of needless deaths in the two world wars, let
alone the global consequences of the Bolshevik Revolution.

Although Ferguson was deliberately provocative in his account, I didn’t remember seeing
any specific mention of the 1916 peace proposal when I’d read the book a few years ago,
and  reexamining  it  now  confirmed  my  recollection,  even  though  his  Introduction  contains
nearly a page of “What If?” scenarios, and he discussed numerous “alternative realities”
later in his text. Indeed, just a couple of years earlier he had edited Virtual History,  a
collection of more than a dozen lengthy essays by professional scholars examining the
consequences  of  history  taking  a  different  turn  at  numerous  key  junctures,  including  a
German victory in  WWI,  but  once again it  totally  lacked any suggestion of  a  possible
negotiated peace in 1916.

An even longer volume of a very similar type, appropriately titled What If? appeared in
2001, edited by historian Robert Cowley and it was just as silent. The book ran over 800
pages, of which more than 90 were devoted to seven different alternate scenarios involving
World War I, but the possibility of a 1916 peace nowhere appeared, despite surely being one
of the most obvious and important “What Ifs.”

Comprehensive mainstream histories also seemed quite silent. In 1970 renowned British
historian A.J.P. Taylor published English History, 1914-45, which ran almost 900 pages, with
nearly a quarter of those were devoted to WWI; but no hint was given of the 1916 German
peace  proposal,  with  the  very  possibility  of  the  Germans  accepting  a  reasonable
compromise peace at that point being dismissed in just a few sentences and a footnote.
John Keegan’s 1999 volume The First World War runs 475 pages and also appears to lack
any mention. While I’ve hardly performed an exhaustive review of all the standard historical
texts, I think these two examples seem fairly typical, probably thus explaining Hochschild’s
complete lack of awareness, with Ferguson and other distinguished authors likely having
similar gaps in their knowledge.

The issue also seemed not to come up in more specialized studies, even when it might have
played an important role. A couple of years ago I’d read Sean McMeekin’s 2017 history The
Russian  Revolution,  an  outstanding,  meticulous  reconstruction  of  the  complex  and
contingent circumstances that led to the 1917 fall of the Czarist Regime and the subsequent
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triumph of Lenin’s Bolsheviks.

The prologue is devoted to the murder of Grigory Rasputin, the peasant faith-healer who
exercised such enormous influence over  the Czar  and his  family  that  although he held  no
official position, he probably ranked for many years as the third most powerful figure in the
Russian Empire. Moreover, his December 1916 death at the hands of a conspiratorial group
that included top members of Russia’s elite seems to have been an important factor in
destabilizing the regime, leading to its collapse in the February Revolution just a couple of
months later.

Rasputin had long had severe misgivings about continuing the costly war against Germany,
and this was a crucial motive behind his killing; indeed, fears of the defection of their huge
Russian ally led members of  British Intelligence to assist  the effort.  Although plots against
Rasputin’s  life  had  been  circulating  for  months,  he  was  finally  struck  down  on  December
20th,  exactly  when  Germany’s  very  public  “peace  offensive”  was  gaining  considerable
international  attention;  and  although  the  author  doesn’t  directly  connect  the  two
developments, the timing hardly seems likely to have been purely coincidental.  So the
desperate Allied moves to block any support for the proposed German peace plan may have
actually helped trigger the Russian Revolution.

Obviously  an  early  end  to  the  Great  War  would  have  been  an  event  of  tremendous
importance and the 1916 German efforts to secure peace were certainly treated as such in
the news reports of the day. But Germany ultimately lost the war and the resulting official
narrative blamed Europe’s catastrophe upon relentless German militarism, so that German
peace proposal became a discordant element, raising troubling questions about the overall
storyline. As a consequence, those facts were eventually flushed down the memory-hole for
most  of  the  next  one  hundred  years,  and  if  I  hadn’t  glanced  at  those  original  1916
headlines, I certainly never would have discovered them.

Indeed, once I casually mentioned this interesting history on my website, one or two of the
other commenters sharply challenged my claims, regurgitating the orthodox narrative that
the Germans had been opposed to any reasonable negotiated peace, without explaining
why all the contemporaneous media accounts had said exactly the opposite. According to
these critics, Germany’s powerful military establishment would certainly have vetoed any
such proposals, and I decided to see if I could find anything stronger to support my position
than merely a thousand-word centennial op-ed in the Post written by a couple of obscure,
junior academics.

To my considerable surprise,  I  discovered that just  last  year an entire book had been
published  on  the  lost  chances  for  peace  in  1916,  apparently  the  first  and  only  English-
language work ever devoted to that seemingly important topic. Moreover, the author of The
Road Less Traveled was Philip Zelikow, best known for having served as executive director
of  the  9/11  Commission,  and  therefore  someone  entirely  in  the  good  graces  of  the
mainstream establishment. Near the end of his Introduction, he explained that he had been
working on the project off and on for more than a dozen years.

Although the main text ran well under 300 pages, his account of events seemed thorough
and persuasive in its coverage, drawing heavily upon archival records and private diaries to
firmly  establish  the  same  remarkable  story  that  I  had  originally  glimpsed  in  those  old
publications. His exhaustive research had uncovered a great deal of additional material,

https://www.amazon.com/dp/1541750950/
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piecing  together  an  account  radically  different  than  what  had  been  presented  in  many
decades  of  highly  misleading  treatments.  And  despite  such  seemingly  controversial
“revisionism,” his work received glowing endorsements from leading academic scholars and
favorable  reviews  in  such  influential  publications  as  Foreign  Affairs,  the  National  Interest,
and  Foreign  Policy,  though since  it  never  caught  the  attention  of  my newspapers  I’d
remained unaware of it.

The story Zelikow tells is a really a fascinating one, especially since it had remained almost
entirely hidden from public awareness for more than a century.

Although influential  elements including his  closest  political  advisor had wanted America to
enter the war on the Allied side, President Woodrow Wilson had been hoping all along that
he could mediate an end to the conflict, much like his predecessor Theodore Roosevelt had
done in the Russo-Japanese war, with the latter’s success crowned by winning the 1906
Nobel Peace Prize.

During the first two years of the fighting, neither side had responded favorably to his peace
feelers, but by August 1916 circumstances had changed, and although the conflicted British
leadership  finally  decided  to  continue  trying  their  luck  on  the  battlefield,  the  similarly-
conflicted German government secretly accepted Wilson’s offer to preside as mediator at a
peace conference. Given the horrific casualties that both sides had already suffered, it was
widely believed that once public peace negotiations began, there was little chance that the
fighting would ever resume. And with Wilson, most of the German leadership, and much of
the British Cabinet ready for peace, the prospects certainly appeared excellent, especially
since  the  Allies  were  so  heavily  dependent  upon  American  supplies  and  financing  for
survival.

But although all the pieces seemed ready to fall into place, opportunities were repeatedly
missed  during  the  more  than  five  months  that  followed.  One  important  factor  was  the
extreme difficulty of communications since the British had severed Germany’s trans-Atlantic
telegraph cable at the beginning of the war, meaning that German communications with
Wilson or their own ambassador had to take a circuitous route through various neutral
countries  and  Latin  America,  finally  arriving  at  DC  in  encoded  form  days  or  even  weeks
later.

Another crucial factor was that Wilson lacked any strong staff that could translate his broad
ideas into serious policy proposals. Unlike major European countries, America back then had
little bureaucratic infrastructure, with Wilson mostly writing his own speeches and regarding
his new Secretary of State, a lawyer who had no diplomatic experience, as merely an
intelligent clerk. Instead, his only close advisor was Col. Edward House, a wealthy Texan
dilettante  who often  had eccentric  views,  and so  strongly  favored the  British  that  he
sometimes seemed to deliberately sabotage the peace effort. As a lifelong academic, Wilson
himself had only spent two years as Governor of New Jersey before unexpectedly reaching
the White House in 1913, and therefore he had little direct experience in either politics or
international diplomacy.

So although the German government responded favorably to his offer of a peace conference
in August 1916, Wilson failed to grasp the urgency of their request, and decided to take no
action until after the November election. Meanwhile, within Germany, the military advocates
of an unrestricted U-boat campaign against the American ships carrying Allied supplies were
pressing very  hard for  their  alternate strategy,  which was sure to  lead to  a  break in

https://www.foreignaffairs.com/reviews/capsule-review/2021-12-01/road-less-traveled-secret-battle-end-great-war-1916-1917
https://nationalinterest.org/feature/how-woodrow-wilson-failed-end-great-war-197229
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American relations.

After the British had suffered enormous casualties in their attack on the Somme, including
losing  nearly  20,000  dead  on  the  first  day  of  fighting,  their  own  peace  party  was
strengthened and the government became willing to consider Wilson’s offer. A son of Prime
Minister H.H. Asquith had died in the battle and another had been wounded, while the
German offer to restore occupied Belgium satisfied the most important British condition.

But then at the end of September, War Minister David Lloyd George—who had been a
leading advocate of the American peace option—suddenly switched sides, and declared that
Britain  would  never  accept  a  compromise  peace  and  would  instead  be  willing  to  fight  for
twenty years if necessary in order to achieve a total military victory, with anything less than
a “knockout” being “unthinkable.” Zelikow plausibly argues that Lloyd George believed he
could use his reversal on peace to gain the support of British hardliners such as Lord
Northcliffe’s powerful newspaper group for replacing Asquith as Prime Minister, and indeed
that was exactly what happened within a couple of months, with the advocates of peace
being pushed out of the government.

Despite  the  shifting  positions  of  the  British,  Wilson  returned  to  his  peace  efforts  after  his
November 7th reelection, only to encounter strong opposition from House, his key advisor.
Although Britain was already locked in a desperate struggle with Germany and totally
dependent upon American supplies, House somehow became convinced that if  America
pressed  too  hard  for  peace,  the  British  would  declare  war  against  our  own  country.
Incredible as it might sound to us, House repeatedly argued to Wilson and others that a
British army could sweep down from Canada while the Royal Navy would land hundreds of
thousands of troops from their Japanese ally on our coasts, together seeking to conquer the
United  States.  Although  these  bizarre  concerns  were  rejected,  they  assisted  the
overwhelmingly  pro-British  State  Department  officials  in  delaying  Wilson’s  plans  to  launch
his peace proposal.

Around  this  same  time,  the  German  ambassador  began  pleading  with  the  Wilson
Administration  to  act  immediately  lest  the opportunity  for  peace be lost,  and Zelikow
entitled this chapter “Peace Is on the Floor Waiting to Be Picked Up!” which was one of the
impassioned  phrases  that  envoy  had  used.  Meanwhile,  Germany’s  hard-line  military
leadership was steadily increasing the pressure on their government to abandon its peace
efforts  and  instead  return  to  the  unrestricted  submarine  warfare  that  they  claimed  could
quickly win the war.

Growing desperate at the president’s endless delays, Germany and its allies eventually
issued their own unconditional call for peace talks on December 12th, hoping that step
would  finally  prompt  Wilson  to  act  by  inviting  participants  to  a  peace  conference  at  the
Hague  and  offering  himself  up  as  the  mediator.  The  German  announcement  captured  the
attention of the world and forced Wilson to respond lest he be eclipsed, and a week later he
finally  circulated  his  own  peacemaking  note,  but  as  Zelikow  explains,  it  constituted  a
“misfire,”  lacking  as  it  did  any  specifics  let  alone  an  invitation  for  the  warring  parties  to
attend  an  actual  peace  conference.  So  the  Allies  firmly  rejected  the  German  offer  as  a
“trick” and were able to ignore Wilson’s statement since it required them to do nothing.
Over the next few weeks, the opportunity for peace faded away, and in late January the
Germans announced they would return to unrestrained submarine warfare, leading Wilson
to break off relations and move towards war with Germany.
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Although influential  elements within the American government had sought this result from
the  beginning,  Zelikow  persuasively  argues  that  the  mistakes,  errors,  and
misunderstandings by Wilson and the others also seeking a negotiated peace were probably
more responsible for this outcome than the efforts by the individuals who actually intended
it. His harsh historical verdict on the former hardly seems unfair:

In the failure to make peace at the most opportune moment, no one failed, and failed
the world,  more than President Wilson. His was the most consequential  diplomatic
failure in the history of the United States.

Thus, one of the most important turning points of the twentieth century probably came in
late 1916 with the tragic collapse of a peace effort that initially seemed so likely to succeed,
and Zelikow’s gripping narrative tells the story of how and why that opportunity slipped
away. By all rights, the Lost Peace of 1916 should have become the subject of countless
novels, plays, and films, but instead it remains almost totally unknown today, even among
the most highly educated.

My own encounter with some of the lost history of World War I came when I noticed the
headlines and read the articles that had run in our leading publications while the story was
still  unfolding.  Once  important  events  have  been  finalized  and  the  heroes  and  villains
officially determined, there is a natural tendency to reinterpret the past in the light of what
ultimately transpired, thereby establishing a simple narrative that follows straight lines. Put
another way, the winners write most of the histories.

For that exact reason, I think that one of the least known but most absolutely valuable
books about the Great War was completed in mid-March 1917, just weeks before our own
involvement inevitably distorted all subsequent analysis. The author was Lothrop Stoddard,
who had earned his Ph.D. in history at Harvard and was then just beginning a career that
would soon establish him as one of America’s most influential public intellectuals. His book
was Present-Day Europe, a scrupulously even-handed survey of the wartime politics and
recent history of each individual nation.

The work is not overly long, running less than 75,000 words, and can easily be read in just a
day or two, but it provides an enormous wealth of detailed, contemporaneous information,
much of which appears to have been left on the cutting-room floor of later historiography,
written  after  the  official  narrative  had already hardened.  Moreover,  as  he  explained in  his
Preface, Stoddard followed a rigid requirement of only quoting the natives of each country in
their own chapter, Englishmen on England, Germans on Germany, and so forth, thereby
providing an invaluable presentation of the elite and popular sentiments of each nation,
something very useful to those of us seeking to reconstruct the situation more than a
century later.

Stoddard’s book had gone to press just weeks after the final rejection of the German peace
offer, and he hardly let a failed diplomatic project well-known to all of his readers dominate
his narrative. But although the author was unaware of the extensive backstory, he gave the
peace  efforts  reasonable  treatment  in  the  chapters  on  Britain  and  Germany,  adding
interesting details missed by both Zelikow and Hochschild. For example, as early as June
1916 several prominent British political figures of very mainstream views had publicly called
for peace negotiations, including in the pages of the Economist, and their declaration had
been emphatically endorsed by the editor of that influential publication. But this high-profile
ideological rebellion in the elite media was swiftly crushed, with the editor losing his job as a

https://www.unz.com/runz/white-racialism-in-america-then-and-now/#lothrop-stoddard-and-the-rising-tide-of-color
https://www.amazon.com/Present-day-Europe-National-States-Mind/dp/1342782062/
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consequence.  Stoddard  later  explained  that  the  uncompromising  Allied  rejection  of  all
German  peace  offers  had  by  early  1917  “spurred  the  entire  German  people  to  desperate
wrath.”

A perfect example of the tremendous value of Stoddard’s material comes in his discussion
of  war  aims,  which  obviously  provided  the  necessary  context  for  the  differing  national
reactions to early peace negotiations, and there was a stark contrast between those of the
two opposing  camps.  The  goals  of  the  Germans  were  relatively  mild,  with  almost  no
demands  for  annexations  of  new  territory.  By  contrast,  the  French  were  absolutely
committed  to  the  total  destruction  of  Germany as  their  primary  objective,  with  those
sentiments being almost universally held across all  political  parties.  They regarded the
unified Germany created in 1870 as simply too powerful a European rival,  which therefore
had to be fragmented back into multiple, weak states. And not only would France reabsorb
the lost  provinces of  Alsace-Lorraine,  but  it  would also annex much of  the Rhineland,
territory that  had been German for  a thousand years.  The British were not  quite that
extreme, but most of their political leadership class strongly believed that Germany needed
to be totally crippled as an economic and military competitor.

In  the  East,  the  primary  war  aim  of  the  Russian  Empire  was  the  annexation  of
Constantinople, the capital city and largest metropolis of Germany’s Ottoman Empire ally,
which would give Russia strategic control of the Bosphorus Straits. Although Serbia had
already been defeated and occupied by this date, elements of the Serbian government had
originally  provoked  the  war  by  arranging  the  assassination  of  Franz  Ferdinand,  the
prospective Austro-Hungarian ruler, with their broader goal being the total destruction of
that multi-ethnic state, several of whose major pieces would then become part of a Greater
Serbia.

So to a considerable extent, Germany and its allies were actually the “status quo powers,”
reasonably  satisfied  with  the  existing  arrangement  of  borders,  a  situation  totally  different
from that of their Allied opponents. When one side in a conflict is determined to dismember
and destroy the other, an early peace is difficult to arrange. Moreover, the German alliance
faced an opposing coalition that was far superior in manpower, economic strength, and
potential  military  resources,  so  it  was  fighting  what  it  reasonably  regarded  as  a  purely
defensive war. This clear situation at the time is exactly contrary to what has been implied
or even explicitly stated in our basic History 101 textbooks for the last one hundred years.

Obviously, the complete picture was not entirely one-sided, and an important factor behind
the outbreak of the war had been German concerns over the rapidly growing population and
military power of its enormous Russian neighbor to the east. Indeed, although the very
powerful  Social  Democratic  political  block in the German parliament was strongly anti-
militarist,  its  members  were  also  intensely  hostile  to  the  Czarist  regime,  which  their
influential Jewish elements demonized as fiercely anti-Semitic, so the Russian threat was an
important  factor  behind  the  near-total  domestic  political  unity  once  war  broke  out.
Meanwhile,  important elements of  the German military establishment had long favored
waging  a  preventive  war  aimed  at  breaking  Russian  power  before  it  became  too
overwhelming.

Major German victories during the first couple of years of fighting had led to the occupation
of  considerable  Russian  territory,  and  Jozef  Pilsudski,  Poland’s  George  Washington  figure,
had organized an army of 20,000 Poles that fought side-by-side with the Germans. As a
consequence, the Germans decided to resurrect an independent Poland as a German client
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state more than a century after it had disappeared from the map, a geographical change
that  would  greatly  weaken  Russia  while  providing  a  buffer  against  the  latter’s  future
westward  expansion.

Although of relatively minor importance, one of Stoddard’s most impressive sections is his
discussion of the Balkans, home to several bitterly quarrelsome states, whose stories I had
never previously seen treated, let alone analyzed in such intelligent detail. These countries
had all fought wars against each other in 1912 and then again in 1913, and given the
triggering 1914 events in Sarajevo, the Great War that followed might almost be regarded
as merely a third consecutive Balkan round of fighting that unexpectedly brought in the rest
of Europe.

As the author points out, prior to the Ottoman conquest and long occupation, each of the
different Balkan peoples had at one time or another ruled a larger regional empire of their
own, which they naturally sought to resurrect after Ottoman power receded. But all those
previous  Balkan  empires  had  overlapped  in  territory,  thus  leading  to  bitter,  conflicting
claims,  and  the  repeated  rounds  of  new  fighting  between  Bulgaria,  Romania,  Serbia,  and
Greece, all of which also coveted portions of the neighboring Austro-Hungarian and Ottoman
empires, thereby contributing to the severe instability. Totally contrary to my assumptions,
Stoddard explained that  these individual  countries actually  had very different political  and
social  profiles,  with  Bulgaria’s  characteristics  being  entirely  different  from  those  of
neighboring Romania, for example, though they had always been lumped together in my
mind.

Although  Stoddard’s  book  focused  on  the  internal  dynamics  of  the  major  European
participants  without  directly  addressing  the  exact  causes  of  the  conflict,  his  material
generally supported the impression I’d always gotten from my textbooks that two heavily-
armed and hostile alliances had blundered into a huge war, neither of them fully expecting
or intending what eventually occurred. Just as Zelikow’s detailed scholarship indicated that
the US, Germany, and Britain had together fumbled away the possibility of peace in 1916,
the  European  great  powers  had  started  the  conflict  a  couple  of  years  earlier  in  much  the
same fashion.

Two major historical volumes focusing on exactly that last topic had appeared about a
decade ago, just before the hundredth-year anniversary, and they strongly reinforced that
same conclusion with exhaustive scholarship. The Sleepwalkers by Christopher Clark and
July 1914: Countdown to War  by Sean McMeekin, together received a very lengthy and
favorable front-page treatment in the NYT Book Review by Harold Evans, former editor of
the Times of London. I’d read the first of these books a couple of years ago and the second
just very recently, and found them both excellent, telling as they did a broadly similar story
across their combined 1,100 pages.

https://www.amazon.com/dp/1494556537/?tag=unco037-20
https://www.amazon.com/dp/0465060749/
https://www.nytimes.com/2013/05/12/books/review/the-sleepwalkers-and-july-1914.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2013/05/12/books/review/the-sleepwalkers-and-july-1914.html
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Crowds on the streets in the aftermath of the anti-Serb riots in Sarajevo, 29 June 1914 (Licensed under
the Public Domain)

McMeekin’s very detailed narrative of the exact circumstances and decision-making process
during July 1914 greatly emphasizes the extremely important role of unexpected, contingent
factors that could so easily have diverted the history from its track. For example, just prior
to the assassination in Sarajevo, Britain seemed on the very verge of violent civil war over
Irish Home Rule, a conflict so bitter that it  was weeks before the Cabinet even considered
the developing situation in the Balkans, so if  the events had occurred just a couple of
months later, British military involvement might have been impossible. Similarly, by his
strong initial stand against any attack on Serbia, the powerful Hungarian Prime Minister
prevented  the  sort  of  immediate  retaliatory  strike  that  probably  would  have  avoided
bringing in other countries, unlike the eventual attack that came more than a month after
the assassination; so the determined peace policy of a leading European statesman actually
helped trigger the wider war. In all these countries, there were obviously powerful factions
that had spent years pressing for war, but there were other powerful factions that felt
otherwise, and the circumstances of the outbreak depended largely upon the particular
decisions made.

Once  the  enormous  conflict  began,  assigning  the  exact  measure  of  guilt  for  the  calamity
became a strategic objective during the years that followed, especially on the part of the
Allies, with Clark even noting that both the French and the Russians created fraudulent
documents that they then inserted into their own diplomatic archives. The scholarly dispute
over relative war-guilt has continued unabated for more than a century now, and while
neither of these books settles the matter, I do think that they provide a very solid factual
basis, explaining exactly who did what and when, thereby allowing each of us to assign the
appropriate quantity of guilt to those particular actions.
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A very different sort of book on the same topic published almost simultaneously was Hidden
History by amateur British historians Gerry Docherty and Jim Macgregor. Although totally
ignored  by  the  mainstream  media,  their  extremely  conspiratorial  account  of  Britain’s
political leadership prior to the outbreak of the war has become wildly popular in many
alternative circles, and I finally decided to read it a couple of years ago. Unfortunately, I was
far from impressed by their analysis, and although they usefully described some of the
machinations of the most aggressive British political faction, I think they accorded it far
more power than it probably possessed. I wrote my own appraisal in a comment after I’d
only finished a chapter or two, but nothing in the remainder of the book would have altered
my negative verdict:

Well,  I’ve  seen  numerous  commenters  give  glowing  endorsements  of  the
Docherty/Macgregor book over the last year or more, so since I had it sitting around, I
finally decided to take a look. So far, I haven’t really been very impressed.

As near as I can tell, their “revolutionary” hypothesis is that near the end of the 19th
century a small group of individuals near the top of Britain formed a “secret society”
with the central goal of greatly enhancing the power and wealth of the British Empire,
sometimes using ruthless or dishonest means, and permanently dominate the world.

Is that really so remarkable? Suppose the “secret society” had never been formed?
Wouldn’t we naturally assume that the normal, run-of-the-mill leaders of Britain would
be doing their best to enhance the power and wealth of the British Empire? Wouldn’t it
be much more shocking if they weren’t?

Should someone write a book: “Top executives at Google are secretly trying to expand
Google’s wealth and power and gain dominance over the entire Internet.” Or “Top
executives at  Goldman Sachs are secretly trying to expand Goldman’s wealth and
power and permanently dominate Wall Street.”

Neither Docherty nor Macgregor seem professional historians, and they’re certainly
correct in attempting to refute the “legend of German villainy,” but I think that lots and
lots of professional historians have already done that.

Decades ago, my ordinary high school texts emphasized that one of the main factors
behind WWI was Britain’s fears of a rising Germany. And it’s also true that another
major factor was Germany’s fears of a rising Russia. Historians have endlessly argued
about  the  relative  weighting  of  all  these  different  factors,  but  everyone’s  certainly
aware  of  them.

In sharp contrast, a different book published just over a century earlier might today be seen
as a product of the conspiratorial fringe, but it was certainly not viewed that way at the
time,  given  that  the  author  was  widely  regarded  as  one  of  America’s  leading  public
intellectuals  and the work was favorably discussed in  the influential  Literary Digest.  David
Starr Jordan was the founding president of Stanford University, a biological scientist by
training who had published at least ninety-odd books, mostly of a scientific nature but also
including works of broader public policy.

Unseen Empire,  which appeared in 1912, fell  into that latter category and argued that
although the United States and the major European powers remained nominally sovereign,
their heavy, unproductive military spending had gradually bound them into tight coils of

https://www.amazon.com/dp/1780576307/
https://www.amazon.com/dp/1780576307/
https://www.unz.com/ishamir/do-spies-run-the-world/#comment-3231465
https://www.unz.com/print/JordanDavid-1912/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/David_Starr_Jordan
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/David_Starr_Jordan
https://www.amazon.com/Unseen-Empire-Study-Plight-Nations/dp/1341370259/
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debt, leading most of them to quietly become political vassals of a network of powerful
financiers, the “unseen empire” of the title. So instead of kings, parliaments, or kaisers, the
true rulers of Europe were a set of interconnected and intermarried banking dynasties,
almost all of them Jewish: the Sterns and Cassels of Britain, the Foulds and Pereires of
France, the Bleichroders of Germany, the Gunzburgs of Russia, the Hirsches of Austria, the
Goldschmids of Portugal, the Camondos of Turkey, the Sassoons of the Orient, and above all
of them, the Rothschilds of London and Paris.

Although in today’s world, such a description might seem insane or at least incendiary,
Jordan presented it rather matter-of-factly without rancor, and indeed that particular claim
didn’t even constitute the main theme of his analysis. The Stanford University President
firmly regarded modern warfare as disastrous for a society, but also argued that wars had
become so ruinously expensive that they could not last for long. Moreover, since the true
financial  owners of Europe believed that they were bad for business, no major wars would
be permitted to break out.

Obviously, Jordan’s predictions were exploded just a couple of years later, but subsequent
events did provide some hints that his analysis was not entirely mistaken. For example,
according  to  Stoddard’s  account,  much  of  Britain’s  wealthy  Jewish  elite,  often  having
German roots like the Rothschilds, was widely regarded as being in the peace camp, so
much so that in 1916 hard-line publications regularly denounced the country’s German-
Jewish  financiers  as  undercutting  Brtain’s  continuing  military  resolve.  Similarly,  Zelikow
reports that Paul Warburg, the German-Jewish vice chairman of America’s Federal Reserve,
was  an  enthusiastic  supporter  of  Wilson’s  efforts  to  pressure  Britain  into  making  peace,
including discouraging American banks in late 1916 from making the additional loans that
Britain required to purchase supplies. In private communications, the strongly pro-British
head of the J.P. Morgan banking empire denounced that decision and argued for a public
attack  on  the  German-Jewish  influence  that  he  believed  was  behind  this  peace  policy.
Similarly, many of the wealthy Jewish interests in Germany were generally in the peace
camp.  So  Jordan’s  main  mistake  was  probably  to  overestimate  the  political  power  of
Europe’s dominant financial interests.

This extended discussion of the Great War was prompted after I read Hochschild’s book on
the British anti-war movement, and I’d decided to do so because I’d been very impressed
with his previous, award-winning bestseller King Leopold’s Ghost, which I’d read earlier this
year.  That  latter  work  recounted  the  vivid  history  of  the  Belgian  Congo  and  the  horrific
mistreatment of its inhabitants, which may have claimed the lives of up to ten million
Africans, with Hochschild also telling the story of the British-led international moral crusade
against those crimes, privately organized by E.D. Morel, a journalist, and Roger Casement, a
civil servant. Their final victory came just a year before war broke out, and Hochschild’s last
two chapters constitute an extended epilogue, including a description of the sad wartime
fates suffered by his pair of champions.

At  the  time  of  the  Sarajevo  assassination,  both  Morel  and  Casement  were  towering
international  heroes,  with  the  latter  having  even  been  knighted  for  his  humanitarian
achievements.  But  both  were  firmly  opposed  to  the  war  and  generally  sympathetic  to
Germany’s position, and their public standing quickly collapsed, merely one of the many
ironies that Hochschild describes.

One  of  the  worst  horrors  that  the  colonial  Belgians  had  inflicted  upon  the  Congolese  was
chopping off the hands of those Africans who failed to meet their work-quotas or otherwise
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disobeyed, and photographs of the atrocity victims had triggered outrage across the globe.
But in August 1914, the German army invaded Belgium, and the Belgians were suddenly
transformed from monsters to martyrs, with British propagandists soon falsely claiming that
the  Germans  were  chopping  off  the  hands  of  disobedient  Belgians.  For  many  years,  the
story of the millions of Africans who died in the horrors of the Belgian Congo had been the
world’s  leading  humanitarian  issue,  but  Hochschild  plausibly  argues  that  the  sudden
wartime propaganda-elevation of Belgians to unrivaled global victimhood status probably
explains why that earlier story so quickly faded from public awareness until being eventually
revived a half-century later.

Casement  himself  was  Irish  and  his  efforts  to  free  the  Congolese  had  brought  him  public
honors and acclaim; but when he began seeking German help to free his own country from
British rule, he was hanged for treason, becoming the first holder of a British knighthood to
suffer that fate in hundreds of years. Morel similarly fell from grace for his anti-war writings,
and after  he  sent  a  copy  of  one  of  his  pamphlets  to  his  pacifist  friend,  Romain  Rolland,  a
French Nobel Laureate in literature living in Switzerland, he received six months of brutal
imprisonment, which permanently broke his health.

However, once the war ended, British sentiments changed, and the newly rising Labour
Party considered Morel a wronged hero and nominated him as a candidate for Parliament.
As a young Cabinet Minister, Winston Churchill had played a crucial role in leading Britain
into the world war, and in a remarkable symbolic turnabout, Morel now defeated him for
reelection in 1922, taking his seat in the House of Commons. Morel was one of Labour’s
leading spokesmen on foreign affairs  and according to Hochschild,  he was expected to be
named Foreign Minister  in  Ramsay MacDonald’s  new Labour  government  of  1922,  but
MacDonald decided to keep the portfolio in his own hands, perhaps because he feared Morel
might overshadow him as a political rival. However, Morel’s political fairy tale had a less
than  happy  ending,  for  although  he  was  easily  reelected  in  1924,  his  harsh  wartime
imprisonment had destroyed his health and he died later that year at the unripe age of 51.

I had never previously heard of Morel and found his story a fascinating one, but when I
consulted his Wikipedia page I discovered that much of the long entry focused on aspects of
Morel’s postwar activism that the book had avoided mentioning, presumably for ideological
reasons. In his epilogue chapters, Hochschild had rightly denounced the hypocrisy of the
major European powers, which were willing to condemn the brutal treatment of Africans
under Belgian colonial rule while ignoring the fact that they often behaved in a similar
manner in their own African colonies. But he must have found Morel’s extreme lack of any
such hypocrisy troubling for other reasons, so the last major project of that remarkable
man’s career was excluded from his hagiography.

Morel heavily blamed France and Czarist Russia for the war and regularly condemned the
extremely punitive terms of the Treaty of Versailles from the pages of Britain’s Foreign
Affairs journal, an influential Labour publication that he directed, condemning, for example,
the mutilation of Hungary, which had lost two-thirds of its territory.

But  according  to  Wikipedia,  his  most  important  postwar  project  was  launching  the
international  “Black  Shame”  campaign,  denouncing  the  horrific  atrocities  committed  by
France’s  African  colonial  troops  against  the  helpless  German civilians  of  the  occupied
Rhineland, including widespread rape and murder. Wikipedia entries are usually heavily
sanitized, so portions of this very surprising entry are worth quoting at length:

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/E._D._Morel
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/E._D._Morel#The_Black_Horror_on_the_Rhine


| 16

In a front-page article in The Daily Herald on 9 April 1920 by Morel about the French
occupation of the Rhineland, the headline read, “: “Frankfurt runs red with blood French
Blood Troops Use Machine-guns on Civilians”.[42] The following day, the same paper
had another cover story by Morel, the title of which was “Black Scourge In Europe
Sexual Horror Let Loose by France On Rhine Disappearance of Young German Girls”. In
it, Morel wrote that France is “thrusting her black savages into the heart of Germany”
and that the “primitive African savages, the carriers of syphilis, have become a horror
and a terror” to the Rhinelanders.[42] In his article, Morel claimed that the Senegalese
soldiers  serving  in  the  French  Army  were  “primitive  African  barbarians”  who  “stuffed
their haversacks with eye-balls, ears and heads of the foe”.[43] Morel declared in his
article:

“There [the Rhineland] they [the Senegalese soldiers] have become a terror and a
horror unimaginable to the countryside, raping girls and women – for well known
physiological reasons, the raping of a white woman by a negro is nearly always
accompanied by serious injuries and not infrequently has fatal results; spreading
syphilis, murdering inoffensive civilians, often getting completely out of control; the
terrible barbaric incarnation of a barbarous policy, embodied in a so-called peace
treaty which puts the clock back 2,000 years”.[43]

Morel wrote that “black savages” have uncontrolled sexual impulses that “must be satisfied
upon the bodies of white women!” (emphasis in the original).[44]

The phrase that Morel coined to describe the alleged terror by Senegalese troops in the
Rhineland was the “Black Horror on the Rhine“, which became internationally famous, and
the campaign against the “black horror” took much of his time for the last four years of his
life.[45] Morel predicated the “black horror” would cause another world war, writing that the
average German boy was thinking:  “Boys these men raped your mothers and sisters”
(emphasis in the original).[46] Morel used the “black horror” as a way of attacking France,
which he claimed had caused a “sexual horror on the Rhine” and whose “reign of terror”
was a  “giant  evil”  that  should  inspire  “shame into  all  four  corners  of  the world”  and
ultimately should “a revision of the Versailles Treaty and the relief for Germany”.[47]

The somewhat censorious Wikipedia article condemns Morel for his blatant racism and cites
a German sociologist who argues that those same sentiments had actually governed his
earlier Belgian Congo activism as well. But this new Rhineland campaign was soon followed
by his rise within the British Labour Party and his electoral triumph over Churchill, so both
British  Socialists  and  British  voters  apparently  gave  a  different  verdict.  Moreover,  Adolf
Hitler soon alluded to some of Morel’s accusations in the pages of Mein Kampf, though in
much less blood-curdling fashion, and those brief, mild passages have often been cited as
proof of the German dictator’s deep racism.

Hochschild is a committed racial liberal, whose lifelong support for blacks in the American
South and under Apartheid dominated his early career, and this easily explains why he
elevated Morel to heroic stature for his international campaign to end European atrocities
against Africans in the Belgian Congo. But it equally well explains why he excluded any
mention  of  his  moral  exemplar’s  final  humanitarian  crusade,  this  time  focused  on  African
atrocities against Europeans, which was contemporaneous with similar political projects by
the KKK in America and may have even played an important role in inspiring Adolf Hitler.

*

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Daily_Herald_(United_Kingdom)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Black_Horror_on_the_Rhine
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Adam_Hochschild
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